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 Paradoxically, change within higher educaƟon is constant. Change within higher 

educaƟon insƟtuƟons is paradoxical because change does not necessarily happen quickly. 

However, despite the less-than-Ɵmely nature of change, its effects are seen and felt across 

higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons. For instance, since the incepƟon of higher educaƟon, the framing 

of higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons as organizaƟons has shiŌed (Peterson, 2007). Moreover, 

although the change process is slow, higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons are consistently encouraged 

or mandated to adapt to the market's more immediate, contemporary condiƟons (Baker & 

Baldwin, 2015; Baker et al., 2012). With this need for adaptaƟon in mind, no college or 

university is necessarily safe from organizaƟonal change processes. So, there is a need to ask 

quesƟons that consider the environmental challenges that have and will conƟnue to influence 

change on college campuses and the processes of change (or adaptaƟon) that manifest within 

higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons. This research project strives to do both. 

 First, the project considers the environmental challenges that ground the need for 

change within higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons. For instance, the quesƟoning of the purpose and 

value of higher educaƟon has encouraged leaders at some liberal arts colleges to make 

modificaƟons to the academic curriculum of the insƟtuƟon (e.g., Brint et al., 2005). In moving 

from the liberal arts to the pracƟcal arts, the ideal goal is for students to receive a higher 

investment return by pursuing academic majors in fields tradiƟonally linked to higher incomes 

(e.g., medical professions, engineering programs). AddiƟonally, leaders addressing concerns 

about the purpose of higher educaƟon have reimagined the values and mission of the university 

(e.g., Gallant, 2007; Hartley, 2002; Hartley & Schall, 2005). Furthermore, broader concerns 

about responding to economic condiƟons such as the Great Recession have required 
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insƟtuƟonal leaders to think criƟcally about diversifying insƟtuƟonal funding sources (Hilbun & 

Mamiseishvili, 2016). Finally, the increased diversificaƟon of the United States populaƟon has 

conƟnued to call into quesƟon the need for change focused on concerns of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI). However, research from prominent scholars and the pracƟces conducted at 

colleges suggests that there has not been a specific type of response at liberal arts colleges to 

address these issues relaƟng to DEI.  

 While no specific outcome has emerged, the need for DEI-focused change has long been 

clear. First, historical and contemporary values, cultures, and behaviors that encourage 

exclusion within higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons challenge the higher educaƟon system. For 

example, colonial colleges in the United States were founded on racist principles to violently 

force assimilaƟon onto indigenous peoples (Wright, 1991; Wright, 1988). Next, higher educaƟon 

insƟtuƟons, parƟcularly those in the South, have historically pracƟced segregaƟon. Because of 

this oppression, Historically Black Colleges and UniversiƟes [HBCUs] were established to 

educate many Black students (Anderson, 1988). However, it has been no secret that these 

insƟtuƟons were and conƟnue to be funded in ways that are disproporƟonate to compeƟng 

insƟtuƟons that serve students with majority idenƟƟes. Furthermore, despite the existence of 

HBCUs (and other minority-serving insƟtuƟons [MSIs], the challenges of oppression have 

persisted as racism, prejudice, exclusion, and a perceived lack of belonging (Cole et al., 2020; 

McClelland and Auster, 1990; Mwangi et al., 2018; Strayhorn, 2018; Waite, 2001). These 

challenges are experienced almost exclusively by students who have marginalized idenƟƟes.  

 Moreover, these experiences encourage students with marginalized idenƟƟes to become 

agents of change at colleges naƟonwide. While not consistently recognized as formal members 
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of the campus governance system, these students frequently make clear their challenges and 

concerns through formal and informal avenues. For example, students may make their concerns 

heard through structures such as student governments (Caridine, 2019; Lizzio & Wilson, 2009; 

Luescher-Mamashela, 2013). They might also pursue change through acƟvism pracƟces (e.g., 

Broadhurst & MarƟn, 2014; Linder, 2019; Linder & Rodriquez, 2012; Rhoads, 2016). Students 

have frequently played a significant role in clarifying the need for change on college campuses.  

 Secondly, to address the specific processes used to facilitate change, this project 

considered how DEI-focused work has been approached within higher educaƟon. For instance, 

in response to the oppression experienced by students with marginalized idenƟƟes, scholars 

and pracƟƟoners developed and implemented models of pracƟce that placed a high degree of 

importance on diversity within the campus community—meaning that the presence of students 

with marginalized idenƟƟes became a compelling state interest. This research and models 

established the raƟonale for affirmaƟve acƟon policies (Johnson, 2020); however, they also 

expressed the need to think more criƟcally about the campus climates that would promote 

inclusion at insƟtuƟons where the diversity of the campus community would be bolstered 

(Gurin et al., 2004; Gurin et al., 2003; Gurin et al., 2002; Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992). Other 

iniƟaƟves such as adopƟng new programs, services, and departments, have also emerged on 

college campuses. However, because of conflicƟng narraƟves, it is not easy to definiƟvely 

outline the impact of such iniƟaƟves. Some scholars have presented research that highlights the 

benefits of diversity (e.g. Bowman, 2013; Denson & Chang, 2015; Gurin et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh, 

2006; Pike, Kuh & Gonyea., 2007; Umbach & Kuh, 2006). Nevertheless, other research findings 

make clear that there are mulƟple shortcomings to the DEI-focused change iniƟaƟves that have 
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manifested thus far (Ahmed, 2012; Berry, 2001; Iverson, 2011; Iverson, 2008; Iverson, 2007; 

Johnson 2020; Plaut & Hurd, 2018). What these contradicƟons make clear is that there is a need 

for leaders to think more criƟcally about how they address DEI-focused challenges.  

Strategic Diversity Planning as the Pathway Forward 

 Strategic diversity planning is one approach that insƟtuƟonal leaders have consistently 

used when seeking to address broader insƟtuƟonal challenges. With a parƟcular focus on the 

insƟtuƟon's ability to survive and perform beƩer in the future, insƟtuƟonal leaders have 

typically used strategic planning to facilitate the implementaƟon of change. As Peterson (1980) 

put it, "The primary purpose of strategic planning is to foster insƟtuƟonal adaptaƟon by 

assuring congruence between an insƟtuƟon and its relevant and oŌen changing 

environment...." (p. 140). Strategic planning has also been described as a process that brings to 

light more accurate reflecƟons of insƟtuƟonal life (Cope 1981). Moreover, Taylor and Machado 

(2006) characterized strategic planning as "a process that focuses on strategic and operaƟonal 

goals, objecƟves, and strategies based on organizaƟonal policies, programs, and acƟons 

designed to achieve the insƟtuƟon's aims and desired results" (p. 146).  

  With these descripƟons in mind, strategic planning has been a promising pracƟce 

for change. However, using comprehensive strategic plans has not always been the most 

effecƟve for DEI-focused outcomes. To address this challenge, insƟtuƟonal leaders have typically 

iniƟated processes of strategic diversity planning (Williams, 2013). Strategic diversity plans refer 

to internalized documents that govern DEI-focused change for higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons. 

While not typically linked to accreditaƟon or other accountability processes, adopƟng and using 

strategic diversity plans can benefit higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons that uƟlize them.  
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 AddiƟonally, while someƟmes formulated in ways like the generalized strategic plans, 

the strategic diversity plan is more direct and specific to account for definiƟons and pracƟces of 

diversity, equity, and inclusion. Williams (2013) noted further that strategic diversity plans 

include insƟtuƟonal raƟonales for diversity, diversity-related goals, recommended acƟons, 

assignment of responsibiliƟes to achieve and implement acƟon, a process for accountability, 

and a budget. Because of these factors, the strategic diversity plan has more of a tacƟcal 

component than some general strategic plans.  

 Because of this emphasis on acƟon, the process of strategic diversity planning has 

allowed insƟtuƟonal leaders to consider more fully how diversity, equity, and inclusion are 

infused into insƟtuƟonal policies and the pracƟces that manifest on college campuses  

(Henderson, 2020; McRae-Yates, 2007; Stephens, 2017; Wilson, 2015). 

 Furthermore, with strategic diversity plans, insƟtuƟonal leaders can think intenƟonally 

about how they pracƟce diversity management, something that Cox and Blake (1991) 

characterized as "a variety of management issues and acƟviƟes related to hiring and effecƟve 

uƟlizaƟon of personnel from different cultural backgrounds" (p. 45). Likewise, Foster and Harris 

(2005) explained that diversity management is "an approach to fair treatment that encourages 

employers to harness and value a wide range of visible differences in their employees" (p. 5). 

Therefore, as has been presented, the need for and use of strategic diversity plans cannot be 

understated. Nevertheless, before strategic diversity planning can become widespread, more 

about it must become known to scholars and pracƟƟoners.  
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Statement of the Problem 

 Three primary gaps ground the need for further research on this topic. First, despite the 

vast existence of strategic diversity plans, the empirical literature about strategic diversity plans 

has disproporƟonally placed large public insƟtuƟons and universiƟes at the center of aƩenƟon. 

Secondly, in some cases, the exisƟng literature has favored things like the content of strategic 

diversity plans, paying less aƩenƟon to the specific factors and processes of change that 

undergird the development of a strategic diversity plan. Thirdly, the literature regarding 

strategic diversity planning has not paid much aƩenƟon to the specific agents of change who 

show up to do the work of strategic diversity planning. 

Purpose of the Study 

 Given the gaps in the literature and the importance of advancing DEI on college 

campuses, this study's primary purpose was to understand beƩer how insƟtuƟonal leaders at a 

liberal arts college developed and implemented a strategic diversity plan. AddiƟonally, as a 

subsidiary outcome of the study, I hoped to learn more about the unique ways that students, 

staff, and faculty work together to bring about change on the college campus. Finally, with the 

broader idea of organizaƟonal change, I hoped to learn more about the specific organizaƟonal 

factors that undergird change at a liberal arts college. With these aims in mind, the primary 

research quesƟon that guided this study was how did leaders at a highly selecƟve liberal arts 

college develop and implement a strategic diversity plan? 

Methodological Approach and Analysis 

I uƟlized a qualitaƟve case study approach to answer the research quesƟon. Schrank (2006) 

characterized a case study as something that "invesƟgates a person, insƟtuƟon, or society 



 

8 

rather than people, insƟtuƟons, or socieƟes more broadly" (p.170). Merriam & Tisdell (2016) 

and Yin (2018) described the case study as an in-depth descripƟon and analysis of a bounded 

system. A case study might also refer to the specific, systemaƟc design frame that characterizes 

how a researcher might organize elements of a scienƟfic study (Stake, 2005). With these 

descripƟons in mind, the specific case under study was the process for developing a strategic 

diversity plan.  

 As a Ɵered, complex system of behavior, aƫtudes, and percepƟons, this process fits well 

within the descripƟons of the case study approach. AddiƟonally, this process was bounded by 

insƟtuƟonal seƫng, Ɵme, and parƟcipants. This process of developing a strategic diversity plan 

took place for a specific amount of Ɵme at a specific insƟtuƟon (e.g., University X) and involved 

specific insƟtuƟonal leaders. Finally, this research study was guided by an intrinsic and 

instrumental use of the qualitaƟve case study approach. I conducted this study because I 

genuinely wanted to learn more about developing a strategic diversity plan. AddiƟonally, I 

conducted the study because I wanted to learn about the factors of change at University X that 

other leaders and I could use to bring about change later. I collected qualitaƟve data from 

interviews and insƟtuƟonal documents. The interviews were the primary data source. This data 

was analyzed using the approach of themaƟc analysis (Clarke et al, 2015).  

Overview of the Findings 

 The findings of this study characterized criƟcal components of the process for strategic 

planning at a liberal arts college: the existence of a fragmented system of shared governance, 

many partnerships between campus change agents, an idenƟficaƟon of the impetus for change, 

and the specific steps that were taken to develop a strategic diversity plan. Through 
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partnerships that encouraged collaboraƟon and engagement, insƟtuƟonal leaders (e.g., 

students, staff, faculty, administrators, and alums) could idenƟfy and share broadly an impetus 

for change which grounded the need for a strategic acƟon plan for change. With an 

understanding of the impetus for change, a pathway to inclusive excellence was established by 

the president of University X. As part of the acƟvaƟon of work, the president of University X 

issued a direcƟve to make excellence inclusive, established commiƩees that were tasked with 

collecƟng and formulaƟng data. Using this data as a guiding tool, specific reports were draŌed 

and then boiled into a culminaƟng plan for acƟon. The findings also demonstrated the 

underlying conflict between insƟtuƟonal values at University X. As a result of this conflict, some 

agents of change were not as engaged in the process of developing a strategic diversity plan.  

OrganizaƟon of the Research Report 

 AŌer this introducƟon, this thesis conƟnues with a review of the literature (chapter 

two), a review of the methods that were employed (chapter 3), findings (chapter four), and a 

discussion of the findings (chapter five). In chapter two, literature around three topics is 

discussed: DEI in higher educaƟon. organizaƟonal change in higher educaƟon, and strategic 

planning. The chapter opens with literature about DEI in higher educaƟon. In this secƟon, I 

begin with a discussion about the exclusionary nature of higher educaƟon. Next, I offer 

definiƟons of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). Then, I focus on a few DEI-focused iniƟaƟves 

that have transpired on college campuses. By discussing such iniƟaƟves, I aim to provide readers 

with a high-level overview of DEI acƟvity that is now commonplace. Finally, the secƟon 

concludes with a criƟque of how DEI is operaƟonalized at colleges and universiƟes within the 

United States. AŌer the secƟon on DEI in higher educaƟon concludes, the narraƟve about 
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organizaƟonal change in higher educaƟon begins. In this specific secƟon, I begin by discussing 

the organizaƟonal evoluƟon of the higher educaƟon industry. Next, I provide coverage of the 

prominent theories of change. Following this, I address the concept of organizaƟonal change by 

discussing one of the unique ways it is achieved in educaƟonal environments. Next, in part 

three, I emphasize the pracƟce of strategic planning. Finally, as this secƟon on strategic planning 

unfolds, I tailor the conversaƟon to focus on strategic diversity planning.  

 In chapter three, I provide readers with an overview of the methods, frameworks, and 

recruitment strategies that guided this research study. First, I review the purpose of the 

research and the research quesƟon. Next, I provide an overview of the conceptual model and its 

criƟques that ground and connect the study to current research. Thirdly, I provide more 

informaƟon about the case study approach uƟlized throughout the study. Specifically, I highlight 

the literature concerning the qualitaƟve case study approach, the types of approach, and the 

raƟonale for its use. AŌer this, I make the reader more familiar with me through a posiƟonality 

statement that plainly states my idenƟƟes, perspecƟves, and underlying beliefs that have 

undoubtedly shaped the study's design and the interpretaƟon of results. Next, I will discuss my 

sampling approach, paying specific aƩenƟon to recruitment strategies uƟlized throughout the 

study. Moreover, aŌer the recruitment strategy becomes known, I outline the data sources used 

for analysis. Finally, the chapter concludes with a brief secƟon about the ethical consideraƟons 

that emerged in this research study's design and implementaƟon. 

 Chapter four provides more context about the findings of this study. With the findings in 

mind, the chapter is organized around four themes: a fragmented system of shared governance, 

partnerships between campus change agents, the impetus for change, and the work of strategic 
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diversity planning. As is customary in qualitaƟve research, these findings are grounded by 

parƟcipants' perspecƟves and data from insƟtuƟonal documents. Because of this fact, readers 

will have an exciƟng Ɵme thinking about the responses of parƟcipants as well as the 

connecƟons between responses that have been drawn out.  

 Finally, in chapter five, I provide addiƟonal commentary on the findings that emerged in 

the study. First, I interpret the study's findings to clarify their meaning. Next, I connect the 

research findings to the exisƟng literature by briefly reviewing how the findings compare to this 

literature. I do this by focusing on connecƟons to Kezar's (2014) macro change framework and 

the literature on strategic planning in higher educaƟon. Following this, I provide a specific 

statement outlining the study's significance. Next, I review the criƟcal limitaƟons of the study 

before concluding. Finally, the chapter concludes with implicaƟons for pracƟce and notes about 

future research studies.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
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Overview of the Literature Review 

 As stated in chapter one, there is a need for research that considers (1) the 

environmental challenges that have and will continue to influence change on college campuses 

and (2) the processes of change that manifest within higher education institutions. Both 

components are explored further in chapter two. In chapter two, I consider three broad topics: 

DEI in higher education, organizational change in higher education, and strategic planning. With 

these topics in mind, chapter two's objective is first to clarify the challenges with diversity, 

equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives on college campuses. Secondly, I aim to unpack the 

theories and processes of change traditionally practiced in higher education institutions. 

Thirdly, I hope to clarify what is known about the strategic planning process. 

 The chapter begins with a discussion about DEI in higher education. Along these lines, 

the conversation opens with details about the exclusionary nature of higher education. By 

focusing on the historical foundation of higher education, I showcase the multiple forms of 

oppression that have arguably always been present within the higher education industry in the 

United States. Following this historical account, I define key terms (diversity, equity, and 

inclusion). While each term is important, I pay more attention to diversity because of its 

dubious nature (Ahmed, 2012). The term is regarded as dubious because of its multiple, often 

conflicting meanings. However, in this review, I consider primarily the different rationales for 

diversity that higher education leaders may use to enact change on college campuses. After 

defining these key terms, I move on to describe the specific initiatives that have been enacted 

to create campus communities that are diverse, inclusive, and equitable. Finally, the section 

considering DEI in higher education concludes with a critique of current DEI initiatives and 
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practices. Ultimately, the shortcomings of existing DEI-focused initiatives characterize the need 

for more critical approaches to DEI-focused planning on college campuses.  

 These critical approaches to DEI-focused planning are explored in the second part of 

chapter two. With a broader interest in factors of organizational change, this portion of the 

literature review starts with a discussion about the evolution of higher education institutions as 

organizations. By tracing how higher education institutions have existed as organizations, I aim 

to clarify that change is expected. Following this conversation about organizational evolution, a 

discussion about theories of change becomes the center of attention. Although these theories 

of change do not necessarily outline explicit processes of change, they provide a theoretical 

grounding for processes that unfold within higher education institutions.  

 With a particular focus on theories of scientific management, the conversation of the 

third component of this chapter focuses on strategic planning. In this article, I discuss strategic 

planning with specific regard to its history as an academic topic, its definition, and the benefits 

of strategic planning. After this, I will discuss the prominent characteristics of strategic plans 

and several unique strategic planning models used within higher education institutions. Finally, 

I explore the critiques of the strategic planning process before diving deep into a relatively new 

approach to strategic planning: strategic diversity planning. 

Part I: DEI In Higher Education 

 This section broadly describes how diversity, equity, and inclusion appear in higher 

education institutions. With this outcome in mind, the section opens with a discussion about 

the exclusionary nature of the higher education industry. Then, I discuss the definitions of 

important terms before examining current initiatives and practices of DEI in higher education 
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institutions. Finally, the chapter concludes with a critique of how DEI is operationalized at 

colleges and universities within the United States. 

The Exclusionary Nature of Higher Education 

 Higher education, as a system, has negatively affected students with marginalized 

identities due to practices that encourage oppression (e.g., exclusion, assimilation, racism, 

sexism, and ableism).  

For example, Wright (1988) highlighted this oppression when they wrote about some of 

America's first nonwhite students, Native Americans: "[White] colonists viewed education as a 

primary means not only to Christianize Indians [sic] but also to civilize and remake them in the 

image of the European" (p.3).  

 Wright (1991) further explained that the colonial colleges were founded to "propagate 

Christianity among native 'infidels' [sic] (p.430) and to "civilize the [Native Americans]" (p. 431). 

Additionally, leaders of the nation's colonial colleges failed to enroll Native Americans in 

defiance of legal agreements. Instead of using promised funds to enroll Native Americans, 

leaders of colonial colleges used institutional funds for purposes other than the building and 

maintenance of a college (Wright, 1988). Therefore, instead of taking action to support Native 

Americans, colonial college leaders perpetuated racism and essentially barred Native Americans 

from receiving culturally responsive education. However, given what we know about higher 

education, such a sentiment hardly registers as new information. Higher education has 

historically been exclusive, made available only to the country’s most privileged. Nevertheless, 

this history is important to mention because Native Americans currently comprise less than 1% 

of enrolled college students (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2021). This 
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finding suggests that Native Americans are still disadvantaged because of historical practices of 

oppression.  

 In addition to Native Americans, other demographic groups have been subjected to 

exclusionary and oppressive practices while attempting to pursue higher education. For 

example, in addition to Native Americans, Black students have endured horrific experiences 

while pursuing higher education. Anderson (1988) characterized the perverse history of 'Black 

Higher Education' when they argued that many White Southerners did not want to raise the 

aspirations of Southern Blacks. As a result, black students were not welcomed at predominantly 

white institutions (PWIs) in the South. Therefore, due to exclusion and through philanthropic 

endeavors, Black leaders established and operated many historically Black colleges and 

universities [HBCUs] that are still operational today (e.g., Dillard University, Fisk University, and 

Philander Smith College) (Anderson, 1988).  

 Eventually, the exclusive PWIs became slightly more accessible to non-white students. 

However, as Waite (2001) shared, these institutions were not necessarily culturally inclusive. 

Moreover, as many scholars have noted, the mere presence of students with different 

backgrounds does not necessarily positively affect the quality of interactions between students 

on the college campus (Pike & Kuh, 2006; Pike et al., 2007; Umbach & Kuh, 2006). Because 

college campuses often reflect the broader perspectives of the U.S. macrosystem, it can be 

difficult for institutional leaders to create campus environments that support students with 

marginalized identities (Mwangi et al., 2018). 

 While in these predominately white spaces, Black students have been subjected to 

intergroup conflicts and increased feelings of isolation and alienation (McClelland & Auster, 
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1990; Waite, 2001). For example, Black students at Oberlin College expressed concerns about 

racism and other forms of oppression that were not adequately addressed (Waite, 2001). In 

addition, more historical scholarship (e.g., Gurin et al., 2004; Gurin et al., 2003; Gurin et al., 

2002; Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992) highlighted further how issues of segregation and 

institutional inaction created hostile campus climates for Black students. Furthermore, many 

students with marginalized identities have expressed that they do not feel a sense of 

community or connectedness at their respective institutions (Strayhorn, 2018). Moreover, due 

to oppressive practices and cultures, students with marginalized identities may feel they do not 

matter to others on their college campus (Cole et al., 2020). These experiences convey that 

students with marginalized identities often perceive themselves as subjects of discrimination 

and prejudice. These perceptions of discrimination and prejudice are concerning because they 

affect students’ transitions to collegiate environments (Nora & Cabrera, 1996). Kaçire et al. 

(2015) further argued that the perceived diversity climate affects students' general satisfaction. 

Finally, Kurtulmuş (2016) suggested that the negative perception of a diverse environment can 

be a basis for feeling alienation. 

 Given the findings of the existing literature, these conclusions are not surprising. An 

adverse campus climate, characterized as one where racial tensions are high, has harmful 

effects on the experiences of students with varying minoritized identities (Harper & Hurtado, 

2007; Maramba & Museus, 2013; Nuñez, 2009; Stebleton et al., 2014; Wells & Horn, 2015). 

Moreover, for diverse interactions to have a positive impact, they must frequently happen 

(Bowman, 2013) with high quality (Denson & Chang, 2015). However, given the exclusionary 

nature of higher education institutions (e.g., PWIs), this is a difficult outcome to achieve. 
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Therefore, outcomes such as improvements in a student’s sense of belonging, positive 

orientations toward diversity, and improved critical thinking are not always achieved (Bowman, 

2012; Gurin et al., 2004; Locks et al., 2008; Pascarella et al., 2014; Roksa et al., 2017). Another 

factor that complicates achieving these outcomes is that they are available primarily for White 

students (Byrd, 2015; Kilgo et al., 2019; Loes et al., 2012; Gurin et al., 2002; Starck et al., 2021). 

Definitions of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 

 Because of the exclusionary nature of higher education, terms like diversity, equity, and 

inclusion have been ubiquitous within the higher education industry. For example, the terms 

(and related concepts) are commonplace in institutional mission statements and university 

websites (Duran et al., 2022; LePeau et al., 2018; Morphew & Hartley, 2006). Given DEI’s 

prominence in higher education institutions, there is a greater need to define the terms.  

Defining Diversity in Higher Education 

 Smith (2015) explained that "diversity is an imperative that must be embraced if 

colleges and universities are to be successful in a pluralistic and interconnected world" (p. 2). 

This sentiment is important; however, to truly embrace diversity as an imperative, we must first 

understand it. 

  At a semantic level, diversity has old French etymological roots. This etymological 

foundation connects diversity with meanings such as difference, oddness, wickedness, or 

perversity (Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2021). Difference is the word that stands out here 

because diversity is synonymous with a difference. Williams and O'Reilly III (1998) argued that 

in-group/out-group distinctions characterize diversity. Diversity is "any attribute people use to 

tell themselves that another person is different" (Williams & O'Reilly III, 1998, p. 81). Triandis et 



 

19 

al. (1994) defined diversity as "any attribute that humans are likely to use to tell themselves, 

'that person is different from me" (p.772). Responses about diversity that were collected and 

analyzed by Robertson (2006) explained that diversity is the "variation in the human capital 

profile of the organization [composed of] people from different races, religions, 

perspectives...and therefore different cultures, values, beliefs, and reactions to the 

organizational environment" (p. 220). Additionally, McGrath et al. (1995) described diversity as 

"the [demographic] differences among members of some particular [collective]" (p. 22). 

 Because diversity is synonymous with a difference, it may show up through five clusters 

of attributes: (1) demographic attributes (e.g., age, race, ethnicity); (2) task-related knowledge; 

(3) values, beliefs, and attitudes; (4) personality, cognitive, and behavioral styles; (5) and status 

within a group (e.g., rank, department affiliation) (McGrath et al., 1995). For example, the 

following distinctions (or attributes)—considered the differences— may constitute a person or 

groups as diverse: educational level, work experience, socioeconomic class, religious beliefs, 

physical/psychological ability, personality, marital status, race or ethnic origin, gender, age, first 

language, or family responsibilities (Williams & O'Reilly III, 1998). In addition to these attributes, 

Milliken and Martins (1996) argued that attributes of diversity are observable and 

unobservable.  Visible diversity attributes are those that can be seen or easily deduced (e.g., 

race or ethnic background, age, or gender), and unobservable diversity attributes refer to 

features that are not visible to the human eye (e.g., socioeconomic status, education, values, 

and diversity of skills) (Milliken & Martins, 1996). For example, the diversity of skills category 

includes attributes such as educational background, functional background, and range of 

industry experience (Milliken & Martins, 1996).  
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 Thus, from these definitions, diversity is understood as the culmination of distinctive 

attributes that characterize individuals, groups, and organizations differently.  

The Dubious Nature of Diversity 

While a definition of diversity has been stated, there is more to discover. Because there 

are no prescriptive limits to what identities or traits are characterized as different, everything 

about everyone has the potential to be positioned as a difference. This conceptualization of 

diversity allows diversity to exist as a symbol that, according to Collins (2011), "stands for 

American tolerance, equality, and respect for cultural differences" (p. 1). This means that 

differences of all kinds are celebrated to encourage tolerance, equality, and respect. There is 

nothing inherently wrong with this idea; however, dubious implications for diversity emerge 

when considering how everything about everyone makes them different (Ahmed, 2012). For 

instance, when diversity is understood merely as difference, institutional leaders begin to 

individuate difference in a way that makes the promotion and celebration of difference 

counterproductive to DEI-focused work (Ahmed, 2012; Ahmed, 2007; Baez, 2000). Moreover, as 

posited by Byrd (2019), this framing of diversity encourages diversity work to become 

separated from actions and concerns of equity that name and challenge forms of oppression 

(e.g., racism, sexism, and ableism).  

 Additionally, when understanding diversity merely as a difference, alternative and 

happy versions of diversity emerge in ways that devalue the importance of race and ethnicity 

(among other distinct identity features). Bell and Hartmann (2007) contextualized this 

problematic notion. By using "happy talk" (p. 911), diversity is not typically connected to the 

troubling histories that ground it in social reality. For example, by understanding diversity 
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merely as a difference, a campus community composed entirely of white men could, in many 

ways, be understood as diverse. The concern in this scenario is that elements of equity and 

inclusion have the potential to be ignored.  

Rationales for Diversity in Higher Education 

  Adding to the distinct features of diversity in higher education, it is essential to consider 

the different rationales for diversity. As explained in the literature, there are two main 

rationales for diversity: instrumental rationales and moral rationales.  

 Instrumental Rationale for Diversity. Given the neoliberalistic nature of the higher 

education industry (Cole & Heinecke, 2020; Museus & LePeau, 2019; Rhoads & Liu, 2009), the 

instrumental rationale for diversity is dominant (Starck et al., 2021). Moreover, this rationale 

typically promotes a business (or economic) case for diversity (Dover et al., 2020; Moses, 2010). 

For example, Moses and Chang (2006) outlined how the instrumental (diversity) rationale is 

used exclusively to promote educational outcomes that emerge from cross-race encounters. 

However, as was explained above (see exclusionary nature of higher education), the benefits of 

these encounters are experienced by White students more than students with marginalized 

identities. Thus, the ultimate concern with instrumental rationales for diversity is that it 

typically does not create equal benefits for students with marginalized identities. 

 Moral Rationale for Diversity. In contrast to the instrumental rationale for diversity, the 

moral rationale for diversity places an intrinsic value on diversity (Li et al., 2020). Diversity from 

the moral rationale becomes operationalized as an imperative to uphold a proper set of beliefs 

that follow a normative standard of social justice that encourages support, trust, and empathy 

(Byrd, 2019). Under this normative standard, the purpose of diversity is rooted in praxis that 
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seeks to address the inequities that have made it difficult for underrepresented students to 

gain access to and thrive in higher education institutions (Moses, 2010). Research about moral 

rationales for diversity is limited; however, exploratory studies suggest that positive benefits 

emerge from using moral rationales for diversity (Walker, Jr., 2021; Walker, Jr. & Hoyt, 2022).  

Defining Equity in Higher Education 

 McCowan (2007, 2004) argued that equity is synonymous with fairness. To explain this 

concept of fairness, McCowan (2004) stated, "those with similar levels of ability and willingness 

to exert effort should face similar educational prospects regardless of their social background, 

ethnicity or sex" (p. 459, citing (Brighouse, 2002, p. 10). Nevertheless, it is essential to 

understand that while fairness is listed as the primary equity element, it is not the same as 

equality. McCowan (2016) carefully dispelled such a conflation when they wrote,"[equity] will 

not always involve either equality of treatment or equality of outcome" (p. 647). Additionally, 

as Collins (2003) argued, equality of opportunity is a weak ideology to append to conversations 

about equity. Because life circumstances warrant varying levels of access to success, there is no 

specific way to equalize opportunity (Collins, 2003).  

 Students are not always born with equal footing, creating inequalities that Hutmacher 

(2001) described as "a difference, a disparity, or a gap in terms of advantage or disadvantage in 

material and/or symbolic resources, such as wealth, social prestige, authority, power, and 

influence" (p. 8). In this way, equity becomes a component of a "realist" "social realization" that 

recognizes justice as "inescapably plural and interest bound" (Marginson, 2011, p. 28). For 

example, as argued by the Association of American Colleges and Universities [AACU] (2018), 

equity is something that "[ensures] that each student receives what they need to be successful 
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through the intentional design of the college experience" (p. 1). Furthermore, of course, 

intentionality requires leaders to be more in tune with the specific differences in life that 

students experience. Therefore, when striving to achieve equity, institutional leaders should 

account for everyone's specific differences to adequately achieve and maintain equal outcomes 

(Bensimon et al., 2016; Clancy & Goastellec, 2007; McCowan, 2016; McCowan, 2007; 

McCowan, 2004; Salmi & Bassett, 2014).  

Defining Inclusion in Higher Education 

 Inclusion involves the perceptions of belonging and connectedness that emerge from 

applications of diversity and equity. For instance, Roberson (2006) defined inclusion as "the 

environment that makes people feel included and considered part of the system" (p. 220). 

Additionally, inclusion refers to the ability to participate fully (e.g., authentically) within an 

environment. Here, inclusion becomes less focused on replicating systems of whiteness. 

Instead, inclusion becomes about "creating the conditions enabling people of all races and 

genders to realize their capabilities as they understand them" (Strum, 2006, p. 250). 

Recognizing a campus community's diverse members as institutional citizens has promised to 

change how students experience the campus community. 

DEI Focused Initiatives on College Campuses 

 As suggested above, DEI-focused initiatives are now commonplace on college campuses. 

These initiatives operationalize different understandings of diversity and equity to achieve 

inclusion. Therefore, to highlight different manifestations of diversity and equity, this section 

reviews common DEI-focused initiatives. Specifically, I focus on adopting new mission 
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statements, partnerships between academic and student affairs units, chief diversity officers, 

and other common initiatives.  

Mission Statements as Action 

 To achieve DEI-focused outcomes, institutional leaders have traditionally modified 

institutional mission statements. This is significant because institutional mission statements 

typically highlight the espoused purpose and values of the institution (Ireland & Hirc, 1992). 

When DEI is infused within the institution's mission, values, or strategic plan, there is more 

significant potential to mobilize the benefits of diversity, equity, and inclusion (Williams, 2013). 

Thus, the presence of diversity, equity, and inclusion (and related components) in mission 

statements signals that member of the campus community value diversity, equity, and 

inclusion. This demonstration of commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion is now 

commonplace in higher education. For example, Morphew and Hartley (2006) noted that 

commitments to DEI are prominent in institutional mission statements. Additionally, Wilson et 

al. (2012) have attested that diversity-infused mission statements and separate diversity 

statements are common at higher education institutions. Finally, scholars have additionally 

confirmed that commitments to diversity, equity, and inclusion show up on institutional 

websites in ways that achieve some outcomes while hindering others (Duran et al., 2022; 

LePeau et al., 2018).  

Partnerships Between Academic Affairs and Student Affairs 

 Another unique avenue for achieving DEI outcomes encourages institutional leaders to 

establish partnerships between student affairs and academic affairs units. LePeau (2015) 

highlighted the benefits and challenges of such partnerships. For instance, LePeau (2015) 
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argued that the complementary pathway allows individual units to support diversity differently. 

While leaders within these units might exist on one campus, they typically complete work in 

separate departments, complementing each other's efforts. LePeau (2015) described the 

coordinated pathway as creating and implementing a shared vision for diversity initiatives. 

Specifically, within the coordinated pathway, lines of responsibility are blurred, and leaders 

within academic affairs and student affairs assume more hybrid roles (LePeau, 2015). Finally, 

the pervasive pathway is characterized by shared visions for how leaders within academic 

affairs and student affairs work collaboratively to contribute to student learning (LePeau, 2015). 

The pervasive pathway considers the blurriness of roles and challenges cultural contradictions 

between differing units (LePeau, 2015). 

Chief Diversity Officers [CDOs] 

 As Williams and Wade-Golden (2013) noted, the chief diversity officer is essential to 

administering DEI-focused initiatives at higher education institutions. These diversity managers 

assume diverse responsibilities that all coalesce around diversity, equity, and inclusion (Arnold 

& Kowalski-Bruan, 2012; Cherenfant & Crawley, 2012; Douglas & Little, 2017; Williams & Wade-

Golden, 2013). For example, responsibilities for this senior leader for diversity might include 

training focused on intergroup dialogue, solidifying the reputation of an attached university 

office for diversity, working with other departmental leaders to make the diversity office and its 

resources more accessible, communicating processes and protocols in response to an incident 

and holding members of the campus community accountable to specific policies and 

procedures that govern individual behavior (Arnold & Kowalski-Bruan, 2012; Cherenfant & 

Crawley, 2012; Wong, 2017). 
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 Leon (2014) described three structural models to clarify the senior leaders' work for 

diversity: the (1) collaborative officer model, (2) the unit-based model, and (3) the divisional 

portfolio model. First, the collaborative officer model is best characterized as a small (one-

person) office without much support. Next, unit-based models are characterized by the 

presence of support staff, with the senior leaders for DEI maintaining supervisory authority 

over lower-ranking officers. Finally, the divisional portfolio model is characterized by 

supervisory authority over lower-ranking diversity officers and campus units and demonstrates 

a high value for relationship building. Within this model, the senior diversity officer reports to 

senior leaders of the institution (e.g., the president and executive vice presidents).  

Other DEI-Focused Initiatives on the College Campus 

 Many other DEI-focused initiatives are present on college campuses. For example, 

leaders have advocated for the diversification of the faculty (Fraser & Hunt, 2011; Stanley, 

2006). Additionally, diversity committees have become commonplace (Ahmed, 2012; Anderson, 

2020; LePeau et al., 2019; Leon & Williams, 2016; Williams, 2013). Moreover, institutions across 

the country continue to learn more about their oppressive histories (Green, 2020; Parry, 2020), 

and institutions make more financial contributions to DEI-focused programs and initiatives 

(Wilson et al., 2021; Wilson, 2013). For example, since 2005, Columbia University has 

contributed 185 million dollars to support efforts leading to faculty diversification (Xia & Percy, 

2019). Likewise, in 2016, the University of Michigan pledged 85 million dollars to diversity 

programs (Jesse, 2016). Finally, the development and implementation of cultural centers 

cannot be ignored (Cabello, 2017; Stewart, 2012). 
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A Critique of DEI-Focused Initiatives 

 Thus far, I have presented DEI efforts as primarily positive. However, DEI-focused 

initiatives are not without critique. Therefore, in the article below, I clarify how poorly 

established DEI-focused initiatives do not necessarily solve institutional problems.  

 Despite all these efforts to transform campus communities, perverse challenges limit 

the success and effectiveness of DEI-focused initiatives. First, there is a negative pervasiveness 

of colorblind ideology fueled by manifestations of the instrumental rationales for diversity. This 

promotion of colorblind ideologies fails to consider critical diversity, which includes "an analysis 

of exclusion, discrimination [and challenges to] hegemonic notions of color blindness and 

meritocracy" (Herring & Henderson, 2012, p. 632). These ideologies ignore how whiteness 

colors perspectives and cultures of normalcy (Brooks-Immel & Murray, 2017; Bonilla-Silva, 

2015; Foste & Jones, 2020). These colorblind ideologies also promote harm because there is 

generally little attention paid to the privileges that influence the interactions between White 

students and students with marginalized identities (Lewis et al., 2000; Warikoo & de Novais, 

2015). Finally, at many institutions, DEI-focused initiatives are framed from perceptions that 

operationalize altered understandings of race (Berrey, 2011). In many cases, this altered 

framing of race camouflages power and privilege, which limits access to higher education 

institutions and undermines practices of racial justice (Iverson, 2011; Iverson, 2008; Iverson, 

2007; Johnson, 2020; Plaut & Hurd, 2018). 

 Secondly, because of colorblind ideologies, contemporary practices of diversity, equity, 

and inclusion promote a status quo of white superiority that delegitimizes the experiences of 

students with marginalized identities (Brayboy, 2003; Byrd, 2015; Dobbin & Kalev, 2017; Dobbin 
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& Kalev, 2016; Dover et al., 2020; Dover et al., 2016; Dover et al., 2014; Heilman & Welle, 2006; 

Leslie, 2019; Lewis & Shah, 2021; Trawalter et al., 2016). DEI-focused efforts are thought to 

benefit students from underrepresented backgrounds positively. However, according to Dover 

et al. (2020), some specific initiatives have unintended consequences. These negative 

consequences include more white people self-identifying as victims of discrimination (Dover et 

al., 2016; Plaut et al., 2011). Dover et al. (2014) further argued that diversity initiatives reduce 

the ability to detect discrimination. Because of this, recent DEI-focused initiatives likely do more 

to advance the power and privilege of white supremacy, neoliberalism, and other forms of 

oppression (Ahmed, 2012; Ahmed, 2007; Ahmed & Swan, 2006; Harris et al.,2015; Lang & 

Yandell, 2019; Plaut & Hurd, 2018; Mayorga-Gallo, 2019). 

 As a result of these problematic manifestations, students with marginalized identities 

continue to experience a lack of belonging (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Strayhorn, 2018; 

Strayhorn, 2008). Further evidence of this toxic phenomenon is present in how institutional 

leaders respond to concerns centered on DEI-focused issues. Cole and Harper (2017) 

characterized this when they described how university presidents tend not to acknowledge the 

systematic or institutional issues that foster racial hostility on college campuses. This idea is 

further affirmed by Davis and Harris (2016), who argued that written responses to racial 

incidents avoided action-oriented language, relied heavily on conveying remorse and regret, 

and failed to take responsibility for specific actions.  

  Byrd (2022) argued that these diversity initiatives are divorced from processes of 

practice and power. Byrd (2022) stated that "diversity [may] function as a 'concealing term' that 

hinders progress toward racial equity" (p. 2). For instance, terms such as diversity, equity, and 



 

29 

inclusion may appear in mission statements. However, they are actionably empty, detached, 

and dubious (Ahmed, 2012; Ahmed, 2007; Ahmed & Swan, 2006). For instance, diversity words 

espoused by institutions affirming race-neutral ideologies do not translate to action—they are 

just words that arguably do little to enact equity or inclusion. Newkirk (2019) similarly argued 

that diversity initiatives fail because institutional leaders are unwilling to go beyond symbolic 

gestures that signal only limited interest in diversity, equity, and inclusion. To this end, existing 

initiatives (e.g., diversification of faculty and anti-bias training) are ineffective because they are 

ignorant of the histories and legacies of structural racism and other forms of oppression that 

trap students with marginalized identities in disadvantaged environments in the educational 

system (Newkirk, 2019).  

Summary of DEI in Higher Education 

 I described how diversity, equity, and inclusion exist in higher education institutions in 

this chapter. Specifically, by focusing on two demographic groups (Native Americans and 

Blacks), I provided historical context about higher education’s exclusionary nature. Next, I 

defined diversity, equity, and inclusion. Next, I highlighted some specific DEI-focused initiatives 

commonplace at colleges and universities within the United States. Finally, the chapter 

concluded with a critique of DEI initiatives in higher education. Thus, the essential argument 

from the chapter is that more forms of transformative change are necessary to change the 

experiences of students with marginalized identities truly. 

Part II: Organizational Change in Higher Education 

 In the previous chapter, I argued that transformative change within higher education is 

necessary to achieve positive benefits from DEI-focused initiatives. Thus, while thinking about 
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transformative DEI-focused change, it is necessary to review traditional organizational change 

theories and processes that manifest within higher education institutions. To outline these 

theories and processes of change, this chapter begins with a discussion about the evolution of 

higher education institutions as complex organizations. Next, I discuss the six theories of 

change.   

The Evolution of Higher Education Organizations 

 Higher education institutions are distinct organizations that have evolved in response to 

environmental concerns (Kezar, 2001; Kezar, 2014; Peterson,2007). Because of the shifting 

environment, higher education institutions (as organizations) have been shaped by various 

models that govern the behavior and action of institutional leaders.  

 First, within a period of growth and expansion (1950-1965), higher education 

institutions were characterized as organized bureaucracies and communities (Peterson, 2007). 

This bureaucratic approach suggests problems are solved using well-designed and rational 

hierarchical chains. Additionally, in contrast to the bureaucratic approach, the paradigm of 

community was argued to exist either as "an egalitarian notion of colleges as a community of 

learners" (e.g., the Paul Goodman Approach) or as a "more restrictive notion" which included 

only faculty members (e.g., the John Millett Approach) (Peterson, 2007).  

 In the following period (1965-1975), the higher education environment shifted because 

of social unrest (Peterson, 2007). Therefore, the significant challenges during this time were to 

increase the enrollment of students with marginalized identities and to control the actions and 

behavior of students (Peterson, 2007). To respond to these challenges, institutional research 

adopted a new stance that placed a positive value on an open-systems approach to 
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organization (Peterson, 2007). In addition, Birnbaum (1988) argued that open system 

organizations have permeable boundaries that allow for diverse interactions between the 

environment and components of the system (e.g., the institution). As a result, five new 

organizational models with an open systems approach emerged during this adjustment period: 

colleges and universities as sagas, political entities, loosely coupled organizations, organized 

anarchies, and conglomerates (Peterson, 2007). 

 Weick (1976) argued that educational institutions are loosely coupled. This concept 

refers to the unique ways that independent units of the institution are "tied together either 

weakly or infrequently or slowly or with minimal interdependence" (Weick, 1976, p. 5). Given 

the weak organizational ties between loosely coupled units, Weick (1976) asserted that several 

benefits emerge from adopting loose coupling as the corporate lens. For example, Weick (1976) 

argued that loosely coupled institutions have more control over their responses to 

environmental stimuli and that in loosely coupled systems, breakdowns can be sealed without 

harming other portions of the system (Weick, 1976). Moreover, Cohen et al. (1972) asserted 

that organized anarchies are institutions characterized by three general properties. First, the 

organization operates with a wide variety of ill-defined preferences, meaning that there is a 

loose connection of ideas that underpin the institution's structure (i.e., loose coupling). 

Secondly, there is unclear technology. Finally, organized anarchies have fluid participants 

contributing a different energy level in other institution domains (Cohen et al., 1972).  

 Because of this fluid participation, participants at multiple levels may create 

complications for organizational leaders. For example, Ruscio (2017) highlighted how difficult it 

is for a university president to maintain all the power and authority within higher education 
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institutions. In addition to Ruscio’s point, Clark (1983) argued that there are four kinds of 

authority systems: academic authority, enterprise-based authority, system-based authority, 

and charisma. According to Kezar (2001), academic authority is maintained by faculty who 

indulge in power vested to them through subgroups such as disciplinary societies. Enterprise-

based authority refers to the legality of one body acting on behalf of the institution (Kezar, 

2001). system-based authority comprises government officials and legislative power wielders 

that might be more common at large, comprehensive public institutions (Kezar,2001). Finally, 

charisma, typically associated with faculty members, presidents, and trustees, refers to how an 

individual influences another to follow them because of their unique personality (Kezar, 2001). 

 During the third period (1972-1995), organizational models such as marketing 

management, resource dependency, strategic organization model, techno-managerial 

organization model, and the institutional theory approach were introduced. The marketing 

management approach connects institutions to the external environment (or market). The 

resource dependency model emphasizes that individuals (and units) with access to resources 

hold immense power within organizational environments (Peterson, 2007). Strategic 

organizations are characterized by a focus on finding their unique niche (Peterson, 2007). 

Through this model, the development of academic strategy became common because 

institutional leaders seek to find balance among various organizational components. Chaffee 

(1985) asserted that there are three models of strategy: (1) the linear strategy (e.g., planning), 

(2) the adaptive strategy (the match between opportunity and risk), and (3) the interpretive 

strategy (development of organizational culture). The techno-managerial organizational model 

emerged due to recognizing institutions as bureaucratic and resource-dependent (Peterson, 
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2007). With a specific focus on efficiency, models such as these seek to assess the cost and 

productivity of decision-making within collegiate institutions (Peterson, 2007). 

 New organizational models emerged in the late 80s and 90s (1985-1995) (e.g., cultural, 

matrix, and cybernetic). The cultural model refers to what Kuh and Whitt (1988) called the 

invisible tapestry that holds everything within higher education institutions together. Matrix 

models contextualize how different external resources and environments shape the formation 

of specific institution units that seek to bring together teaching and research (Peterson, 2007). 

Finally, Birnbaum (1988) characterized the cybernetic model as a system where change or 

modification happens only when a negative output prominently demonstrates some deficiency 

of the institution (Birnbaum, 1988). 

 Following 1995, higher education institutions are argued to exist within an area of 

transformation that is grounded by environmental concerns related to diversity, equity, and 

inclusion, the rapid expansion of technological resources (telematics), the increased focus on 

accountability (quality), the need for new learning markets, economic productivity, 

globalization, and the need to control costs (Peterson, 2007). New models (adaptive, 

contextual, entrepreneurial, virtual) have emerged to address these concerns. Adaptive models 

focus on the relationship between the institution and the environment, paying specific 

attention to the institution in/ability to adapt to the environment (Peterson, 2007). Contextual 

models are established to address the need for radical institutional change, paying particular 

attention to things like higher education’s purpose and role in society (Peterson, 2007). 

Following the contextual model, modification of missions and reorganizations of institutional 

units is common to renew or create new cultures (Peterson, 2007). Finally, entrepreneurial 
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models center notions of capitalism and demonstrate a strengthened core, development of 

peripheral units, a discretionary funding base, a development of specific academic units, and 

values of entrepreneurship (Peterson, 2007).  

Theories of Organizational Change within Higher Education 

 There are six broad theories of change: scientific management (teleological), 

evolutionary, political, social cognition, cultural, and institutional (Kezar, 2014). In the following 

article, I will discuss these theories in a broad context.  

Scientific Management  

 Scientific management theories are more familiar because they commonly refer to 

practices and concepts such as planned change, organizational development, strategic 

planning, adaptive learning, and other rational approaches to change (Kezar, 2014). For 

example, according to Van de Ven and Poole (1995), scientific management practices (e.g., 

strategic planning) allow institutional leaders to focus on a goal and take action to reach it while 

also monitoring the progress of achieving such a goal. This high level of rationality describes 

what Chaffee (1985) referred to as a linear model for strategy. In this view, strategy comprises 

integrated decisions, actions, and other initiatives allowing institutional leaders to set and 

achieve organizational goals (Chaffee, 1985). Furthermore, in scientific management theories, 

there is a greater focus on organizational leaders as change agents. 

Evolutionary Theories 

 As argued by Kezar (2014), the primary assumption of evolutionary theories of change is 

that "change is the result of, and dependent on circumstances, situational variables, and the 

environment faced by each organization" (p. 28). Given this broad assumption, evolutionary 
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theories of change are concerned with paradigms such as adaptation, resource dependence, 

self-organization, contingency and systems theory, strategic choice, punctuated equilibrium, 

and population ecology. Based on my review, adaptation is the most prominent topic of 

evolution theory. Adaptation refers to the specific modifications an organization encounters as 

it adjusts to the changes in the external environment (Cameron, 1984). Thus, to find a new 

place of equilibrium, organizational leaders make the organization adapt by implementing 

processes of change that lead to new elements within or about the organization (Cameron, 

1984). This change process can be reactionary, proactive, or anticipatory (Cameron, 1984; 

Kezar, 2014). 

 Rubin (1979) argued that the use of adaption and "loose structure" (Rubin's term) allow 

universities to understand the long-time and short-term trends better. Rubin (1979) also argued 

that adaptation and loose structures enable institutional leaders to identify and implement 

appropriate responses. These specific results are expressed by John (1991), who explained how 

liberal arts colleges adapted to an environment of increased competition. Additionally, Rhoades 

and Slaughter (1997) opined two examples of how institutions adapt and characterize the 

unique ways academic capitalism led to the restructuring of higher education institutions.  

Political Theories 

 Political theories are yet another typology of change that occurs within organizational 

settings. Within political theories, there is an assumption that institutions go through extended 

periods of evolutionary (or adaptive) evolution, with few short periods of revolutionary action 

that change something meaningful about the institution (Kezar, 2014). This conflict between 

specific characteristics is visible through goals and interest groups that challenge each other 
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within the institutional environment on campus. As Van de Ven and Poole (1995) expressed, "a 

dialectical theory requires two or more distinct entities that embody these oppositions to 

confront and engage one another in conflict" (p. 517). Gumport (1993) demonstrated how such 

conflicting ideals occur in collegiate institutions. 

Social Cognition Theories 

 Social cognition theories of change emerged through studies of resistance to change, 

illustrating that people sometimes have unconscious views that shape their worldviews (Kezar, 

2014). In this regard, the institution is seen as socially constructed, which means that there is 

not necessarily a right or wrong way to perceive the objectives and aims of the institution 

(Chafee, 1985). Thus, from the standpoint of interpretative strategy, there is a significant focus 

on symbols and norms (Chaffee, 1985). Furthermore, in the interpretative strategy, the 

attitudes and actions (in some cases) of individual community members are shaped by the 

organizational leaders in a way that does not achieve change (Chaffee, 1985). 

  Furthermore, these theories for change are connected to paradigms such as 

organizational learning and sensemaking (Kezar, 2014). According to Weick (1993), 

sensemaking is emphasized when individuals attempt to create a rational account of actions for 

themselves. In addition to this, Thomas et al. (1993) argued that sensemaking "involves the 

reciprocal interaction of information seeking, meaning ascription, and action" (p. 240). With 

this quote in mind, Thomas et al. (1993) expressed three phases of sensemaking: scanning, 

interpretation, and action. While scanning is characterized as a period of information gathering, 

interpretation focuses more on understanding the newly gathered information that processes 

development or application (Thomas et al.,1993). Finally, action refers to the initiatives arising 
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from the newly acquired knowledge (Thomas et al., 1993). Kezar and Eckel (2002a) further 

explicated sensemaking as a core strategy for change that many agents of change use. 

Additionally, Kezar and Eckel (2002a) highlighted the many varied initiatives that might emerge 

from applications of sensemaking, including staff development and workshops, group dialogues 

and symposiums, retreats, and town hall meetings.  

  With organizational learning in mind, Garvin (1993) described the learning 

organization as one whose people are skilled in five main activities: systematic problem solving, 

experimentation with new approaches, learning from experiences and history, learning from 

the best practices of others, as well as, transferring knowledge quickly and efficiently 

throughout the organization. This finding is corroborated by Levitt and March (1988), who 

argued that the learning organization is one that "[encodes inferences from history into 

routines that guide behavior" (p. 320). Huber (1991) further described the specific actions of 

organizational learning through a four-factor framework that discusses knowledge acquisition, 

information distribution, the interpretation of information, and organizational memory.  

Cultural Theories 

 The cultural change theories assume that organizational change naturally occurs over an 

extended period (Kezar, 2014). Within cultural theories, change is defined by the 

reconceptualization of institutional values, beliefs, and myths (Schein, 2017). This is important 

because institutional culture conveys a strong sense of identity, facilitates commitments to the 

institution, enhances the stability of a group, and is a sensemaking device that guides and 

shapes behavior (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). For example, examining organizational change at a large 

public university, Simsek and Louis (1994) discovered that specific planning processes are 
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ineffective until new meanings of beliefs and values are adopted. Kezar and Eckel (2002b) 

further shared this finding when they found a relationship between institutional culture and 

change. Additionally, in a case study of the University of Minnesota, Simsek (1997) 

characterized how these various elements showed up in how faculty members constructed an 

image of the campus. Thus, through more radical processes that redefine various symbols, 

defining characteristics of the institution can and should be changed.  

Institutional Theories  

 Institutional theory is the final change typology. It focuses on higher education as a 

unique social institution that changes differently from other organizations (Kezar, 2014). This 

theory also examines the unique ways organizational change might be challenging to achieve in 

long-standing institutions (Kezar, 2014). This typology of change combines the literature of 

evolutionary theory and social cognitive theories. 

Summary of Organizational Change in Higher Education 

 In the discussion about organizational change in higher education, I provided a general 

overview of organizational change within higher education environments. While the narrative 

presented does not account for all of what we know about organizational change, it offers 

essential knowledge about the evolution of the higher education industry. Here, I utilized the 

findings of Peterson (2007) to examine the multiple organizational models within the industry. 

Following this, I reviewed concepts such as loose coupling. After this discussion, I reviewed the 

six significant theories of change broadly. While it is vital to know all six theories, my research 

focuses on one specific model related to scientific management.  
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Part III: Strategic Planning in Higher Education 

 Earlier in this chapter, I described the different theories of organizational change. This 

was done to give the reader a general understanding of the different approaches to change that 

might be utilized. However, I now turn to strategic planning to get more specific about one 

scientific management model. Because strategic planning anticipates a change, it offers an 

exciting way to think about organizational change. In this article, I discuss strategic planning 

with specific regard to its history as an academic topic, its definition, and the benefits of 

strategic planning. After this, I will discuss the prominent characteristics of strategic plans and 

several unique strategic planning models used within higher education environments. Finally, I 

explore the critiques of the strategic planning process before diving deep into a relatively new 

paradigm: strategic diversity planning. 

Defining Strategic Planning in Higher Education 

 Strategic planning emerged in the late 20th century when formal courses, organizations, 

and graduate programs for such planning were introduced to the field (Mathew et al., 2020). 

Additionally, as Cope (1981) wrote, strategic planning was a research field that emerged from 

the convergence of several disciplines and sub-fields, such as geopolitical theory, field theory, 

general systems theory, schools of management, techniques of marketing, and organizational 

sociology, as well as organizational psychology. Given this interdisciplinary basis of evolution, it 

is unsurprising that strategic planning is now a widely utilized practice and the subject of 

multiple research projects within multiple industries and disciplines. With a particular focus on 

the institution's ability to survive and perform better in the future, institutional leaders use 

strategic planning to ensure the effective implementation of change. As Peterson (1980) put it, 
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"The primary purpose of strategic planning is to foster institutional adaptation by assuring 

congruence between an institution and its relevant and often changing environment...." (p. 

140).  

 Although strategic planning is now widely practiced, leaders within higher education 

institutions have historically utilized many other forms of organized planning. For instance, 

institutional leaders utilized short-range and long-range planning practices before developing 

and using strategic planning. Kotler and Murphy (1981) stated that short-range planning 

focuses on planning that centers the immediate day-to-day operations. Furthermore, Kotler 

and Murphy (1981) argued that long-range planning requires qualitative and quantitative 

assessments of the external environment to develop and implement institutional priorities 

(Kotler & Murphy, 1981). Finally, Cope (1981) stated that the artifact of long-range planning 

was a final blueprint.  

 However, as all authors (Cope, 1981; Kotler & Murphy, 1981) argued, long-range 

planning is not synonymous with strategic planning. For example, Kotler and Murphy (1981) 

explained that strategic planning utilizes a "long-run approach" (p. 472), which is more 

comprehensive and strategic than long-range planning. More explicitly, Kotler and Murphy 

(1981) characterized strategic planning as "the process of developing and maintaining a 

strategic fit between the organization and its changing marketing opportunities" (p. 471). Cope 

(1981) concurred with Kotler and Murphy (1981) when they explained that strategic planning 

focuses more on the unique planning process than developing a final document or blueprint. 

However, Cope (1981) also expressed more differences between strategic and long-range 

planning.  
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 In this regard, strategic planning was defined as a process that "more accurately reflects 

the reality of institutional life in [its] natural environment" (Cope, 1981, p.1). Furthermore, the 

strategic planning process utilizes an open system approach that allows institutional leaders to 

integrate qualitative data about the environment into decision-making processes (Cope, 1981). 

Finally, the strategic planning process is argued to be more rational and appropriate for higher 

education institutions because it "incorporates the reality of the irrational" (Cope, 1981, p.1).  

 In addition to this understanding of strategic planning, several scholars have produced 

other ways to make sense of the phenomenon of strategic planning. According to Baldridge 

(1983), "strategic planning focuses on the organization's destiny and ultimate mission, with 

particular reference to its place in the external environment" (p.184). Taylor and Machado 

(2006) defined strategic planning as "a process that focuses on strategic and operational goals, 

objectives, and strategies based on organizational policies, programs, and actions designed to 

achieve the institution's aims and desired results" (p. 146). As argued by Aleong (2007), 

strategic planning is a process "where top [managers] [determine] the goals and [hands] 

them[off] to the [subordinate] divisions and departments to be implemented" (Aleong, 2007, p. 

36). Candy and Gordon (2011) described strategic planning as being "more concerned with the 

big picture" where the "focus is on the results or outcomes, rather than product outputs" (p. 

71). Finally, Williams (2021) described strategic planning as "a process that focuses on a 

merging of external opportunities and trends, internal strengths and weaknesses and private 

values of staff and community" (p. 1207). 

 With these definitions in mind, it is argued that strategic planning has much to do with 

the organization's big picture and the unique way that institutional leaders envision such a big 
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picture (Candy & Gordon, 2011). With the big picture as the central focus, specific 

considerations are given to the organization's environment (e.g., competition in the market, 

changing demographics, organizational mission, and outcomes) (Baldridge, 1983). Moreover, an 

important consideration is given to how institutional leaders use formal processes to make 

decisions wisely. Here, it is essential to note that the most effective strategic plans utilize 

qualitative and quantitative data and begin to produce a change in a relatively short time 

(Baldridge, 1983). Furthermore, as Aleong (2007) highlighted, developing strategic plans often 

does not involve all institution stakeholders (or the organization). This absence of critical voices 

and the prominent focus on implementation are among the primary interests of this research 

project. 

The Benefits of Strategic Planning 

 With all the above definitions of strategic planning in mind, Fathi and Wilson (2009) 

added more to the literature pool by describing the benefits of strategic planning. Fathi and 

Wilson (2009) argued that strategic planning enables institutional leaders to create and 

implement realistic frameworks for achieving specific competitive advantage. Additionally, 

Fathi and Wilson (2009) expressed that strategic planning (as a process) is positive because it 

"raise[s] the vision of all key participants, encouraging them to reflect creatively on the 

strategic direction of the university or the institution" (p. 97, as cited by Hax and Majluf, 1996). 

Furthermore, Kotler and Murphy (1981) argued that "the most important benefit of strategic 

planning for higher education decision-makers is that it forces them to undertake a more 

market-oriented and systematic approach to long-range planning" (p. 488).  

 In addition, Shirley (1988) argued that five primary benefits emerge from strategic 
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planning: (1) a clear delineation of the strategic vision, (2) increased external support, (3) 

increased certainty about goals, priorities, and future developments, (4) clear context to 

express how resources will be allocated, and (5) improvement for the institution's image. 

Finally, to unlock the positive potential of the strategic planning process, Goldman and Salem 

(2015) argued that institutional leaders need to (1) make sure that the strategic planning 

process is well aligned to specific motivations, (2) ensure that the strategic plan has a focus on 

broad goals, (3) follow a straightforward process that is formal and manages information 

effectively, (4) makes sure that crucial constituents are participatory in the process of strategic 

planning, (5) commit resources to the development and implementation of the strategic plan.  

Producing a Strategic Plan in Higher Education 

 Now that a critical understanding of strategic planning is present, I turn to the more 

specific guidelines, models, and components that characterize the strategic planning process in 

higher education. As indicated above, strategic planning is a unique process that enables 

institutional leaders to think about the long-term vitality and success of the institution 

(Peterson, 1980). Moreover, as Peterson (1980) argued, strategic planning is vital for any higher 

education institution. Therefore, as a process, strategic planning has a particular emphasis on 

enhancing some vital component(s) of the institution in response to external (or internal) 

pressures (Peterson, 1980). 

  In this way, one key outcome of the strategic planning process is to align the institution 

with the environment within which the institution operates (Peterson, 1980). To bring this 

alignment, institutional leaders typically engage three broad elements of strategic planning: 

environmental scanning, institutional assessment, and an assessment or identification of 
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institutional values (Peterson, 1980). Environmental scanning is a highly rational process 

involving collecting and analyzing a high volume of external data. Where environmental 

scanning is concerned, the essential question that institutional leaders seek to answer is: what 

is happening outside the institution? To answer this question, institutional leaders may task 

employees of the institution to establish and review trends within the sector and conduct a 

market analysis to establish a new competitive advantage for the institution (Kotler & Murphy, 

1981; Peterson, 1980). 

 Peterson (1980) explained further that the critical component of environmental 

assessment and scanning is the organizational/environment interface. Therefore, to make 

sense of the interaction between the organization and the environment, Peterson (1980) 

argued that institutional leaders should utilize the College-Environment Interface Model. As 

Peterson (1980) presented, this process begins by identifying different resource segments that 

characterize the institution. One might think of resource segments as the different units and 

departments that collaborate (or isolate) within the operational scope of the institution. Once 

these resource segments have been identified, it is argued that institutional leaders must 

analyze each segment with social, political, economic, and technological factors in mind 

(following Cope's (1978) model). After this, the segments are judged by their independence 

level and how much they support or threaten the institution's mission and goals. Thus, as it is 

argued by Peterson (1978), the characteristics of each resource segment dictate the amount of 

support it receives. To put this another way, Peterson (1980) argued that the strategic planning 

process should be carefully developed to consider the degree of centralization and coordination 

between each resource segment within the institution.  
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 The essential question of institutional assessment is what is happening inside the 

institution (Peterson, 1980). To answer this question, institutional leaders may work with key 

constituents to implement rational approaches to understanding the strengths and weaknesses 

of the institution. In addition, this process typically enables institutional leaders to establish 

internal priorities and unique courses of action that improve the internal environment 

(Peterson, 1980). Finally, the essential question for identifying institutional values is: what 

should the institution's values be? With this question in mind, Peterson (1980) clearly states 

that determining values is one of the more unknown components of strategic planning. 

However, Peterson (1980) also provides various methods to help institutional leaders 

determine these values and what they could be. For instance, Peterson (1980) explains that 

institutional leaders might interview key institutional constituents to determine their 

perceptions of institutional mission statements, values, and unique courses of action.  

 In addition to Peterson (1980), other scholars have argued that a strategic plan has 

other, different significant components. For example, Hinton (2022) expressed that a strategic 

plan has the following essential components: a mission statement, a values statement, a list of 

institutional goals, a vision statement, and goals and objectives, as well as an implementation 

plan. Specifically, Hinton (2022) described the mission statement as the foundation of the 

strategic plan. Hinton (2022) argued that the strategic plan is built on the mission statement. 

Values, according to Hinton (2022), are separated from the mission to help explain to readers 

"what the institution stands for, and how [the institution] intends to conduct its activities" (p. 

32). Finally, the vision statement is critical because it explains the institution's description of 

"what it intends to become within a certain time frame" (Hinton, 2022, p. 32). Shirley (1988) 
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argued further that strategic planning as a process begins when a vision for the institution is 

defined. Specifically, Shirley (1988) wrote that this vision must be strategic in such a way that it 

brings together five components of the institution: "institutional mission, target audiences, 

program offerings and priorities, comparative advantages, and the key objectives to be 

pursued" (p.6). 

  Dooris et al. (2004) highlighted three strategic planning themes in higher education. 

First, Dooris et al. (2004) argued that in the 1990s, strategic planning took on more of a 

"rational-deductive, formulaic approach" (p. 7). Such linear approaches included functions like 

"identifying and prioritizing key stakeholders, environmental scanning, situational analysis such 

as SWOT, specification of core competencies and distinctive competencies, [and] strategy 

formation such as TOWS, goal setting [and] objective setting…." (Dooris et al., 2004). Secondly, 

as Dooris et al. (2004) argued, strategic planning has become a process that centers learning 

and creativity. Here, the explicit emphasis is on challenging institutional leaders to radically 

alter the existing structures and processes governing change on their campuses (Dooris et al., 

2004). Finally, as Dooris et al. (2004) argued, there is now greater importance placed on 

implementing change. It is explicitly argued that institutional leaders should move "from plan to 

practice" (Dooris et al.,2004, p. 8). This focus on implementation is synonymous with what 

Peterson (1980) characterized as tactical planning, which "preserves [s] the vitality of 

institutional units and assure[s] the implantation and achievement of the [strategic plan] or 

some set of institutional priorities" (p. 151).  

 Furthermore, Kenny (2018), from a purer business approach, explained six steps to 

making a strategic plan "really strategic." Kenny (2018) argued that the first step is identifying 



 

47 

key stakeholders who might be "customers, employees, suppliers, or owners." For example, 

within the higher education industry, key stakeholders might be faculty, enrolled students, 

alumni, staff members, members of the board of trustees, and members of the local 

community where the institution operates. Next, Kenny (2018) explained that institutional 

leaders should identify the "target customer," which might involve identifying the students the 

institution wants to serve. The third step involves identifying what institutional leaders want 

from the abovementioned groups. For example, institutional leaders might want students to 

engage with an academic discourse permeating the campus. 

 In contrast, institutional leaders might want alums to become more engaged with the 

institution after graduating. The fourth step of Kenny's (2018) framework is for institutional 

leaders to identify what key groups want from institutional leaders or the institution. The fifth 

step involves the development of a unique strategy that integrates and focuses on all the 

information gathered in the previous steps. Finally, the sixth step of Kenny's (2018) framework 

focused on "continuous improvement." Here, the essential factor that is emphasized is the 

uncertainty of success. Kenny (2018) argued that business (or institutional) leaders should be 

prepared to adjust.  

Models of Strategic Planning in Higher Education 

 In addition to the abovementioned factors, several models contextualize how 

institutional leaders might engage in strategic planning. For example, Kotler and Murphy (1981) 

developed a model focused on developing a competitive advantage. Specifically, within the 

model, institutional leaders are encouraged to follow a step-by-step process that involves (1) an 

analysis of the environment, (2) an analysis of internal resources, (3) the development of 
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institutional goals, (4) the formation of a strategy to achieve the newly developed goals, (5) the 

reorganization of the organization to implement and maintain the newly proposed strategy. To 

be more specific, the process begins with a "careful analysis" (p. 472) of the environment, 

which requires leaders to use a method like SWOT to assess environments that are described as 

internal, market, competitive, public, and macro (Kotler and Murphy, 1981) In addition to this 

environmental analysis, leaders must also analyze resources. Kotler and Murphy (1981) argued 

that leaders needed to review personnel, funds, facilities, and information systems within this 

resource-based analysis. After these two types of analysis, Kotler and Murphy (1981) argued 

that institutional leaders are ready to form goals by considering or developing the institution's 

mission statement, critical objectives, and goals. After establishing goals and objectives, 

institutional leaders are directed to formulate a strategy to achieve those goals and objectives. 

Finally, once changes are developed and implemented, Kotler and Murphy (1981) argued that 

institutional leaders need to modify something about the institution to maintain the strategy.  

 Learner (1999) argued that strategic planning began with identifying the institution's 

vision and mission in a framework like the one proposed by Kotler and Murphy. Following the 

identification of the institution's vision and mission, the step is "a series of analyses, including 

external, internal, gap, and benchmarking" (p. 7). Next, institutional leaders are directed to 

develop strategic issues, the fundamental challenges, and concerns that emerge from analysis 

processes (Learner, 1999). After this, processes of strategic programming are established to 

address the strategic issues that emerged in the previous step. Specifically, Learner (1999) 

advocated that institutional leaders establish strategic goals, which were defined as "the 

milestones the campus aims to achieve that evolve from strategic issues" (p. 8). Next, while not 



 

49 

explicitly presented in the model, institutional leaders are assumed to establish and implement 

action plans and tactics to achieve strategic goals.  

 Building upon previous models, Pisel Jr., Jr. (2001) developed a strategic planning model 

specific to distance education planning. Within this model, planning begins when an external 

assignment or internal decision initiates the process. This means that someone within the 

institution with the authority to approve the plan, allocate resources, and create policies must 

initiate the process (Pisel Jr. Jr., 2001). Next, within the initial planning stage, the plan initiator 

identifies assets such as human resources (e.g., faculty), technological resources, and funding to 

enable the strategic planning process (Pisel Jr., 2001). Finally, the planning process begins by 

identifying and issuing defined roles (Pisel Jr., 2001). 

 Additionally, within this phase, scheduling becomes an essential task of the planning 

committee. Within this phase, Pisel Jr. (2001) argued that it is essential that participants within 

this planning committee come from a wide variety of functional areas within the institution. 

There are no specific mentions of which institutional groups these participants should come 

from. However, it can be assumed that Pisel Jr. (2001) primarily envisioned planning committee 

members to consist of full-time employees who are faculty members, staff members, and 

university administrators. After these stages of initiation, the planning process enters a stage of 

analysis, where Pisel Jr.'s (2001) model begins to mirror previously developed models. 

Specifically, within this analysis phase, Pisel Jr. (2001) encouraged institutional planners to 

conduct a SWOT analysis and a needs/gap analysis to understand and shape how planned 

changes support or hinder the institution's vision statement, mission statement, organizational 

values, and culture, as well as institutional objectives. After this stage, Pisel Jr. (2001) argued 
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that there is a phase where key assumptions are developed. It is argued that this stage is vital 

because institutional data may not yield definite answers to every emerging question or 

concern. Thus, institutional leaders must account for issues that cannot be determined. To 

facilitate the development of assumptions, Pisel Jr. (2001) highlighted three important factors 

about the best assumptions: they are logical, realistic, and essential for the planning process to 

continue. 

 Once these elements have been identified, institutional leaders are tasked with 

developing a strategy that integrates the data found as part of the analysis stage (Pisel Jr., 

2001). Pisel Jr. (2001) further argued that this newly developed strategy should be well aligned 

with the mission and assumptions identified in earlier stages. Following the development of the 

strategy, institutional planners enter a phase of functional analysis characterized by assessing 

the feasibility of particular strategies and approaches (Pisel Jr., 2001). Next, the implementation 

phase is directly connected to allocating resources (Pisel Jr., 2001). Additionally, this phase pays 

special attention to developing detailed plans, a timetable, and the assignment of specific tasks 

(Pisel Jr., 2001). Finally, at the end of the planning process is a period of assessment (Pisel Jr., 

2001) which is characterized by a feedback loop that considers the consistent analysis of factors 

such as internal changes, external changes, assumptions, missions, and goals, and the lessons 

learned from the implementation process (Pisel Jr., 2001). 

 Furthermore, the Pisel Jr. (2001) model is distinguishable because of the projected 

importance of periodic reviews. In this instance, periodic review is the process that continues to 

inform the process of analysis that contextualizes phases such as mission, assumption, and 

strategy development. Thus, the Pisel Jr. (2001) model offers a "full-loop" cycle of strategic 
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planning that incorporates major stages and factors such as initiation, development, 

implementation, and assessment.  

 Ellis (2010) wrote an article explaining the critical components of the strategic planning 

process that might occur within student affairs. While the narrative of the argument stands, it is 

difficult to determine the extent of the newness of the proposed model. This is because many 

of the elements that Ellis (2010) described are similar (if not a replica) to components listed in 

other models.   For example, Ellis (2010) explains that for strategic plans to be successful, they 

must (1) have context, (2)clarify the student affairs mission and core values,  (3) identify key 

stakeholders and utilize data from the situational analysis, (4) clarify the vision, (5) establish key 

performance indicators, (6) establish goals and milestones, (7) develop strategies and 

implement action plans, (8) evaluate and apply the result to ongoing plans, and (8) develop a 

concise document.  

 Sullivan and Richardson (2011) produced a model of strategic planning that arguably 

expressed the importance of the connection between the strategic planning process and 

continuous assessment. Positioned at the top of the model (beginning of the strategic planning 

process), the concept of mission, guiding principles, and vision appear with direct and indirect 

arrows to internal and external stakeholders. This positioning suggests that these two 

constituency groups are directly responsible for developing the institution's mission, guiding 

principles, and vision in planning processes. Additionally, as shown by a direct arrow, it appears 

that institutional mission influences the development of guiding principles and vision. Following 

this, the guiding principles and vision influence the development of the strategic plan.  

 Furthermore, in this model, the development of the strategic plan is directly connected 
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to the development of vision-driven goals and input from specific institutional units, programs, 

and individual stakeholders. The strategy is additionally constructed with context to 

institutional data, targeted outcomes and goals, and a timeline. Finally, at the end of the cycle is 

a continuous assessment with a process that is shown to (1) involve analysis and application of 

new knowledge, (2) involve institutional units, programs, and individual stakeholders in the 

process of assessment, (3) share results of assessment within and outside of the institution, and 

(4) utilize institutional data.  

 Another vital strategic planning model was proposed by Chen et al. (2018). Although the 

Chen et al. (2018) model was developed specifically for higher education institutions in 

Thailand, its design is like other models. For example, in Chen et al. (2018), the first step of the 

strategic planning process is input which requires leaders to conduct an internal assessment. 

Next, a 6-step process is described as the second part of the strategic plan development 

process (Chen et al., 2018). In stage 1 of the 6-phase process, institutional constituents are 

invited to provide opinions and feedback to help inform the mission and values statements. 

Next, in stage two, more internal analysis occurs to determine department gaps, political and 

demographic changes, and the social need for change (Chen et al., 2018). Finally, in stage 3 of 

the process, measurable goals and objectives are created (Chen et al., 2018).  

 Next, in stage 4, a recap of the previous stages is conducted to help remind plan 

development participants of significant findings leading up to the plan (Chen et al., 2018). Then, 

in stage 5, a plan for evaluating the strategic plan is developed. Finally, in stage 6, a plan for 

periodic review is adopted (Chen et al., 2018). Following this 6-phase part, the next piece of the 

development plan is to draft the actual strategic plan. Chen et al. (2018) referred to this stage 
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as output. Surprisingly, no specifics about how the plan is drafted are listed in the model. 

Finally, an outcomes sections exist at the end of the strategic plan development process. 

However, the framework does not immediately explain how outcomes are achieved. In this 

way, it is assumed that the drafted strategic plan, if practical, will achieve the specified 

outcome (Chen et al., 2018).   

 Following Chen et al.'s (2018) model, Jalal and Murray (2019) offered a general 

accounting of how strategic plans are developed. Although they argued that each institution 

might adopt a unique process, the framework they presented characterizes a pretty standard 

process. As presented by Jalal and Murray (2019), this process starts with the following steps: 

(1) initializing, preparing, and planning, (2) forming a strategic plan committee, and (3) involving 

the board of trustees. Following these essential components, Jalal and Murray (2019) argued 

further that a robust strategic planning process considers and evaluates the institution's 

mission, vision, and values statement, involves environmental scanning, establishes strategic 

goals and objectives, identifies key performance indicators, and creates broad strategies for 

achieving goals and objectives. Additionally, once these components are achieved, there is a 

need to develop an implementation plan. 

 Finally, with multiple models in mind, Williams (2021) argued that their proposed model 

is more simplified, providing higher education leaders with a straighter forward approach to 

strategic planning. Specifically, the Williams (2021) model [The B-VAR Model] has four major 

components: Brainstorming, Visioning, Action, and Results.  

 According to Williams (2021), the brainstorming stage requires that institutional leaders 

use formal and informal research to engage in creative ideation. As these ideas are generated, 
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they should be documented in no particular order or structured form. Instead, Williams (2021) 

asserted that the document should exist as a "laundry list" (p. 1212). Visioning occurs when the 

president convenes senior leaders to think about and reflect on the ideas presented in the list 

of ideas generated in the brainstorming phase (Williams, 2021). Williams (2021) argued that 

more frank conversations about the ideas are brought forth during this phase. This formal 

evaluation of ideas is governed by data collected using various analytical tools (e.g., SWOT, 

PESTEL, Porter's Five Forces). Finally, as Williams (2021) argued, this stage's primary output is a 

one-page document that lists the institution's vision, mission, and strategic goals. The action 

stage involves all organization members in strategic planning (Williams, 2021). During this 

stage, it is said that institutional constituents are placed on teams to review the information 

provided during previous phases. With this review, new ideas are not uncommon to form and 

converge as the pathway forward becomes finer-tuned (Williams, 2021).  

 Finally, the results phase consists of a small strategy development team working to 

"make sense of all the information collected from the brainstorming, visioning, and action 

stages" (Williams, 2021, p1213). The final product of this action group is a working draft of the 

strategic plan document, which is expected to go through multiple rounds of review and edits.  

Critiques of The Process of Strategic Planning 

Throughout the chapter, I have discussed the meaning of strategic planning and many 

characteristics of the strategic planning process. Additionally, I have discussed the benefits of 

strategic planning. However, while strategic planning offers many beneficial avenues for 

organizational change, it is not without critique. For instance, Mintzberg (1994) argued that 

strategic planning for most of its history has been implemented in such a way that focuses on 
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"strategic programming" instead of "strategic thinking." Here, Mintzberg (1994) expressed that 

strategic programming is more aligned with "the articulation and elaboration of strategies, or 

visions that already exist" (p. 107). 

  In this way, institutional leaders continue to retell or redo the strategies or visions many 

stakeholders already know. Strategic programming is problematic because it does not allow 

managers to "learn from all sources," which is presented as the heart of strategic thinking 

(Mintzberg, 1994, p. 107). For example, as indicated by the models for strategic planning above, 

there are few ways to consider the impact of the institution's culture, the institutions of 

history/inclusion, or other factors that fundamentally define the organization. While these 

factors might emerge in practices of environmental analysis, they are not explicitly required. In 

this regard, institutional leaders may be able to carry their optimistic assumptions about 

institutional values, mission, and vision forward without truly considering contradictions that 

might emerge in the environment.  

 Furthermore, Mintzberg (1994) highlighted several fallacies in strategic planning. First, 

Mintzberg (1994) stated that strategic planning is inherently irrational. To make this point, 

Mintzberg (1994) argued that the process of strategic planning has a way of assuming that the 

world holds still while the strategic plan is being developed. This is a fallacy because, as we 

know, the world moves on—even as the strategic plan is being developed. As Mintzberg (1994) 

argued, current strategic planning models are too avoidant of circumstances that contextualize 

higher education institutions and other types of organizations. Through an overly rational 

process, institutional leaders cannot account for the unprecedented and unpredictable things 

that transpire in the higher education landscape.  
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 Given the unpredictability of the world and the environment, we know that some 

strategic plans cannot be developed or implemented to address every challenge. However, as 

Mintzberg (1994) contextualized, some strategic planning processes are not even thinking 

about the unpredictability of the world. Instead, they are using strategic planning processes to 

think about progress in a way that is static, too rational, and reliant upon a closed system 

approach. Secondly, Mintzberg (1994) argued that the administrative focus of strategic 

planning is problematic. So long as strategic planning remains a critical function of 

administrators (Baldrige, 1983), the system will do the thinking, which will cause strategies to 

become detached from operations, implementation, and the people who think about and do 

change (Mintzberg, 1994).   

 This idea aligns with an argument by Taylor and Machado (2006). According to Taylor 

and Machado (2006), "strategic planning creates alignment and structure" (p. 145); however, if 

taken to extremes, strategic planning may become "highly inflexible and lock-step[ped]" (p. 

145). Furthermore, Taylor and Machado (2006) argued that strategic planning processes fail for 

three reasons. First, the 5-year strategic planning cycle prompts people to ask, "What, if 

anything, has been accomplished" (Machado & Taylor, 2006, p. 148.). That is—people at 

institutions are confused about what strategic plans accomplish because the process happens 

so rapidly, approximately every five years. The rapid development of new strategic plans leaves 

many wondering what the value of the process is, primarily if the goals and outcomes of 

previous strategic plans have not been achieved. 

 Secondly, it is argued by Taylor and Machado (2006) that the strategic planning process 

is "too academic." In this sense, the strategic planning process may be enacted to "create a 
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bureaucratic, rigid and cumbersome data-intensive process" *p. 148). This is argued to be a 

wrong reason for engaging in the strategic planning process. Finally, it was argued that strategic 

planning becomes too complicated because "planning groups tend to establish a virtual 

labyrinth of convoluted documents, mechanisms, data summaries, and procedures" (Taylor & 

Machado, 2006, p. 148). Ahmed (2012) makes a point apparent: institutional leaders may spend 

more time planning than doing the actual work that should emerge as an artifact of the 

planning process.  

 Another exciting caveat about the strategic planning process emerged from Martin 

(2014), who argued that organizational leaders often fail to talk explicitly about what the 

organization will not or cannot do and the circumstances that warrant a lack of action. I argue 

that strategic plans may become more realistic and understandable with these notes about self-

chosen inaction.  

 The following major critique has more to do with the various models for strategic 

planning that proliferate throughout the field. An oversaturation of articles and research 

introduces nothing substantially new about strategic planning. Essentially, all of the proposed 

frameworks say the same thing. Despite the prevalence of multiple models, most models of 

strategic planning, according to Taylor and Machado (2006), "have far more commonalities 

than differences" (p. 138) when looking beyond semantics and nomenclature. While many 

developed models' core components remain the same, the names of components and the 

context for using the model change. In this way, the proliferation of the same information, 

published under different titles and journals, might cause more confusion about strategic 

planning. 
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 Nevertheless, the multiple models continue to contextualize the importance of 

institutional, environment-specific ways of conducting the strategic planning process. Given the 

varied differences among higher education institutions, finding a specific institution's most 

functional and practical process model seems more critical. Therefore, with so many different 

models available and in use, the literature suggests that the model used does not inherently 

matter. 

 However, what does (or should) matter are factors related to the planning process and 

the outcomes of the strategic planning process. For example, Cowburn (2005) argued that more 

focus should be placed on the practical implementation of a strategic plan. This is what 

Peterson (1980) would describe as the tactical plan. Regarding implementation, Hobbs and 

Heany (1997) argued that implementation fails because of "uncoupling risks" (p. 123) that 

emerge between those developing strategic plans and those implementing or responding to the 

strategic plan. Specifically, Hobbs and Heany (1997) argued that there is difficulty in realizing 

the intended outcomes of a strategic plan because sometimes it is "easier to conceive a new 

strategy than it is to carry [one] out" (p. 119). Their argument supports earlier notes about 

institutional leaders spending more time planning than doing the doing (Ahmed, 2012; 

Gonzales et al., 2021).  

 With this tactical implementation plan in mind, Taylor and Machado (2006) argued that 

strategic plans should not always aim to transform an institution's culture radically. However, 

the history and current practices of exclusion warrant that more direct action for 

transformation becomes the essential goal and aim of any strategic planning process. Anything 

other than transformation is performative (Ahmed, 2012).  



 

59 

 Finally, because strategic planning is frequently seen as an exercise for the institution's 

executives (Baldrige, 1983), there is some disconnect between executives and other 

institutional constituents. As indicated by the models described, none explicitly discuss the 

development of planning committees that meaningfully include students or other catalysts for 

institutional action. Therefore, even though student activities primarily initiate change, 

members of the board, significant administrators, and faculty representatives are the only 

institutional leaders that can change the organization as time and the environment change 

(Kotler & Murphy, 1981; Williams, 2013).  

 According to Hobbs and Heany (1997), when individuals at "lower levels" are left out, 

they perceive strategic planning to exist as "blue-sky thinking" that is "undertaken to satisfy 

[only] the corporate office" (p. 122). Moreover, because of their absence from planning and 

implementation, "lower-level" individuals might feel "little loyalty to a document that reflects 

few if any of their inputs" (Hobbs & Heany, 1997, p. 122).  

Strategic Diversity Plans 

 In this chapter, I have explored a variety of elements related to the strategic planning 

process. The chapter began with a conceptualization of the history of strategic planning. I then 

moved forward by defining strategic planning. Next, I discussed the benefits of strategic 

planning before documenting the significant components and characteristics of the strategic 

planning process. Finally, under this specific sub-topic, I described multiple strategic planning 

models before highlighting the significant critiques of the strategic planning process. With these 

critiques in mind, I now turn to what has emerged as a relatively new version of strategic 

planning: strategic diversity planning. 
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Overview of Strategic Diversity Planning 

 While the semantics of this phenomenon is new, Williams (2013) is adamant that 

strategic diversity plans have existed for decades within higher education. For example, as 

Williams (2013) explained, "The first campus diversity plans emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, 

during a time of rapid change as colleges and universities struggled to accommodate the arrival 

of new African American students" (p. 303). In this regard, an argument could be made that the 

first drafts of strategic diversity plans involved or were entirely focused on the practice of 

affirmative action. However, as we know, affirmative action is highly controversial. 

Nevertheless, regardless of an institution's use of affirmative action, institutional leaders 

needed some way for predominantly white institutions to adapt to the influx of diversity. 

Williams (2013) coined institutional adaptation to diversity (p.305) to explain how this 

adaptation occurred. Because "new" students with different and marginalized identities joined 

white campus communities, they demanded that change occur. With this need for change in 

mind, strategic diversity plans were used to organize, initiate, and implement such change 

(Williams, 2013). However, while these plans focused on diversity-related change, institutional 

leaders often downplayed the experiences and challenges of students with marginalized 

identities (Williams, 2013).  

 The modern iteration of strategic diversity plans is now known as diversity plans 

(Williams, 2013). Within higher education, these plans are widely used. Many of them are 

publicly available on institutional and organizational websites. Public institutions and university 

systems have these types of plans widely available. Furthermore, the plans are so widely 

available that lots of research have been conducted on them (e.g., McRae-Yates, 2007; 
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Stephens, 2017; Wilson, 2015; Williams & Clowney, 2007; Williams, 2013).  

 While formulated using processes like the general strategic plan, diversity plans are 

more direct and specific to account for definitions of and practices that embody diversity, 

equity, and inclusion. As Williams (2013) noted, diversity plans include a definition for diversity, 

institutional rationales for diversity, diversity-related goals, recommended actions, assignment 

of responsibilities to achieve goals and implement action, a process for accountability, and a 

budget. Williams (2013) was vocal about these components differentiating between a strategic 

plan and a strategic framework. For example, a framework lacks a timeline, accountability 

processes, implementation goals, and a budget.   

 The final major component of the diversity plan that should be noted is the cycle of 

implementation, which Williams (2013) argued was five or ten years. Here, Williams (2013) 

suggested that the ten-year cycle of implementation might be more effective because it 

demonstrates "a greater commitment to change" and allows more time for the implementation 

of new initiatives to take hold (p. 322). However, regardless of the years it takes to develop, 

review, and implement a strategic diversity plan, Williams (2013) is adamant that the diversity 

plan does not lock institutional leaders into any specific action. This point considers the 

unpredictable and irrational nature of change within higher education. Williams (2013) further 

argued that consistent and timely reviews of strategic diversity plans are essential to their 

success. In addition, such reports and forums about strategic diversity plans keep stakeholders 

engaged and aware of what progress is being made within the institution (Kezar, 2001; 

Williams, 2013).   
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Types of Strategic Diversity Plans 

 Although strategic diversity plans center on diversity, equity, and inclusion within higher 

education, there is no standard process for developing, implementing, or sustaining a strategic 

diversity plan. For instance, Williams (2013) explained three ways to support a strategic 

diversity plan: integrated, centralized, and decentralized. As Williams (2013) argued, the central 

character of the integrated approach is the infusion of institutional goals. Within the integrated 

approach, the campus's DEI goals are folded into the institution's broader, more general 

strategic plan. Given this connection to the institution's core strategic plan, Williams (2013) 

argued that the benefits of the integrated approach include prioritizing DEI goals, receiving 

regular feedback and advanced reports on progress, and an improved ability to receive DEI 

funding.  

 In contrast to the integrated model, the centralized model is characterized by specific 

features of the strategic plan (e.g., goals, assignment of responsibilities, indicators of progress, 

and implementation timelines) (Williams, 2013). Instead of being integrated directly into the 

campus's strategic plan, centralized strategic plans are built from a specific component 

(Williams, 2013). In this instance, the diversity plan might be an element that further clarifies 

the institution's commitment to DEI. Given the centralized nature of the strategic plan, Williams 

(2013) argued that a diverse array of constituents, including students, should be actively 

involved in developing and implementing a centralized diversity plan. The centralized approach 

to strategic planning was described positively because it symbolically states the importance of 

implementing DEI-focused goals (Williams, 2013). Because of such symbolism, diversity appears 

as (and hopefully becomes) an institutional priority (Williams,2013). Furthermore, the 
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centralized approach allows institutional leaders to use in-depth analyses to target the needs of 

specific or generalized populations (Williams, 2013). This versatility enables institutional leaders 

to be more flexible with plans and actions in such a way that is seemingly understanding of the 

irrational, open system approach that governs change in higher education institutions.  

 Finally, the decentralized strategic plan is characterized by the university's different 

departments, divisions, and functions developing and adopting individualized, more specific 

diversity plans (Williams, 2013). Plans of this design feature the same elements as those in the 

centralized approach; however, the apparent difference is the more siloed approach to 

development. Whereas centralized plans usually bring different constituents together, the 

decentralized approach does not necessarily require such collaboration. While this lack of 

collaboration may appear negative, it is one of the benefits of the decentralized approach. 

Specifically, because of decentralization, a more significant locus of control remains with 

leaders within a specific institutional unit or department (Williams, 2013). This is argued to 

establish and maintain greater buy-in from active constituents (Williams, 2013). Additionally, 

because of decentralization, leaders can be more targeted and specific about challenges and 

concerns within specific spaces of their respective departments or unit. Lastly, the 

decentralized nature of this approach is more "consistent with the decentralized nature of the 

academy and avoids negative associations of a top-down approach" (Williams, 2013, p.309).  

Critiques of Strategic Diversity Plan Approaches 

 While each approach offers positive benefits, they also carry challenges that might 

hinder the successful implementation of DEI-focused action. In the presentation of the different 

approaches, Williams (2013) carefully documented specific weaknesses of each model; 
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however, I argue that many of the presented weaknesses of each model could apply to the 

other two. For example, in all approaches, there are concerns about diversity planning requiring 

a high degree of complexity regarding coordination and communication between and among 

constituents with diverse identities (Williams, 2013). Additionally, in any model, diversity has 

the potential to become an unfunded mandate, and there may be some difficulties related to 

engaging institutional constituents in the strategic diversity planning process (Williams, 2013). 

Furthermore, either approach to diversity planning may lead to simplistic implementation 

evaluations or create a sense of diversity fatigue among institutional constituencies. This latter 

concern is a specific concern that emerges for members of diversity committees—the leaders 

who frequently do some version of the work of diversity planning (Ahmed, 2012; Anderson, 

2020; Williams, 2013).  

Summary of Strategic Planning in Higher Education 

In this chapter, I explored various elements related to strategic planning. The chapter 

began with a conceptualization of the history of strategic planning. Here, I identified the varied 

academic disciplines that merged to form the literature base for strategic planning. Next, I 

defined strategic planning. Then, I discussed the benefits of strategic planning before 

documenting the significant components and characteristics of the strategic planning process. 

Following this, I described multiple strategic planning models before highlighting the significant 

critiques of the strategic planning process. With these critiques in mind, I articulated the need 

to consider new conceptualizations of strategic planning: strategic diversity planning. Finally, I 

reviewed the known components of strategic diversity planning.  
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Summary of the Review of Literature 

 Across this chapter, I have discussed three broad topics: DEI in higher education, 

organizational change in higher education, and strategic planning. First, the components 

focused on DEI in higher education were offered to make clear that more transformative 

practices for change are necessary. Despite multiple DEI-focused initiatives, many fail to 

achieve desired outcomes. Next, I discussed the organizational change in higher education. In 

this portion of the chapter, I highlighted vital organizational models and theories that undergird 

change processes. These components are essential to understand when thinking about 

transformative change because they collectively lay out contexts for change. Finally, in the third 

component of this chapter, I discussed the practice of strategic planning. This chapter explored 

the benefits and shortcomings of one method of transformative change (e.g., strategic 

planning). Given what we know about strategic planning, the ultimate point of the argument 

above is that to achieve transformative DEI-focused change, more specific processes of 

strategic planning (e.g., strategic diversity planning) are warranted. As Martinez-Acosta and 

Favero (2018) shared, the essential questions concerning DEI and planning center on the unique 

ways institutional leaders think about combining diversity, equity, and inclusion in institutional 

environments. Through strategic diversity planning, institutions can intentionally consider how 

diversity, equity, and inclusion are infused into institutional policies, procedures, and actions 

that change something fundamental about the institution (Henderson, 2020; McRae-Yates, 

2007: Stephens, 2017; Wilson, 2015). For instance, Redd et al. (2020) highlighted the 

importance of communication, diversity statements, research, input/feedback, and goals and 

objectives that lead to actionable items. 
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 Finally, although this process of strategic diversity planning has been somewhat 

documented, there are still a variety of gaps within the literature that warrant further research 

on the topic. Three primary gaps ground the need for further research on this topic. First, 

despite the vast existence of strategic diversity plans, the empirical literature about strategic 

diversity plans has disproportionally placed large public institutions and universities at the 

center of attention. Because these types of institutions enroll more significant portions of the 

student population, there is a need to understand how strategic planning processes manifest 

there. However, a sole focus on these types of institutions is detrimental. Because of the 

differences in culture, values, institutional control, and structure, it is difficult to blindly apply 

other frameworks for strategic diversity planning at different colleges (e.g., sizeable public 

institution versus small liberal arts colleges).  

 Secondly, in some cases, the existing literature has favored things like the content of 

strategic diversity plans, paying less attention to the specific factors of change that undergird 

the development of a strategic diversity plan. For example, Wilson (2015) explained different 

content components of strategic diversity plans at public university systems, four-year 

institutions, and two-year institutions. Additionally, research conducted by Stephens (2017) 

offered findings like Wilson's (2015) conclusion; however, it should be noted that more private 

institutions were considered part of this study. One exception to these points is Redd et al. 

(2020), who did provide details about an actual process for strategic diversity planning. 

However, looking closely at the study, it is evident that the process speaks more truthfully to 

developing a diversity statement at a public institution. Furthermore, Henderson (2020) 

provided some evidence of a process for strategic diversity planning at a liberal arts college, but 
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this model paid more attention to frames of leadership instead of factors of organizational 

change. Furthermore, the specific institution that served as the case for this research was 

atypical because of its strong focus on arts education.  

 Thirdly, the literature regarding strategic diversity planning has not paid much attention 

to the specific agents of change who show up to do the work of strategic diversity planning. 

Broader literature about strategic planning has clarified that students are frequently absent as 

participants in these processes. However, given the differences between strategic planning and 

diversity planning, we cannot automatically apply the same findings and assumptions about 

student engagement in these processes. To this extent, we still know little, if anything, about 

how students show up in the work of strategic diversity planning. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 
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Chapter Overview 

 This chapter provides an overview of the methods, frameworks, and recruitment 

strategies that guided this research study. First, I review the purpose of the research and the 

research question. Next, I provide an overview of the conceptual model and its critiques that 

ground and connect the study to current research. Thirdly, I provide more information about 

the case study approach utilized throughout the study. Specifically, I highlight the literature 

concerning the qualitative case study approach, the types of approach, and the rationale for its 

use. After this, I make the reader more familiar with me through a positionality statement that 

plainly states my identities, perspectives, and underlying beliefs that have undoubtedly shaped 

the study's design and the interpretation of results. Next, I discuss my sampling approach, 

paying specific attention to recruitment strategies utilized throughout the study. Moreover, 

after the recruitment strategy becomes known, I outline the data sources used for analysis. 

Finally, the chapter concludes with a brief section about the ethical considerations that 

emerged in this research study's design and implementation.  

Research Purpose Statement and Guiding Question 

 Leaders of higher education institutions are constantly considering how they may 

transform campus environments to be more welcoming to students with marginalized 

identities. Thus, to create these environments, leaders typically utilize a process known as 

strategic diversity planning. This process enables leaders to think intentionally about inputs that 

might positively influence DEI-focused outcomes. Although the study of strategic diversity 

planning is not necessarily new, we still know relatively little about it. Specifically, we do not 

know how strategic diversity planning unfolds in liberal arts colleges. Therefore, with this topic 
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in mind, this research project is being conducted to learn more about how strategic diversity 

planning manifests at a liberal arts college. With this purpose in mind, this research was guided 

by one specific question: How did institutional leaders at a highly selective liberal arts college 

develop and implement a strategic diversity plan?  

The Conceptual Framework 

 Kezar (2014) provided institutional leaders, described as change agents, with a 

framework to help them construct suitable strategies for organizational change initiatives. 

Thus, through the Macro Change Framework, leaders become more informed about the 

specific characteristics that underpin institutional change processes. At a broad level, the Macro 

Change Framework is an action-oriented guide composed of various elements essential to the 

change process. For example, Kezar (2014) explained that to do meaningful change, leaders 

must understand the type of change, the context for change, leadership strategies for change, 

and approaches to change. Therefore, the importance of its use cannot be understated.  

 Although Kezar (2014) developed the framework with four distinct phases, I am 

adapting the model to highlight only three phases. Given the depth of different organizational 

change theories provided in an earlier chapter, I elected to drop the fourth phase. Moreover, 

while considering all approaches to change is essential, this project centers primarily on 

scientific management processes. However, as Kezar (2014, 2001) argued, segments of other 

theories can intersect. For example, the process of strategic planning (e.g., scientific 

management theories) may not be that removed from considerations about the environment 

(e.g., voluntary theories) (Kotler & Murphy, 1971). Nevertheless, with these factors in mind, I, in 
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the sections below Kezar's (2014) model, share my rationale for using the model and how I plan 

to apply it to my study. 

Phase I: Type of Change  

 The first phase of the macro change framework focuses on the type of change: content, 

scope of change, level of change, focus, and forces and sources of change. Here, change agents 

are encouraged to identify and think critically about the characteristics of the intended change 

they are designing and hoping to implement. Thus, there is central importance placed on 

questions that explain the content, scope, and levels of change. In addition, conversations 

around focus and the forces surrounding change are essential for understanding the type of 

change. 

 The content of the change refers to the specific things that a change agent is attempting 

to change. This changing content might be likened to the what of change. In its simplest form, 

the what of change refers primarily to the institution's physical and meta-physical features that 

change because of specific interventions. The content of change may be a policy, practice, 

program, or paradigm a change agent is attempting to modify or create. For example, several 

scholars have discussed the what of change by describing modifications to institutional 

curricula (Brint et al., 2005), the adoption of new institutional culture (Gallant, 2007), as well as 

the transformation of institutional missions (Hartley & Schall, 2005; Hartley, 2002). Additionally, 

we see this change when observing how private liberal arts colleges respond to environmental 

concerns such as the Great Recession of 2008 (Hilbun & Mamiseishvili, 2016). 

 Following the content of change is the scope of change (Kezar, 2014). The scope of 

change refers to the nature of a specific change initiative. Specifically, when considering the 
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scope of change, agents of change should consider the underlying intent of specific change 

initiatives. For instance, to address the scope of change, change agents might ask: am I seeking 

to do first-order or second-order change? First-order change refers to actions that characterize 

only minor adjustments or improvements in one or a few dimensions of the institution (Kezar, 

2001). In contrast, second-order change refers to actions that characterize a change in the core 

identity or operation of the institution (Kezar, 2001). During second-order change, many 

dimensions of the institution change at multiple levels (Kezar, 2014, 2001). 

 This conversation about the scope of change provides an interesting segue to change 

levels. Here, the level of change refers specifically to the hierarchal plane for which the change 

is intended. For example, when thinking about the level of change, a leader might consider a 

problem at the individual, group, organizational, or sectoral level. Kezar (2014) argued that it is 

essential to consider the level of change because strategies for change are not always 

appropriate at certain levels. These strategies should be tailored to the intended outcome for 

the correct level.  

 (Kezar, 2014) also argued that focus is a critical component of the first phase. Focus 

refers to the specific institutional phenomenon the change affects (Kezar, 2014). For instance, is 

the focus of change on the structure of the organization (i.e., the organizational reporting 

lines), the processes of the organization (i.e., planning and decision-making processes), or is the 

focus on the values and perceptions that the institutional community members hold about their 

work and the environment that they inhabit? The need for focus is essential because, according 

to Kezar (2014), achieving change that considers all three elements is challenging. Thus, when 

thinking about change, leaders must initially limit their actions to focus on change that affects 
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one specific institution component.  

 Finally, the forces and sources of change are essential considerations (Kezar, 2014). By 

thinking about the factors and context that influence a specific change action, change agents 

are better equipped to think intentionally and critically about their approach to change. Here, 

Kezar (2014) explained that institutional change is influenced by internal and external 

circumstances that emerge from agencies such as foundations, professional groups, 

accreditation bodies, government agencies, or academic discipline-based societies. Kezar (2014) 

further testified that understanding the internal origins of change is essential.  

Phase II: the Context for Change 

 With the context for change in mind, Kezar (2014) asserted that change agents must 

contend first with the social, political, and economic factors that influence the organizational 

operations of higher education institutions. As we know, the operational landscape of higher 

education is riddled with perspectives that emerge from various members of the respective 

campus community. Therefore, it is sometimes necessary to consider the broader society's 

social, political, and economic moves when initiating change. Additionally, because of the 

substantive laws that govern institutional operations, change agents must be conscious of legal 

policies. For example, when initiating and implementing change, specific initiatives should 

comply with federal and state laws such as the Civil Rights Act of 1965, the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA), and the Federal Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). Finally, with 

the economic considerations in mind, Kezar (2014) wrote that it is vital to be aware of current 

trends around college finance. Here, the decreased budgets, reliance upon temporary faculty, 

and the turn to revenue-generating initiatives are critical pieces of the landscape to consider. 
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Following these social, political, and economic factors, Kezar (2014) further outlined that 

change agents must be aware of the various stakeholders who play a role in shaping the 

success or failure of an initiative. The ultimate point is that multiple groups with varied interests 

and perspectives influence the operational landscape of higher education (Kezar, 2014). 

Therefore, there might be no successful way to enact change without considering these internal 

and external partners. 

 The second phase's next element engages higher education institutions' distinct 

characteristics. Kezar (2014) situated these types of organizations as professional bureaucracies 

governed by boards that utilize shared governance systems. Kezar (2014) further asserted that 

higher education institutions are values-driven organizations structured as organized anarchies 

that follow loose coupling patterns. Each of these elements is important for any change agent 

to consider. 

 The final component of phase two is institutional culture. Here Kezar (2014) described 

institutional culture as the individual, varied features of identity that characterize specific 

institutions. Thus, the ultimate takeaway from this component of institutional culture is that a 

change agent should be able to engage in a cultural assessment to understand how their 

specific initiatives weigh against factors such as institutional history, institutional values, 

institutional symbols, language, and metaphors that are used on campus as well as artifacts 

that exist within a specific community.  

Phase III: Agency/Leadership  

 In turning to phase three, Kezar (2014) explained the unique approaches to leadership 

that a change agent might use to implement change. Here the emphasis of the framework 
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becomes more practical by discussing the unique approaches to leadership that a change agent 

might take to achieve success. Kezar (2014) wrote that leadership is "the creation of change" (p. 

110). Thus, through various leadership approaches, change agents might be able to enact 

leadership through three distinct approaches: grassroots, collective, and shared leadership.   

The Rationale for and Application of the Macro Change Framework 

 I utilized Kezar's (2014) model as my conceptual framework because of its practical use 

and theoretical origins. On the side of practicality, the Macro Change Framework is an action-

oriented model that provides a high level of detail about the components of change to 

institutional change agents. Theoretically, the model is grounded in the empirical literature that 

builds upon and explains the complex development and study of the more significant 

phenomenon, organizational change. Although the framework does not outline a step-by-step 

process that change agents might take to initiate and implement change, it provides an exciting 

introduction for organizational leaders interested in cultivating change. 

 However, the model is not without critique. For example, Patton and Haynes (2018) 

argued that an earlier framework proposed (e.g., Kezar, 2001) does not pay any critical 

attention to the experiences of Black women leaders. Patton and Haynes (2018) stated that 

"the presentation of [this] model in the literature is rarely situated in critical paradigms and 

never engages a perspective that centers Black women" (p.3). It is a thoughtful critique. 

However, the critique is applied to a model developed in 2001, not the more recent model 

(developed in 2014) that grounds and informs this study. 

  In 2001, the field was much more devoid of knowledge and information than 

considered the experiences of people with minoritized identities. Moreover, because much 



 

76 

work on developing and using critical theories was underway, higher education had not yet 

embraced them. However, this is not necessarily true for more contemporary models and 

theories. To this end, it is essential to note that Kezar's (2014) model is acutely aware of the 

shifts that have taken place within higher education. For instance, the impetus for change that 

grounds the conceptual framework is born out of connecting higher education to the global 

economy, making sense of public investments in higher education, increasing the diversity of 

institutional environments, and understanding the corporatization of higher education (Kezar, 

2014). 

  While the updated model is much more in tune with the current culture and nature of 

higher education, it should be said that there is no specific mention of a critical social theory 

within the conceptualization of the framework. However, this does not mean the model is 

substantially lacking or inappropriate for use. For example, when thinking about DEI-focused 

change (as is one aim of the model), it is difficult not to consider the experiences of students 

with minoritized identities critically. As Kezar (2014) noted, students in these underrepresented 

do not return to and graduate from college at the same rate as students who identify with 

majority groups. Moreover, Kezar (2014) is specific when noting that "higher education tends to 

add on single programs and services to help students, rather than fundamentally rethinking the 

structure and culture to support new students" (p. 10).  

 The other primary objection to the critique is that Kezar's (2014) model is much more 

attuned to socially critical factors that influence change. Kezar's (2014) model is more than just 

a theoretical basis for change, as was proposed in 2001. Instead, over 13 years, Kezar's framing 

of change has become more critical and in tune with current scholarly movements. For 
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example, the 2014 framework places a high value on the context for change, which requires 

leaders and change agents to think about social, political, and economic factors that influence 

action and in-action on college campuses. Moreover, in other portions of the framework, much 

consideration is given to power relations through components such as forces and sources of 

change and agency/leadership. Such a focus on agency and leadership, the context for change, 

and the type of change essentially force institutional leaders to "consider…their capacity and 

willingness to galvanize diverse groups of people." Moreover, I operationalized the framework 

and focused on students' roles in change processes. Thus, in this study, critical attention was 

given to the unique ways that institutions look to the bottom (Patton and Haynes, 2018) to 

address the needs of vulnerable populations of students.  

Qualitative Case Study 

 By using a qualitative case study approach, I was better able to understand the specific 

topic of interest by utilizing "interpretative techniques which seek to describe, decode, 

translate, and otherwise come to terms with the meaning…. of certain…. naturally occurring 

phenomena in the social world" (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.15). Merriam (1998) noted that 

qualitative case studies report thick descriptions of experiences or processes of meaning-

making grounded by natural phenomena that are then analyzed inductively, which was 

necessary to achieve the aims of this study. Therefore, in the following subsections, I discuss 

the case study approach, the specific type of case study I will employ, my rationale for using a 

case study approach, and the outcomes realized from using this methodological approach. 

Additionally, I provide readers with more information about the case that became the subject 

of investigation.  
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Defining the Case Study  

 Thomas (2011) described the case study approach as the "kind of research that 

concentrates on one thing, looking at it in detail, not seeking to generalise [sic] from it" (p. 3). 

Building upon this characterization, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained the case study 

approach to include a bounded system. In addition, Merriam (1988), as well as Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016), challenged earlier perspectives of what constitutes a case by describing the case 

study approach as "an examination of a specific phenomenon such as a project, an event, a 

person, a process, an institution or a social group" (p. 9). Furthermore, although Stake (1995) 

characterized the study of events and processes as less suitable for the case study approach, 

the works of other scholars (e.g., Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Merriam, 1988; Yin, 2018) argued 

that the study of events and processes are worthy cases for analysis through the case study 

approach. For example, Yin (2018) asserted that common cases include individuals, 

organizations, processes, programs, neighborhoods, institutions, and events. Yin (2018) further 

characterized a case study as an "empirical method that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context may not be evident" (p. 15). 

 The case study approach emerges as a specific research method through the 

abovementioned findings. However, some scholars (e.g., Simons, 2009; Stake, 2005) offer a 

different perspective. For instance, to these scholars, a case study might also refer to the 

specific, systematic design frame that characterizes how a researcher might organize elements 

of scientific research (Stake, 1995). Here, writings from Yin (2018) expressed that research 

designs are: "….the logical sequence that connects the empirical data to a study's initial 
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research questions and, ultimately, to its conclusion" (p.26). While situated as a research 

design, the case study approach creates a roadmap or "blueprint" (Yin, 2018, p. 26) for how a 

research study unfolds. This "blueprint" from Yin's (2018) perspective includes mapping all 

significant research study elements.  

 This understanding of the case study approach requires the researcher to create a map, 

which according to Simons (2009), is what is preferred. However, Stake (1995) countered this 

idea of developing a restrictive blueprint by arguing that the design of qualitative case studies 

should be more flexible and free-flowing. In this way, Stake (1995) explained that qualitative 

case study research unfolds as the researcher becomes more familiar with and involved in the 

case research (Yazan, 2015).  

Type of Case Study Employed 

 In this research, my use of the qualitative case study approach was guided by intrinsic 

and instrumental purposes. Stake (1995) described both types of case studies. First, the intrinsic 

case comes about when there is no choice about the case (Stake, 1995). In this way, the case 

under study is given or obligated, creating a specific "need to learn about the case" (Stake, 

1995, p. 3). For example, because I am interested in developing a strategic diversity plan at 

University X, there is no way to avoid inquiring more about University X. 

 Moreover, the intrinsic case is not necessarily something that has to be obligated. For 

example, through the intrinsic approach to case study research, a researcher might be 

interested in specific phenomena for personal reasons. For instance, I believe there is inherent 

value in simply knowing more. As someone who cares deeply about integrating principles and 

practices of DEI into the core identity of liberal arts institutions (and all higher education 
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broadly), I am drawn to the generation of knowledge that allows me to expand my 

understanding—just for the sake of understanding. 

 Secondly, I utilized the instrumental framing of the qualitative case study to conduct this 

research. Given my interest in understanding a unique phenomenon, this study's primary case 

study type is instrumental. Stake (1995) outlined the instrumental case study as a type used to 

understand something else. Case studies are instrumental when they seek to accomplish 

something and produce knowledge about specific cases under investigation (Stake, 1995). I 

believe this case study is instrumental because while striving to learn something new about 

University X, I am also striving to understand how leaders at University X worked together to 

develop and implement a strategic diversity plan.  

The Rationale for Qualitative Case Study  

 I utilized the qualitative case study approach to, in the words of Bromley (1986, p. 23), 

"get as close to the subject of interest" as possible (Meriam, 1998, p. 29). Moreover, I turned to 

the case study approach because it allowed for closely examining bounded, multi-tier 

phenomena. Given the "how" structure of my research question and my desire to engage 

specific individuals' social histories and experiences, the qualitative case study approach was a 

sound approach for this study. Additionally, the case study approach provided what Stake 

(1995) called naturalistic generalizations. In this sense, applying the case study approach made 

the specific case more understandable. 

 Additionally, the case study approach was appropriate because of this study's specific 

designs and ultimate aims. The fundamental aim was never to develop a theory that would be 

applied broadly. Instead, the researcher strived to establish what Thomas (2011) referred to as 
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phronesis: "a practical knowledge…. based on personal experience…[that] helps us to make 

sense of situations" (p. 214). With this in mind, the ultimate goal of the research was to 

produce more knowledge about developing and implementing a strategic diversity plan. 

Moreover, using the case study approach allowed me to achieve one of my specific aims: to 

"produce knowledge that can be used to solve various problems, either theoretical or practical" 

(David, 2007, p. 300). Finally, the researcher believed that producing and distributing such 

knowledge would benefit campus leaders committed to DEI-focused change. 

The Case Under Study 

 To answer the question 'What is a case?', Ragin (1992) argued that "a case may be 

theoretical or empirical or both; it may be a relatively bounded object or a process, and it may 

be generic and universal or specific in some way" (p. 3). Stake (2005) offered a different 

perspective on what constitutes a case. Specifically, Stake (2005), citing Louis Smith, argued 

that the case is "an integrated system" that more readily applies to people and programs. Stake 

(2005) claimed that "events and processes fit the definition [of a case] less well" (p. 2). 

Although Stake (1995) characterized the study of events and processes as less suitable for the 

case study approach, the works of other scholars (e.g., Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Merriam, 1988; 

Yin, 2018) argued that the study of events and processes are worthy cases for analysis through 

the case study approach. Along this path of inquiry about what constitutes a case, Schrank 

(2006) characterizes a case as a specific person, institution, or society.  

 With these arguments about the case in mind, this case under study for this project was 

a process used to develop a strategic diversity plan. As a tiered, complex system of actions and 

behaviors, this process fits well within arguments describing the cases. Additionally, this 
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process fits the definitions of a case because it is intentionally bounded. For example, the 

researcher was adamant about investing in developing and implementing a specific DEI-focused 

plan at a specific institution (e.g., University X) during a specific time (August 2018 to March 

2023).  

 As expressed above, the methodological application of the case study approach is used 

when a phenomenon is bounded in one or multiple ways. Because these boundaries are 

described above, I will not repeat them here. Instead, I use this section to explain how and why 

the development and implementation of a strategic plan at University X became the case and 

case site of interest for this study.  

 First, given the lack of literature contextualizing the development, implementation, and 

assessment of strategic diversity plans at liberal arts colleges, the project hinged on identifying 

a comprehensive liberal arts college. 

 Renn and Paton (2017) argued that liberal arts colleges historically offered curriculums 

that center the study of classics, literature, natural philosophy, and emergent topics within 

social sciences. Liberal arts colleges are also known for the unique ways that a combination of 

institutional factors (e.g., curriculum, programs) produce outcomes of holistic intellectual and 

character development (Renn & Patton, 2017). Moreover, in the contemporary era of higher 

education, liberal arts colleges tend to be privately controlled, boast large, primarily residential 

programs, are in rural areas, primarily serve undergraduate students, have small faculty-to-

student ratios, and are focused on the outcomes of holistic development achieved from 

seamless learning environments (Renn & Patton, 2017).  

 As a highly ranked and moderately selective national liberal arts college, University X 
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met this description. According to descriptive information recorded by the Carnegie 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, University X is a private college that enrolls 

approximately 4,000 primarily undergraduates. The institution is highly residential, and more 

than 90% of students reside on campus for all four years of study. University X boasts a student-

to-faculty ratio of 8 to 1, the average class size is 16, and teaching assistants teach no courses. 

In addition to these factors, University X is comprehensive because of its eclectic features. For 

example, while being a liberal arts college, the university assumes a model of student affairs 

practice that places a high value on innovative models of student affairs (e.g., Manning et al., 

2014). This means that the institution has a strong ethic of care. This also means that student 

affairs professionals and academic affairs professionals may sometimes work together to 

achieve positive outcomes. In addition, the institution boasts multiple pre-professional 

academic schools and programs. University X also competes in one of the most competitive 

athletic divisions in the United States. 

 Furthermore, despite its liberal arts tradition, University X is structurally organized like a 

corporate entity. Finally, University X is a very wealthy institution, a feature that characterizes 

few private colleges in the United States. Based on recent financial documents, University X 

spends nearly $15,000 per student on direct student services. This spending does not account 

for other services and resources available to students, such as instruction, academic support, 

libraries, or institutional support. 

 The second factor of interest was University X's prestige. For example, University X 

consistently ranks among the 10% of peer institutions in multiple national reports such as The 

Princeton Review, U.S. News and World Report, and Kiplinger's Personal Finance. Additionally, 
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University X consistently appears in college guidance textbooks such as The Hidden Ivies and 

the Fiske Guide to Colleges. Although the high value placed on the ranking is not always 

warranted, University X's positioning situates it as a model institution. In this sense, leaders at 

other peer institutions or institutions with similar features may hold University X as an 

institution whose practices they hope to replicate.  

 The third factor of interest for University X was the fact that leaders of the institutions 

have just recently sunset a relatively new DEI-focused strategic plan. In 2015, University X 

welcomed a new president who introduced a strategic plan with one prominent component 

focusing on developing an inclusive and thriving campus community. Given the university's 

history, this effort to strategically plan with DEI in mind was taken seriously by many leaders 

within the campus community.  

 Additionally, where it concerns this broader strategic plan, a more specific, focused, and 

strategic plan for enacting an inclusive and thriving campus community was announced in June 

2019. Because of multiple ongoing racially insensitive situations, the report was desperately 

called for. Moreover, although a new president assumed their responsibilities in August 2021, 

the plan for creating an inclusive and thriving community was actionable from June 2019 to 

approximately May 2023. Thus, this amount of DEI-focused strategic planning within a bounded 

period contextualized an ideal space of inquiry.   

 Another interesting factor was that access to critical documents, institutional leaders, 

and community members at University X was largely unrestricted. Many of the documents 

utilized in the study were publicly available on the university's website. Additionally, given the 

researcher's level of previous engagement with leaders and community members, it was 
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perceived that there would be an adequate amount of interest among prospective participants 

located/working at University X. Furthermore, because of the researcher's previous 

engagements with University X, a moderate level of context was already available to the 

researcher. With this context, the researcher perceived they could better understand 

qualitative data/themes that emerged throughout the study.   

 Finally, with a broader connection to research outcomes and deliverables, the 

researcher believed that students at University X, among other community members, deserved 

more information that contextualized how processes of DEI-focused change unfolded on 

campus. Because students at University X are not always aware of or knowledgeable of formal 

processes of change (e.g., strategic planning), the researcher selected University X because they 

wanted to produce practical and empirical knowledge that would help a specific population of 

students thinks about and continue doing change work on campus.  

Positionality 

 Because qualitative research requires the researcher to serve as the instrument for data 

collection and analysis (Merriam & Tisdell 2016), I must discuss the specific identities and 

experiences that characterized any biases or underlying perspectives that undoubtedly 

influenced the design and execution of this research project. At the forefront of this statement 

of positionality are my social identities. I am a Black, queer, cisgender man who is non-disabled. 

I regard myself as coming from a middle-income household. Additionally, I am a first-generation 

college student with geographic ties to northern Louisiana.  

 I acknowledge that I hold a great deal of privilege as an able-bodied, middle-class 

scholar who has completed a master's degree and has been admitted to a terminal degree 
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program. At the same time, my minoritized identities have created complications that have 

challenged my everyday existence. For example, as a queer, Black person in the U.S., I have lied 

about the daily realities of racism and homophobia. While I recognize the value of being my 

authentic self, these experiences with racism and homophobia have created high levels of 

anxiety and depression for me that sometimes make it difficult to engage with others. In this 

regard, I am constantly conscious of how I present myself in social settings, including 

academics. Because of discriminatory assumptions that characterize Black people as uncivil and 

uneducated, I turn to formal education as one outlet to challenge this status quo. However, at 

times, I may unconsciously enforce negative perceptions of Blackness because of how much 

time I have spent in predominately white academic spaces.   

 Because of perceptions that queer people's existence is wrong, I engage (consciously 

and unconsciously) in behaviors and attitudes that may encourage me to hide or blur my 

queerness. Thus, I often strive to come off as a masculine man in my presentation of self (e.g., 

appearance, writing). Although this presentation of masculinity is somewhat artificial, it mirrors 

the sex and gender I resonate with, highlighting yet another privileged identity I hold.  

 As an alumnus of University X, I brought multiple experiences to the study that provided 

context and an interpretative frame. Given my identity, while at University X, I frequently 

struggled to find a sense of belonging. Nevertheless, I remained engaged in efforts to change 

the culture on campus. I engaged in change through the university's student newspaper, which 

I published frequently. For example, as an undergraduate, I published six editorials discussing 

concerns related to features of the environment at University X: tokenization and a lack of 

social opportunities, Greek life, and a lack of consideration for diversity, equity, and inclusion.  
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 In addition to this, during my sophomore year, I conducted an informal qualitative 

research project that yielded interesting results about how students experienced belonging on 

campus. Although the design of the project and the data collection/analysis mechanisms were 

not necessarily critical or robust, they contextualized an immense problem (e.g., lack of 

belonging among students) at University X. So, I compiled the data and shared it with leaders 

responsible for the DEI-focused strategic planning that was taking place on campus.  

 Despite my engagement with the university, I question whether University X can truly 

become a place where diversity, equity, and inclusion are celebrated. I likely approached the 

study and data with a predisposition to find what was wrong or harmful. Furthermore, given my 

previous forms of engagement, some campus community members likely held negative 

perceptions of me and my work. Given the negative, pessimistic perspective that is sometimes 

present in my writing and thinking, I believe some invited prospective participants felt 

uncomfortable chatting with me about their perspectives.  

 While these sentiments expressed above emerge as specific perspectives that likely 

influenced the research, it is also true that I have been removed from University X for several 

years. During this time, new knowledge about the functioning and operation of higher 

education institutions has been consumed. So, throughout the design of the study and analysis 

of the data, there were new elements of theory and new experiences that mediated previous 

feelings about University X. Next, because of this degree of separation, I was no longer viewed 

as a student, which made it possible to look at issues from a completely different perspective. 

In fact, as an insider and outsider to the campus community, I could pair new perspectives with 
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old experiences to create robust data analyses while offering meaningful solutions that were 

conscious of institutional contexts.  

Data Collection 

 For this study, data from two sources were collected and analyzed. The primary data 

source was qualitative interviews. The secondary data source was institutional documents. 

Information from both sources was used to identify codes grouped into themes. 

Interviews   

  To collect data, I primarily engaged participants through qualitative interviews. Most 

interviews were conducted via Zoom; however, one interview was conducted via phone due to 

circumstances outside of the researcher's control. For all interviews, a semi-structured 

approach was utilized. The flexibility of this approach allowed the researcher to ask meaningful 

questions at all phases of the research process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Additionally, the 

interview protocol was strategically mapped to the framework (see Appendix A). Interviews 

lasted between 60 and 90 minutes.  

Documents 

 The secondary data source came from documents produced and published by leaders or 

community members affiliated with University X. As pre-existing, text-based pieces of 

information. These documents provided meaningful ways to understand critical phenomena of 

interest (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The specific documents that were consulted primarily 

centered on strategic planning and the unique subcommittee reports that were connected to 

processes of strategic planning. Furthermore, some other documents were reviewed to 

establish context about processes, systems, and history at University X.  
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Recruitment and Sampling 

 After receiving IRB approval from my home institution and permission from University X, 

information from publicly accessible documents was used to identify prospective participants. 

Once prospective participants were identified, their contact information was collected using a 

public, university-sponsored directory. However, given current laws, prospective participants 

that were current students and alums were not listed in the directory. Thus, to communicate 

with current students and alums, I utilized social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, 

Twitter, LinkedIn, and GroupMe to connect with them. Upon connecting with the students and 

alums on these platforms, interested parties shared contact information primarily of email 

addresses.  

 Once contact information for all prospective participants was collected, I communicated 

pertinent information about the study to prospective participants via email. I also attached a 

copy of the study information sheet, which outlined all information about the study, and  I 

explained why the prospective participant was being contacted. These individuals were 

contacted because they met the selection criteria. First, these individuals were all affiliated with 

University X in some meaningful capacity as employees, students, donors, or alum of the 

institution. Secondly, the participants were either listed formally on some strategic planning 

document or involved in some process of change that was related or adjacent to the strategic 

planning process. Finally, prospective participants were asked to complete a short demographic 

survey on Qualtrics. Information from this survey was used to schedule interviews and make 

notes of specific social characteristics and institutional affiliation.  

 A purposeful sampling approach was used in this study. Prior to data collection, a 
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homogenous sample was most desired. To this end, the researcher specifically targeted 

individuals who were direct participants in developing and implementing University X's 

strategic diversity plan. However, after data collection commenced, an opportunistic approach 

was utilized. As an outcome of this latter approach, the researcher reached out to a broader 

audience of leaders who could speak more broadly about University X's change processes. 

Using both sampling approaches, the researcher engaged a broad audience of prospective 

participants. However, given the structural and contextual features of University X, such 

focused criteria for participation and the time commitment necessary for participation almost 

immediately limited the number of participants. Additionally, the researcher did not offer any 

tangible or monetary benefits for participation.  

 The researcher sent approximately 100 emails to prospective participants who met the 

selection criteria. Among this larger group, 26 individuals completed the accompanying 

Qualtrics form. Finally, the researcher scheduled and conducted interviews with 17 participants 

from this minor group. Although 17 interviews were conducted, only data from 12 interviews 

are included in this research report. The only reason this exclusion occurred was timing. 

Because of time constraints, the researcher could not transcribe and analyze prior to the 

deadlines for this project. However, future reports will include the excluded data.  

 The demographic characteristics of the sample are outlined in Table 1. Of the 12 

participants included here, 8 (67%) identified as White. Three participants (25%) identified as 

African American. 1 (8%) identified as Latino. 8 of the 12 participants (67%) identified as 

straight. 2 participants (17%) identified as gay. 1 participant identified as bisexual (8%), and 1 

participant (8%) identified as queer. Five participants identified as cis-gendered women (42%), 
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and nine identified as cis-gendered men (58%). Participants were affiliated with University X in 

various roles, such as academic dean, associate professor, alumnus, alumna, vice-president, 

senior DEI leader, and executive DEI leader. Moreover, the sample comprised one current 

student and one former staff member.  

 

Table 3.1. Demographic Composition of the Research Participants 

     
Pseudonym Gender  Race/Ethnicity Sexual Orientation Institutional Role 

JOAN Cis-Gendered Woman White Straight Senior Academic Leader 

TIM Cis-Gendered Man African American Straight Associate Professor 

CHARLIE Cis-Gendered Man White Gay Former Staff Member, Alumnus 

BETH  Cis-Gendered Woman White Straight  Senior DEI Leader 

MONICA Cis-Gendered Woman  White  Straight Associate Professor, Alumna 

RONALD Cis-Gendered Man White  Straight Senior DEI Leader 

AARON Cis-Gendered Man  Latino Bisexual  Current Student  

ROBERT Cis-Gendered Man White  Gay  Alumnus 

NEVA Cis-Gendered Woman  White  Straight Academic Leader 

SALLY Cis-Gendered Woman African American Queer  Alumna 

JASON Cis-Gendered Man White Straight  Executive Leader 

JORDAN Cis-Gendered Man  African American Straight Alumnus 
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Data Analysis 

 To analyze the data collected from participant interviews and institutional documents, 

the method of thematic analysis (Clarke et al., 2015) was applied. Following this 6-phase 

process, the process of data analysis began with familiarization. Multiple activities were 

completed to become familiar with the data. First, the research conducted all interviews. The 

researcher then transcribed interviews using Trint, a web-based transcription service. Before 

transcribing, the researcher listened to the audio files of each interview. While listening to the 

audio file, the research recorded reactions in a journal. 

 Additionally, after each interview was transcribed, the researcher read the 

transcript/document. Similarly, I recorded reactions and initial thoughts about the data. This 

process took place over several weeks, allowing the researcher to ruminate on the data. Next, I 

engaged in a systemic coding process by reading each transcript/document and assigning 

specific codes to references that spoke to patterns. Regarding coding, each 

transcript/document was reviewed twice. This allowed me to understand the data better, 

creating a higher-quality analysis (Saldaña, 2021). 

  During the first review, codes were applied based on the reactions to interviews and 

documents. Then, the second coding round was used to apply codes that did not emerge in the 

initial reactions. Thus, to this end, approximately 100 codes were applied to approximately 

1,115 references from the transcripts and documents. The codes were created to describe 

things such as the work of governing boards, building connections, trust between stakeholders, 

lack of coordination, and concerns among faculty and staff.  

 To search for themes, I relied primarily on memos generated during the coding process. 
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While reviewing these memos and the codes generated, I could make broader connections 

between the comments that multiple participants offered. As part of this process, "micro-

themes" were generated. For example, relationships between students were used collectively 

to explain the relationships that emerged between students and any other campus leaders.  

 While reviewing themes, the researcher reviewed the fit of codes on multiple occasions. 

To do this, the researcher carefully compared each reference within each micro-theme to 

ensure a meaningful relationship existed. On multiple occasions, references initially coded as 

one thing were recoded to micro-themes that were better fit for the data.  

 Next, the micro-themes were grouped to establish more prominent themes. At this 

point, the more significant themes were collectively defined and named. Staying as true to the 

data as possible, these names and definitions were directly connected to the data within each 

theme. Seven themes were generated; however, only three were directly related to the 

research question. Finally, with these three themes in mind, the researcher wrote the report, 

weaving together specific references, analytic memos, and codes. To this end, the information 

presented in the findings vividly highlights how the strategic diversity process unfolded at 

University X.  

Trustworthiness 

 To establish trustworthiness, participants were given two opportunities to review the 

data. The first instance of review occurred prior to data collection. After conducting the 

interview, each participant was sent a copy of their interview transcription (via email) to ensure 

that transcribed data accurately represented their perspectives and points. Secondly, 

participants were allowed to review data after data were collected and analyzed. Specifically, 
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participants were sent (via email) a draft of the study's findings. The primary purpose of 

sending these emails was to engage the member-checking process. As argued by Stake (1995), 

member checking provides a rich opportunity to establish reliable data. For example, member 

checking means "the actor is requested to examine rough drafts of writing where the action or 

words of the actor are featured…. for accuracy and palatability" (Stake, 1995, p.115).  

Ethical Considerations 

 For this study, anonymity, understood as participants' identities hidden from the 

researcher, was impossible. However, confidentiality was achieved, keeping participants' 

identities hidden from people outside the research study. To keep information about 

participants confidential, the researcher asked all participants to identify a pseudonym. If 

participants did not choose a pseudonym, one was assigned to them. When discussing the 

participants, special care was taken to avoid discussing unique characteristics that make them 

publicly identifiable. For example, a participant's job title was made general to make it 

challenging to identify a person whose title is highly specialized or unique. Furthermore, 

general characteristics and information about University X were discussed broadly.  

Summary of Chapter 

 In this chapter, I highlighted the unique methodologies, methods, positions, and tools 

for analysis that guided this study. The chapter began with a broad overview of the conceptual 

framework. Here, I discussed the practical and theoretical merits of Kezar's (2014) macro 

change framework. Following this, I discussed the qualitative case study, giving particular 

attention to the definition of a case study and the specific type of case study that will be used in 
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my study. Next, I turned to a positionality statement highlighting the unique experiences and 

perspectives underpinning my interpretation of the research findings. After this positionality 

statement, I discussed data collection. Then I described the approaches for sampling, recruiting, 

and ethical considerations.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
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Overview of the Findings 

 This research study was completed to learn more about how leaders at a highly selecƟve 

liberal arts college developed and implemented a strategic diversity plan. While the iniƟal goal 

was to understand the processes related to development and implementaƟon, the findings 

presented here speak only to the process of developing a strategic diversity plan. As 

demonstrated by the findings, the strategic diversity planning process at University X was 

enabled by a fragmented system of shared governance that encouraged collaboraƟon among 

insƟtuƟonal partners to idenƟfy and address key issues that affected the campus community. 

Through partnerships that encouraged collaboraƟon and engagement, insƟtuƟonal leaders 

(e.g., students, staff, faculty, administrators, and alums) were able to idenƟty and share broadly 

an impetus for change that was founded by accounƟng for the lived experiences of current and 

past students, the historical legacies of University X, the inaccessibility of resources and 

services, and the socio-economic and poliƟcal implicaƟons of progress. Thus, with a 

mulƟfaceted understanding of issues, strategic diversity planning was conducted at University X. 

Strategic diversity planning was carried out by acƟvaƟng the work, establishing commiƩees, 

collecƟng data, and formulaƟng data.  

 Although the president of University X formally led the charge, much of the work was 

enabled and produced by a shadow team of insƟtuƟonal change agents who did the work of 

strategic diversity planning. In doing this DEI-focused work, insƟtuƟonal leaders invested Ɵme, 

energy, and other resources to invesƟgate further the problems and issues that negaƟvely 

affected the campus community. Armed with this knowledge, leaders then formulated data, 

formed reports, and shared those reports, as directed, to the President, who packaged the 
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reports into a formal report that aimed to achieve various purposes. This strategic diversity plan 

was a product of a fragmented system of shared governance, partnerships between agents of 

change, an understanding of an impetus for change, and doing the work of strategic diversity 

planning. With these factors in mind, this chapter is organized around three key findings: 

characterisƟcs of the insƟtuƟon, partnerships among insƟtuƟonal change agents, and the work 

of strategic diversity planning.  

Key Finding I: Characteristics of the Institution 

 At University X, the process of strategic diversity planning was influenced and grounded 

by mulƟple characterisƟcs that explain how ranking leaders at University X conduct their work 

(e.g., academic work and the work of change). Therefore, the first key findings that I discovered 

consider these characterisƟcs. To be more specific, there are three primary characterisƟcs. First, 

I will outline what I discovered about University X's mission, vision, and values. Next, I will 

consider the formal structure of power and authority at University X. These findings were 

discovered by reviewing formal organizaƟonal charts at University X. Finally, I will discuss the 

informal structure of power and authority at University X. Evident in this discussion will be an 

argument that contextualizes a fragmented system of shared governance.  

Mission, Vision, and Values of University X 

 The data I collected allowed me to discover and think about significant characterisƟcs of 

University X that ground the organizaƟonal work and structure of University X. For example, 

when I reviewed insƟtuƟonal documents, key factors such as University X's mission, vision, and 

values were obvious. First, at University X, it was explained that the University's mission tells 
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community members and the public why leaders at University X do academic and change-

orientated work. InsƟtuƟonal documents clarified that ranking leaders were invested in work 

that led to meaningful outcomes for students, faculty, and staff. The collecƟve mission of 

University X was to educate students in an academically rigorous, intellectually vibrant, and 

collaboraƟve environment. Moreover, according to insƟtuƟonal documents, the work at 

University X is grounded by a commitment to the holisƟc development of students and the 

producƟon and disseminaƟon of scholarly and creaƟve work. Therefore, ranking leaders at 

University X ulƟmately carry out their educaƟonal mission to "prepare students for lives of 

purpose, thoughƞul inquiry, and responsible leadership in a diverse world." 

 Next, University X's vision was described as what ranking insƟtuƟonal leaders seek to 

accomplish. With this note in mind, leaders at University X hope to prepare "students to 

contribute to and succeed in a complex world." Furthermore, leaders envision that students will 

be able to produce knowledge that addresses the world's problems while "modeling the way 

that colleges and universiƟes can effecƟvely meet the change of our Ɵme." 

 Finally, the work (e.g., academics and change) are grounded by values that explain how 

ranking leaders will accomplish the goals outlined in the mission and vision statements. Thus, to 

prepare students for lives of purpose and to contribute meaningfully to endeavors that solve 

the world's complex problems, leaders at University X espouse commitments to values such as 

student growth, the pursuit of knowledge, inclusivity and equity, diversity and educaƟonal 

opportunity, ethical engagement, and responsible stewardship. Many of these values are self-

explanatory and fit University X's educaƟonal mission. For instance, the value of student growth 

is focused on students' holisƟc (e.g., personal and intellectual) development. With this value in 
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mind, students are encouraged to connect with insƟtuƟonal leaders through small classes and 

formal and informal mentor relaƟonships. To be more specific, within the value of student 

growth, leaders "challenge students to recognize their full potenƟal, support the development 

of [student] resilience" while encouraging students to be socially responsible community 

members. 

 The pursuit of knowledge value speaks more directly to faculty members; however, 

there are some important implicaƟons for students. First, because of the University's 

commitment to academic freedom, students are encouraged to be intellectually curious and 

parƟcipate in thoughƞul disagreements and "vigorous exchange[s] of ideas." Next, the value of 

inclusivity and equity speaks directly to ranking leaders' value on the "dignity, worth, and 

contribuƟons of all individuals." Furthermore, as insƟtuƟonal documents outlined, this value of 

inclusivity and equity is necessary because "the thoughƞul and respecƞul engagement with a 

broad diversity of perspecƟves and experiences [are] essenƟal to intellectual growth." 

AddiƟonally, an inclusive community exists only when "all members [of the community] can 

engage meaningfully in insƟtuƟonal life and contribute to the community where all thrive." 

Finally, the value of diversity and educaƟonal opportunity is straighƞorward. It makes it clear 

that University X strives to be a place that "is dedicated to access, affordability, and ensuring 

that the benefits of its transformaƟve educaƟonal opportuniƟes are not limited by financial 

circumstance or background. Next, the value of ethical engagement considers the importance of 

community members thinking about "integrity, responsibility for the ethical consequences of 

our ideas and acƟons, and meaningful engagement with…local and global communiƟes." Finally, 
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the value of responsible stewardship speaks to a commitment to carefully uƟlize and steward 

insƟtuƟonal and environmental resources. 

The Formal Structure of Power and Authority at University X 

 To make sense of the formal structure of power, I reviewed formal organizaƟonal charts 

that were published by University X. These organizaƟonal charts collecƟvely mapped the flow of 

community, authority, and power. For these reasons, the organizaƟonal charts were a helpful 

piece of data. The organizaƟonal charts were helpful because they helped me to discover more 

about how power and authority, related to strategic diversity planning, flowed through different 

levels of the insƟtuƟon. First, University X is a higher educaƟon insƟtuƟon organized as a 

private, non-stock issuing, non-profit corporaƟon. An independent board of trustees manages 

this corporaƟon. As is customary in higher educaƟon, this board of trustees is the ulƟmate 

organizaƟonal board for the university. JORDAN and BETH clarified the role of the trustees that 

comprise the board of trustees. BETH noted the board members' primary responsibiliƟes when 

she stated:  

 "If we want to build a building that costs $1,000,000, that has to go to the board of trustees 
 because they, [the trustees] are fiduciary agents of the insƟtuƟon who are ulƟmately 
 responsible for us being good stewards of money" (BETH, Senior DEI Leader).  
 
 JORDAN clarified the board's work when he stated:  

 "A lot of it is like just the pure management of an operaƟon that you--that's not sexy at all. Like, 
 what are the budget[s]--what's the budget for this?--and, .... when are the upgrades to  this 
 facility or that facility [happening] and it's like stuff students really don't think about...or  care 
 about..."(JORDAN, Alumnus). 
 

 Both perspecƟves make it clear that the trustees of University X are responsible, 

primarily for ensuring the financial operaƟons of the insƟtuƟons are sound. As BETH stated, 
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University X's trustees are fiduciary agents of the insƟtuƟon. JORDNAN’S note about the work of 

the board of trustees offered a similar understanding. These obligaƟons are JORDAN’s key 

objecƟve, as indicated by the focus on budgets and building upgrades.  

 However, while this is the primary work of the Board of Trustees, JORDAN’S commentary 

makes it clear that it is not necessarily this kind of work that students consider aƩracƟve. 

Nevertheless, although there is some validity to JORDAN’S point, it was difficult for me to accept 

JORDAN’S point at face value. Understanding budgets and operaƟonal management are 

essenƟal when thinking about change more broadly. So, I needed to find a balance with 

JORDAN’S perspecƟve.  

 JORDAN’S perspecƟve is powerful because he is speaking from the perspecƟve of an 

alumnus who was involved with the board of trustees. However, he was not the only student 

representaƟve at University X. Furthermore, because the Board of Trustees maintains a budget 

commiƩee, students could theoreƟcally advise University X’s trustees on maƩers concerning 

financial operaƟons.  Because of this reality and the fact that University X maintains a strong 

business school, it is possible to assume that some students studying business might have a 

deep interest in finance and operaƟons decisions that dictate work on campus. Therefore, 

overall, JORDAN’S perspecƟve leaves more to be desired about what students at University X do 

find interesƟng. It also created a need to truly understand what students at University X find 

interesƟng about governance processes. Because students are not listed on formal 

organizaƟonal charts, this was a difficult point to conceptualize when looking only at formal 

structures of power and authority. So, while accounƟng for the formal structure of authority 

and power at University X, I noted how students were missing from the organizaƟonal chart. 
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This suggested that, under the guise of formal power and authority, students have no part in the 

university's management.  

 Under this structure of formal power and authority, managing the university falls onto 

leaders such as university trustees, who use an internal hierarchy of power and authority to 

determine the key issues and problems addressed at board meeƟngs. When describing further 

the work of University X’s trustees, JORDAN made this internal structure of authority more 

prominent:  

"there is a rector on the--of the board of trustees that is analogous to the chair of a board of trustees of, 
let's say, a large public company or even a small private company" (JORDAN, Alumnus). 
 
 ReporƟng up to the Rector is a Vice-Rector who, with the Rector: "are the people who decide the agenda 
[of board meeƟngs]" (JORDAN, Alumnus).  
 

 At the leadership level directly under the Board of Trustees, there is the president of 

University X, who, by way of formal links of authority and communicaƟon, reports to the board 

of trustees vis-a-vis the rector or the vice-rector. No one explained this note explicitly; however, 

given what is known about the structure of University X, it would be impracƟcal for the 

president to report directly to twenty-five or more people. Furthermore, given the rector's and 

vice-rectors broad powers, it is reasonable to believe that they exercise the privilege to speak on 

behalf of the other trustees. At the level immediately below the president, two direct reports 

are recognized as execuƟve vice presidents (EVPs), which according to JOAN, is a structure 

that"….is typical of many universiƟes "(JOAN, Senior Academic Leader). The two direct reports 

are recognized as the chief officers of university operaƟons and academic affairs (e.g., COO, 

Provost), and they each formally supervise the work conducted by several vice presidents who 
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complete work in various funcƟonal areas of administraƟon such as "…. planning and 

fundraising and so on" (JOAN, Senior Academic Leader).  

 Many academic leaders report to the provost. Most are the deans of University X’s 

academic schools and programs. While mapping out this structural dynamic, JOAN described 

the posiƟon as dean as one of: 

 "[middle] management," whereby "[I am] in charge of an [academic program]" and report to the 
 provost (JOAN, Senior Academic Leader). 
 
 Only a limited number of parƟcipants (e.g., BETH, JOAN, JORDAN) explicitly described 

the formal structure of power and authority at University X. Therefore, I was inclined to fill the 

knowledge gap.  To fill these demonstrated gaps, I analyzed University X's official organizaƟonal 

chart to learn more about the structural design of the insƟtuƟon.  Findings from this review 

revealed that in addiƟon to academic programs, the provost at university X has power and 

authority over student affairs acƟviƟes and operaƟons. Nevertheless, on the student affairs side 

of the house, there is a vice-president who reports to the provost, so there is some diffusion of 

power and authority. In addiƟon, this vice-president (of student affairs) oversees the work of 

seven funcƟonal departments headed by a director or dean. Finally, the review of University X’s 

organizaƟonal chart demonstrated that operaƟons work is enabled by various vice presidents 

who spearhead work in funcƟonal areas such as planning and policy, enrollment management, 

community engagement, legal affairs, markeƟng/communicaƟons, informaƟon technology, 

athleƟcs, and university advancement.  

 So, as I stated earlier, the findings about University X’s formal structure of power and 

authority leave unanswered quesƟons about students’ engagement in governance processes. 

No data from interviews or insƟtuƟonal documents provided any informaƟon about students' 
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roles in formal decision-making processes. Based solely on the formal structures of power and 

authority, it appears that students at University X have no right to or opportunity to access 

parƟcipaƟon in governance processes. However, because there are other ways to view power 

and authority, more discussion about University X’s informal structure of power and authority is 

warranted.  

The (In)Formal Structure of Power and Authority 

 In addiƟon to the formal structures of power and authority, academic and change-

oriented leadership unfolds through informal structures, which, arguably, tell a beƩer story 

about how change happens at University X. I argue that it is this hidden structure that JOAN was 

referring to when she stated that: "[University X] is a complicated university for being so small 

"(JOAN, Senior Academic Leader). As expressed above, there are benefits to understanding the 

formal organizaƟonal structure of power and authority. However, this formal structure does not 

tell the whole story of how change-focused work occurs on campus. The formal organizaƟonal 

chart does not fully highlight how power and authority flow throughout University X, so a more 

profound understanding is warranted. Many more intricacies explain the complexity of shared 

governance at University X within the informal structure of power and authority. So, to describe 

these intricacies, the following secƟons discuss in greater detail the fragmented system of 

shared governance that transpired at University X.  To be more specific, I present findings that 

are focused on the shared governance at University X, the agents of change at University X that 

are responsible for leadership, and the fragmentaƟon of power and authority that exists 

between these different agents of change. Data from qualitaƟve interviews were the primary 

source.  My understanding of the central topics (e.g. shared governance, agents of change, and 
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fragmentaƟon of power and authority) were derived from quesƟons such as who has the power 

to make a campus-wide change. 

Shared Governance at University X 

 ParƟcipants in the study made mulƟple references to a system of shared governance 

that funcƟons at University X. Here, the idea of shared governance is understood primarily as 

the noƟon that no one person or group of people has the ulƟmate power or authority to 

implement significant change independently. The idea of shared governance means that 

different consƟtuent groups work together to achieve an explicit outcome. ParƟcipants at two 

levels (e.g., a senior academic leader and an alumnus) clarified this emphasis on shared 

governance. First, JOAN stated:  

 "So one thing about universiƟes is that nobody has very unlimited power…. So even a 
 president… has to answer to the faculty. He has to answer to a board of trustees. Look at the 
 dean…I told you about the….6 to 10 whatever number of groups that I have to report 
 to….(JOAN, Senior Academic Leader).   
 
 In this comment, JOAN is frank about the noƟon that no one has unlimited power. So, 

despite the immense power and authority that confident leaders or groups may hold, they oŌen 

cannot singlehandedly change something substanƟal about the university. Moreover, JOAN's 

comment has a senƟment of checks and balances. Because no one person or group has the 

unilateral power to do substanƟal change, they must work together to ensure leaders in 

different units and levels are somewhat on the same page. The other way to view this idea is to 

think about the different reporƟng structures that JOAN explained. Because of the links 

established by the formal power and authority structure, the next highest leader (or group of 

leaders) must be involved in substanƟal change decisions. Everyone at every level answers to 
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someone else, and because of this interlocking loop of feedback, there is a strong emphasis 

placed on everyone being involved. SubstanƟal changes at University X likely have the potenƟal 

to impact mulƟple programs and iniƟaƟves, so there is an assumed need for diverse 

engagement to ensure smooth operaƟons. JOAN provided further evidence of what this system 

of shared governance may look like when thinking about a substanƟal change like curriculum 

reform:  

 "because, .... if I want to make a change to the curriculum at the school or change the nature 
 of the faculty at the school, I really have to have a lot of conversaƟons with a lot of 
 different people and listen very hard. I have to…. persuade. I don't have that kind of 
 [authoritarian] power, and I don't know [that] very many people on campus actually have that 
 sort of [ability to] …. directly be able to implement a change" (JOAN, Senior Academic Leader).  
 
 In the example that JOAN talks about, several different consƟtuents are affected by a 

change in the curriculum. So, to make sense of the needs and desires of these different groups, 

leaders such as JOAN, in pracƟcing shared governance, have to have lots of conversaƟons, 

pracƟce acƟve listening and engage in persuasion. Within this pracƟce of shared governance, 

authoritarian power may exist. However, JOAN’S comment suggests that it does not. 

Nevertheless, based on JOAN’S comment, it does not seem that authoritarian power would get 

leaders very far, even if it did exist. The pracƟce of authoritarian power certainly does not seem 

to be the most affecƟve route to achieve posiƟve outcomes from large-scale change iniƟaƟves. 

This point was corroborated by ROBERT, who explained that the power to make significant 

change at University X was fragmented. ROBERT had two comments about this:  

 "… it's kind of a hard…. quesƟon because a lot of the power to implement change tends to be 
 preƩy fragmented" (ROBERT, Alumnus).  
 
 "…all of those major changes, and I would say most major changes at....University [X] 
 required…the buy in of mulƟple insƟtuƟonal [consƟtuents]" (ROBERT, Alumnus). 
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 These senƟments from JOAN and ROBERT communicated a criƟcal point about how 

major change-focused iniƟaƟves come about at University X. To achieve significant change at 

University X, consƟtuents from mulƟple levels and leadership groups must work together. 

Significant changes might include curriculum reform, strategic planning, and other acƟviƟes that 

promise to change something substanƟal about the university. This pracƟce of working together 

consƟtutes a system of shared governance enabled by lots of conversaƟons, acƟve listening, 

and persuasion.  

 Although the pracƟce of shared governance is essenƟal to decision-making processes on 

campus, it is fragmented. This fragmentaƟon of the system of shared governance creates 

fascinaƟng complexiƟes for the work of change at University X. The complexiƟes were 

discovered when thinking about the kinds of iniƟaƟves that warrant or require the use of the 

shared governance system. As the parƟcipants in this study expressed, some decisions call for it, 

and others do not. The parƟcipants of this study made it clear that shared governance is 

required when thinking about significant change iniƟaƟves. Nevertheless, what about the more 

trivial decisions than something like curriculum reform? Who makes those decisions, and what 

disƟnguishes a significant change from a trivial change? The data that I collected only begins to 

answer these quesƟons.  

 For instance,  outside of significant changes, campus leaders have a broad scope of 

unilateral power and influence to make decisions. This means that collaboraƟon between 

mulƟple campus consƟtuents is someƟmes ignored or put aside, depending on the 

circumstances. The data I collected made it clear that campus leaders frequently exercise this 

unilateral power and authority to address minor change-related concerns. For example, JOAN 
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could not single-handedly change the curriculum of the enƟre academic program, but she could 

control the allocaƟon of special funds given to a specific ad hoc program or iniƟaƟve hosted by 

the academic program. Thus, if there is no clear delineaƟon of what consƟtutes significant 

change, leaders at University X are subjected to a fragmentaƟon of power and authority that 

pays respect to the disƟnct levels of power and authority that exist for leaders at different 

levels. This point was made clear by ROBERT, who stated:   

  "So I would basically say…decision making authority is fragmented and it kind of 
 depends on which insƟtuƟon is in charge of it and ulƟmately, then you have to make sure you 
 work with that…. insƟtuƟons decision maker.…." (ROBERT, Alumnus).  
 
 In this comment, ROBERT describes University X’s system of shared governance as 

fragmented because the decision-making authority is not placed on a larger collecƟve of leaders 

from different areas. Instead, the power to decide rests with the specific funcƟon or 

department in charge of programs, iniƟaƟves, or services being modified. UlƟmately, the 

comment conveys that despite a system of shared governance, confident leaders may exercise 

more power over others when making decisions that affect the campus community. 

Furthermore, as explained by MONICA, these leaders do not necessarily have to listen to the 

perspecƟves or opinions offered by campus community consƟtuents. SomeƟmes leaders 

wielding power and authority may not even think about certain groups. These are senƟments 

that were derived from an analysis of MONICA’S statement:  

 "My percepƟon…. is that there is definitely…there are decisions that are made by upper 
 administraƟon that someƟmes are….able to, I think, effecƟvely solicit student and faculty input. 
 I increasingly see efforts to do that. In some cases, I think that input really informs the decision-
 making process. In other cases, I think probably less so. But I think there is an increased 
 recogniƟon that even though the decision making is probably occurring [with] upper 
 administraƟon, the VP's, Provost [and] President, there is a need to have members of the 
 community contribute their voices and one of the ways that we are doing that really is through 
 shared governance…." (MONICA, Associate Professor). 
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 Although MONICA discusses the concept of shared governance, her commentary about 

the senior leaders having the power and authority to make the decision contextualizes the 

fragmentaƟon of governance that unfolds at University X. The point here is that despite the 

existence of a system of shared governance, decisions are not always beholden to the 

recommendaƟons of a collecƟve group. This idea was also grounded by TIM's comment about 

the difference levels of power and authority between campus consƟtuents. To be specific, TIM 

said: 

  "That's a very loaded quesƟon. It depends on the decision, right. If it's if it's a micro decision at 
 a given school, then the deans make it. If it's an academic decision, the faculty make it. If it's a 
 social decision [or] a student-related decision, the student development division makes it. If it's 
 something that would have a strategic effect, the board of trustees makes it. If it's something 
 that is not really strategic but important enough to the university as a whole--then the president 
 [makes it]—Like…every day there are tons of decisions made…It depends on the severity of the 
 decision and who it affects" (TIM, Associate Professor). 
 
 TIM’S comment conveys that change happens every day at University X. However, based 

on these data, change does not always occur due to bringing together disƟnct campus groups. 

As expressed by the parƟcipants in this study, change at University X is more likely to be 

achieved by leaders exercising their power and authority within disƟnct spheres of influence 

that may not always intersect. Change of this magnitude does characterize a system of shared 

governance. However, this system of shared governance is fragmented because it does not 

always warrant collaboraƟon with leaders from other units. 

 Furthermore, when collaboraƟon is warranted, it is clear that leaders do not show up to 

the circle of collaboraƟon with the same amount of power and authority. This was evident in 

BETH’s commentary, which suggests that different groups do change at different levels within 

the university. To be specific, BETH stated:   
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 "I mean, it depends on what the decision is, right? It's shared governance. Our faculty members 
 have the decision-making power over the curriculum. So when the student[s] did their great 
 work to push for an Africana studies program that decision started with the faculty. The faculty 
 own the curriculum. They have final say over it. That's the body that made the decision that, yes, 
 we will grant this program. [However] the decision-making power on how big that program was 
 going to be in terms of how much funding it was going to be was with the dean and the provost. 
 Right, so we need now, this program's been passed, our faculty want it, our students want it. 
 We need to staff it. Right. So do you see what I mean, there are different pieces of 
 ownership…." (BETH, Senior DEI Leader).  
 
Agents of Change at University X 

 In the secƟon above, I described the findings related to University X’s fragmented system 

of shared governance. I argued that the system of shared governance was fragmented because 

collaboraƟon between campus leaders from different groups is not always pracƟced. I also 

argued that the system of shared governance was fragmented because levels of power and 

authority are not equal within the system, even when there is a collaboraƟon among campus 

consƟtuency groups. Therefore, with these findings in mind, I will explain the findings related to 

agents of change at University X. Because different groups of campus leaders hold different 

levels of power and authority, it is essenƟal to understand who these groups are. This is the 

focus of the secƟon that follows.  

 At University X, leaders of various leadership levels were characterized as change agents. 

To be specific, parƟcipants explained that students, staff, faculty, campus administrators, and 

board members were all consƟtuent groups that held some form of power and authority about 

the work of change on campus. For instance, JORDAN explained that university trustees, faculty, 

and students have the power to make a substanƟal change on campus. To be exact, JORDAN 

stated:  

  "So if I had to summarize the people who…can affect the most, change is the rector, vice-rector, 
 and then the board in and of itself, [if] they decide something…. faculty advocates and a 
 collecƟon of really passionate students" (JORDAN, Alumnus).  
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 What’s interesƟng about JORDAN’s comment is that he outlines an informal hierarchy of 

power. JORDAN did not explicitly menƟon this hierarchy but given the other findings that have 

already been described, it would not be a surprise if there was some validity to this hierarchical 

power model. At the top of the power hierarchy are the trustees of University X, who hold 

substanƟal power to make changes on campus. Next, some faculty members hold some power 

to bring about change on campus. Then, finally, some students have the potenƟal to bring 

about change on campus.  

 Another parƟcipant, TIM, provided addiƟonal commentary that introduced university 

staff members to this hierarchy of power and authority. While thinking about the people who 

have the power to affect change on campus, TIM said:  

 "So I think anyone has the ability to make change because they can create compeƟƟon. Right. 
 And by creaƟng that compeƟƟon, you actually liŌ everyone up. So I think faculty can do this. 
 Students can do this. Right. Staff members can do this. So. Now there are many people who can 
 hinder that work, But I think everyone can do that work" (TIM, Associate Professor).  
 
 What is interesƟng about TIM’S comment is that everyone can make it because of their 

ability to create compeƟƟon. Although TIM uses the term everyone to describe change agents, 

he does not necessarily list every consƟtuent group at University X. I assume a part of this is 

because there are so many. Nevertheless, perhaps the raƟonale for not naming every group is 

that more prominent groups hold specific amounts of power and authority. For example, while 

adding clarificaƟon to his earlier comment, TIM stated:  

 "Maybe I shouldn't say anyone and everyone. Obviously like the usual suspects, right? The 
 president, the provost, the VP's all in a posiƟon that can make change, right? But I also think 
 students and faculty have a lot of ability to make change on campus" (TIM, Associate Professor) 
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 Much like JORDAN, TIM characterized the university’s agents of change in a similar order. 

Thus, from this comment, I understood that, for TIM, the insƟtuƟon’s execuƟve leaders (e.g., 

the president, provost, and vice presidents) are the individual with the most significant level of 

power and authority. Following these leaders, some students and faculty can compel change on 

campus. However, in this reference, TIM does not seem to place faculty above students, 

signaling some complexiƟes between power and authority for faculty members and students.  

 Adding to the list of diversified agents of change, BETH explained that students, faculty, 

and staff were key players in the change process. BETH is an administrator, so her perspecƟve is 

compelling, mainly because she emphasizes students' impact as agents of change. AddiƟonally, 

in her comment, BETH says next to nothing about the power and authority of campus 

administrators. This absence of administrators conveyed that administrators are empowered by 

students, faculty, and staff—perhaps in that order. The grounding for these points came from 

BETH, who said:    

 "But more importantly, for me, as an insƟtuƟon, listening to students in parƟcular, faculty and 
 staff, we added many other acƟon steps that were criƟcal for advancing these goals and being in 
 relaƟonship with our community" (BETH, Senior DEI Leader).  
 
 SALLY, posiƟoned as an alumnus of University X, highlighted that students are the agents 

of change at University X. What is interesƟng about SALLY’s comment is that she exclusively lists 

students as the agents of change. In a way that confirms BETH’S commentary, SALLY explained 

that students at University X do a lot of impact work. For instance, SALLY said:  

  "I think I mean, I think it really comes with like part of it is like students do a lot of impact work, 
 and I think when especially when we a lot of us get together, a lot of us work--students and all-- 
 and we all work together to find ways to build community around change or things that we'd 
 like to change" (SALLY, Alumna) 
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 NEVA also explained that a combinaƟon of specific leaders are the agents of change at 

University X. In a manner that was like TIM’S, NEVA characterized these agents as senior 

leaders, faculty, and students. To be exact, NEVA stated:  

  "I guess my answer would be sort of president, upper administraƟon, faculty and students in a 
 very different way than the others do" (NEVA, Academic Leader).  
 

 Although NEVA’s comment seemingly aligns with the perspecƟves offered by other 

parƟcipants, the regard for students as integral agents of change differs from those offered by 

SALLY and BETH. In NEVA’S comment, the impact that students have is qualified. While exploring 

this qualificaƟon, NEVA offered commentary that explains why students may occupy the lowest 

rung of power and authority at University X. NEVA stated:  

  "And then I would say that students and student voice can be change makers if we listen to the 
 students and if we allow their voice to be" (NEVA, Academic Leader).  
 
This note signals that NEVA believes students have power and influence. However, other 

campus leaders who do not always view students as essenƟal, criƟcal members of the campus 

community might disinhibit this power and authority. CollecƟvely these points convey the idea 

that students have the lowest volumes of power and influence on campus at University X. 

Despite the impact the posiƟve impact that students have (as referenced by BETH, SALLY, and 

TIM), they must fight for recogniƟon by more senior leaders. Such a fact was evident when I 

considered the comments that were made by JORDAN, who stated:  

  "I really do think a collecƟon of students have a power to change on campus--it's just harder. 
 Because it has to be more consistent and it's more sacrifice…on the part of a lot of students and 
 most oŌen a parƟcular few students" (JORDAN, Alumnus).  
 
 These challenges and sacrifices that JORDAN describes are not covered extensively in 

these findings, but given NEVA’S comment, it is not ludicrous to believe that a part of these 
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challenges is baƩling for recogniƟon. The other sacrifices might have something to do with the 

extensive amount of Ɵme and energy it takes for students to parƟcipate in processes of change, 

which arguably are constructs manufactured by leaders at University X that have the negaƟve 

consequence of limiƟng student parƟcipaƟon in decision-making processes.  

 I perceived this lack of students to be a negaƟve consequence because of comments 

that were made by CHARLIE, who asserted:  

  "the real seat of power is with the enƟre student body primarily, and then secondarily, the staff 
 and faculty" (CHARLIE, Alumnus and Former Staff Member).  
 
 The noƟon that students should hold the most significant amount of power and 

authority on campus at the university is evident in CHARLIE's commentary. As part of the 

raƟonale for this belief, CHARLIE explained that students might be more producƟve and efficient 

than other campus change agents. To be exact, CHARLIE explained that:  

 "In the amount of Ɵme — a year and a half — that we created this report (and at a 
 different moment, of course), the [coaliƟon of Black students] led this mission to rename 
 buildings and create changes in a really big way. So I think that is proof that the students do have 
 the power, but it's like they only have the power if people allowed them to know about it" 
 (CHARLIE, Alumnus, Former Staff Member) 
 
 In the last lines of his response, CHARLIE echoed senƟments that NEVA conveyed. 

Students at University X are perceived to be agents of change. However, their power and 

authority are limited because senior leaders do not always allow students to parƟcipate in 

change processes at University X.  To emphasize the idea that students are and should be aware 

of their power and influence to bring about change. To bring about this point, CHARLIE said: 

 "if the whole student body were to join together and band together, as happens on other 
 campuses, this is not uncommon on other campuses that the voice would be so much louder. 
 So, I mean, I think that ulƟmately the students have a lot more power than they realize. But I 
 think we've been condiƟoned not to realize that. So the [coaliƟon of Black students]….were very 
 well trained in what power was and what power belonged righƞully to them and their rights as 
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 students. And. It makes so much change, a shocking change, honestly, in a relaƟvely short 
 amount of Ɵme" (CHARLIE, Alumnus and Former Staff Member).  
 
 JOAN shared a similar senƟment that acknowledged the influence students at University 

X held. For example, when referencing the impact that students have on the process of change, 

JOAN explained that:  

  “....if [students] build a coaliƟon and they have, as you've seen. If they build a coaliƟon, they 
 can affect change, and I think there....over the last, I don't know, maybe five years--I'm not 
 quite sure if I have the right Ɵme period, but....in the recent past--they have become much 
 more adept at persuading administrators that this sort of change needs to take effect" (JOAN, 
 Senior Academic Leader).  
 
 Thus, from these findings, it became clear that agents of change were present at all 

levels at University X. ParƟcipants explained that students, staff, faulty, campus administrators, 

and members of the board were all consƟtuent groups that held some form of power and 

authority concerning the work of change that takes place on campus. However, despite these 

forms of power and authority, agents from certain groups have more power and authority than 

others. To this end, the ulƟmate argument that grounds this finding is that more senior agents 

of change do not typically empower students at University X.  

FragmentaƟon of Power and Authority 

 Considering the fragmentaƟon of shared governance at University X, more significant 

consideraƟons about the power and authority of different agents of change emerged. For 

example, TIM, when asked who has the power to make a change on campus, posed a rhetorical 

quesƟon to address the different spheres of authority/power and influence that exist among 

different groups at University X. To respond to the quesƟon that was posed, TIM stated: 

 "….it depends on the issue. Depends on the thing….a student is here for four years. A faculty 
 member is here for life. A staff member is somewhere in the middle. Right? So, if I'm an 
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 administrator who wants to keep my job. Whose issues do you think get highest priority?" (TIM, 
 Associate Professor). 
 
 As expressed by TIM, the correct answer is faculty, and the assumed raƟonale is that 

because faculty are on campus for life (because of tenure), their issues have higher priority. 

Moreover, as was explained by TIM, complaints from faculty ensue for decades, whereas 

complaints from students ensue for four years. However, TIM offered a different perspecƟve 

that also characterized the complexity and contextuality of authority and power. For example, in 

thinking about the complexiƟes, TIM stated:  

 "But by and large, you need the students to pay to be here, right? So, in that case, whose sort 
 of....views do you take more? You take the students. Right. Also, when a parent calls up, that's an 
 escalaƟon. Right. Because you don't want to piss off parents. Right. You can't. So I think 
 depending on the scenario, different people have different levels of leverage" (TIM, 
 Associate Professor).  
 
 The complexity of the contextuality is fascinaƟng to think about because it opens up an 

exciƟng line of inquiry that gives special consideraƟon to the power and influence that exists 

between leaders at University X. For instance, the data from this study revealed that some 

parƟcipants expressed specific viewpoints about who should be afforded opportuniƟes to 

parƟcipate in the process of insƟtuƟonal decision making. Given the nature of the quesƟons, 

students were the primary consƟtuents that emerged in comparing power and influence. 

However, leaders at other levels came up. By way of illustraƟon, CHARLIE, focused mainly on the 

authority and power of students, made points about students, staff, faculty, the president, and 

the board of trustees: 

   "That is such a good quesƟon. That's such a complicated quesƟon. Part of me wants to say it is 
 the board of trustees ulƟmately. And that is why [the acƟvity of strategic diversity planning] was 
 so performaƟve, because the president never had any power to begin with. But at the same 
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 Ɵme, I actually think the real seat of power is with the enƟre student body primarily, and then 
 secondarily, the staff and faculty" (CHARLIE, Alumnus and Former Staff Member).  
 
Moreover, when thinking about the fragmented system of shared governance, CHARLIE opined:  
 
 "... I think to me the faculty has really retreated away from its primary role in university 
 governance in general around the United States, and by doing so, it seems like they've become 
 more of like the deliberaƟve body of a campus and like the moral and ethical authority of the 
 campus. But in fact, it is, say, like the staff and trustees who are moving things forward in more 
 of an economically or estheƟc way, because those things are like---at this point, I believe most 
 people are choosing colleges not based on academic rigor all the Ɵme, but based on what it 
 represents in the future for them, like what it looks like on your resume. So it feels to me like, 
 ....the faculty may indeed, in fact, agree with students, but oŌenƟmes they don't really have 
 the power to back them up or to support them. And a lot of faculty who are tenured seem to 
 just think like it's no longer their problem "(CHARLIE, Alumnus and Former Staff Member).  
 
 The commentary CHARLIE provides is interesƟng because it highlights the fragmentaƟon 

of power and authority between campus leaders while simultaneously calling into quesƟon the 

university's system of shared governance. From CHARLIE'S comments, it is evident that he is not 

taking the fragmented system of governance at face value. This criƟque of the fragmented 

system of shared governance is important because it highlights what CHARLIE perceives to be 

factual components of the system. First, because of how "toothless" the body is, there is an 

assumpƟon that no power is rooted in the body. Secondly, the assumpƟon is that students are 

not always connected to or engaged in shared governance. Such points were confirmed and 

contested by parƟcipants. For example, while discussing the origins of a strategic diversity plan, 

NEVA explained the newness of University X's faculty senate, adding a confirmatory perspecƟve 

to CHARLIE's point. Specifically, NEVA said:  

 ".... [University X] has because of these five schools and you…probably have researched enough 
 about higher ed to know that there are insƟtuƟons that have heavy faculty governance and 
 there are those that do not rely on faculty governance....insƟtuƟons where the president can't do 
 anything without the approval of the faculty senate and some insƟtuƟons where there is not 
 even a faculty senate. So I don't know truthfully how much the faculty were involved in making 
 that decision to go forward with this kind of work. The faculty senate here is relaƟvely new in 
 terms of the history of the college, and I think it was 2015 when it was approved" (NEVA, 
 Academic Leader). 



 

119 

 
In thinking about the way that students engage as agents of change, MONICA provided some 

interesƟng insights:  

 "My percepƟon…. is that there is definitely…there are decisions that are made by upper 
 administraƟon that someƟmes are….able to, I think, effecƟvely solicit student and faculty input. 
 I increasingly see efforts to do that. In some cases, I think that input really informs the decision-
 making process. In other cases, I think probably less so. But I think there is an increased 
 recogniƟon that even though the decision making is probably occurring [with] upper 
 administraƟon, the VP's, Provost [and] President, there is a need to have members of the 
 community contribute their voices and one of the ways that we are doing that really is through 
 shared governance…." (MONICA, Associate Professor). 
 
 InteresƟngly, MONICA's commentary offers, in subtle detail, some thoughts about how 

students are currently engaged in shared governance. CriƟcal components of MONICA'S 

statements (e.g., the component of increasingly seeing efforts to solicit student feedback) make 

it seem that this was not a standard pracƟce of operaƟon at University X. This point is carried 

further by NEVA, who offered commentary about what  could be read as a limitaƟon to student 

parƟcipaƟon in the system of shared governance:  

 "I've seen acƟvism not necessarily here at [University X], but I've seen it really go off the rails 
 because it doesn't necessarily take into account--.... all the people who have to be 
 involved in the decision making and I think giving students power and voice is really important" 
 (NEVA, Academic Leader). 
 
 The message here is that only those students who "….are acƟvists in a way that shows 

they care about the insƟtuƟon, and [that] they care about everyone at the insƟtuƟon" (NEVA, 

Academic Leader) may have a place at the decision-making table. Nevertheless, ample examples 

provided by ROBERT highlight what student power and influence look like at University X:  

 "Yeah, I would say for a lot of things, I had an advisory role, and so obviously, I didn't have that 
 direct ability to make those changes. So I have zero authority to change the general educaƟon 
 curriculum. The only thing that I had was just... the research I had done, the work that I had 
 done with students and....student opinion and student kind of suggesƟons and stuff, which 
 can be important. So if the faculty values....student experiences and perspecƟves, which....in 
 large part they do, then....my advice....when they want to take it can shiŌ things. But I'm  usually 



 

120 

 not [using]....that much decision-making authority. Like for example, in the general educaƟon 
 curriculum, I was a non-voƟng member, so I didn't have a voƟng ability over what... the 
 commiƩee decided to do. However, the commiƩee did value....my input. And so if I pushed 
 back very strongly against something....they definitely would take that seriously and respond to 
 me as they would with any other member of the commiƩee" (ROBERT, Alumnus).  
 
 "So I remember when [leaders at] [University X] [were] building a wellness center, the 
 administraƟon specifically came to student government. They said, we're building the wellness 
 center....this is happening. Please give us your feedback on....what the wellness center looks 
 like…." (ROBERT, Alumnus).   
 
 

Summary of the CharacterisƟcs of the InsƟtuƟon 
 

 At University X, the process of strategic diversity planning was influenced and grounded 

by multiple characteristics that explain how ranking leaders at University X conduct their work 

(e.g., academic work and the work of change). First, I outlined what I discovered about 

University X's mission, vision, and values. Next, I considered the formal structure of power and 

authority at University X. These findings were discovered by reviewing formal organizational 

charts at University X. Finally, I discussed the informal structure of power and authority at 

University X. Within this informal structure of power, specific data about shared governance, 

agents of change, and fragmentation of power and influence were outlined. Evident in this 

discussion was an argument that contextualized a fragmented system of shared governance. I 

argued that the system of shared governance at University X is fragmented primarily because of 

the young age of the formal faculty senate and the differences in power and authority that are 

exerted by agents of change at different operational levels. With all of these findings in mind, 

the argument that emerged from this data is that at University X, there is a culture of 

engagement, influenced by the mission, vision, and values, that allows (maybe requires) all 

members of the campus community to work together. However, as is evident in the findings 
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above, University X’s fragmented system of shared governance may privilege some voices, 

while silencing or dismissing other voices and individuals.  

Key Finding II: Partnerships Among Change Agents at University X 

In the previous secƟons, I explained University X’s fragmented system of shared governance. I 

discussed the formal and informal structures of power. AddiƟonally, I discussed how leaders at 

University X understand the system of shared governance there. With these findings in the 

foreground, I, in the following secƟon, describe how this system of shared governance played 

out to develop a strategic diversity plan. At University X, the fragmented system of shared 

governance encouraged collaboraƟon among insƟtuƟonal partners to idenƟfy and address key 

issues that affected the campus community. Therefore, in this secƟon of the findings, I outline 

the partnerships that formed due to University X’s fragmented system of shared governance. 

First, I will discuss the importance of coaliƟon building at University X. Then, I consider the 

factors of good and poor-quality relaƟonships. Finally, I highlight the ulƟmate benefit that 

emerged from these partnerships.  

Importance of Making Connections at University X 

 Because of the fragmented system of shared governance, all campus leaders (e.g., 

students, staff, faculty, and administrators) need to build connecƟons (or coaliƟons) with one 

another. These relaƟonships between students and other agents of change create opportuniƟes 

for community development. Secondly, through these partnerships, agents of change become 

more aware of the issues that impact the campus community. AddiƟonally, students become 

more knowledgeable of and parƟcipatory in the dynamics of change that unfold at University X. 
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For instance, when I asked AARON about the importance of relaƟonships between change 

agents, he stated that they were necessary. To be exact, AARON said 

 “I would say [they are important] especially….if you're more of a minority student in a way 
 because it's such a small community” (AARON, Current Student). 
 

AARON’S commentary speaks directly of the first point that is raised above. Because of 

University X’s small size and the limited number of students with marginalized idenƟƟes, 

students may someƟmes experience some challenges. However, these concerns are miƟgated 

when students feel they have people they can turn to for support and guidance. Moreover, 

when students have this support and guidance, they may be empowered to get involved in 

processes of change that manifest at University X. This was the point that AARON conveyed 

when he said:  

 “students are like…you can make a change with your professor [or] your advisor. If your advice is 
 really good, they can give you [more] connecƟons that can give you [access to] those doors…I'd 
 say to enter those spaces to make change….” (AARON, Current Student).  
 
AddiƟonally, in a way that supports the ideas presented above, SALLY provided commentary 

that explained the need for connecƟons between disƟnct agents of change. According to SALLY, 

students’ connecƟon with staff is essenƟal because they enable the meaningful consideraƟon of 

complex issues that affect the campus community. This was evident in what SALLY said:  

 “So building a connecƟon with the staff and with the students that already have those 
 connecƟons to staff and academic will be really important to make sure that they know what's 
 going [on], one so  they know where we're coming from and are able to best communicate with 
 the concerns of the coaliƟon is as a whole and then also thinking about what it means to engage 
 those issues, engage those problems beyond, right, that straight channel that you have to X, Y, Z 
 persons of working with that person and say, hey, this is what our concern is, What who do we 
 need to go to, who do  we need to connect with, how can we best make sure that these needs 
 are met in a way that's going to posiƟvely affect our community and then where can we, like, 
 make sure that we're building a posiƟve relaƟonship and connecƟon to that work?” (SALLY, 
 Alumna). 
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 Finally, comments from another parƟcipant, JASON explained further the connecƟon 

that exists between the fragmented system of shared governance and partnerships between 

agents of change at University X. JASON, an execuƟve leader at University X, explained that 

partnerships were meaningful because:  

 “[University X] really is a place that responds to a unified effort between faculty, staff, and 
 students” (JASON, ExecuƟve Leader).  
 

Quality of Relations Between Stakeholders 

 With emphasis given to the importance of making connections (or coalition building), it 

is also essential to note the quality of relationships that emerge between stakeholders at 

University X. First, at the broadest level, ROBERT explained that the relationship between 

stakeholders is symbiotic. This means there is a high level of interaction between stakeholders 

on all levels at University X. Given the high levels of interaction between stakeholders, different 

relationships emerged. For example, at University X, different types of coalitions form based on 

the issue being addressed. Additionally, different manifestations of quality may emerge. For 

instance, participants discussed notions of a high-quality symbiotic relationship between 

stakeholders. Participants also described a low-quality partnership between the stakeholders 

involved.  

High-Quality Partnerships Between Stakeholders 

 As was demonstrated by the data, high-quality partnerships between stakeholders 

involved (1) trust between campus leaders and (2) support from campus leaders. First, with the 
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noƟon of trust in mind, JASON was the only parƟcipant who explained the importance of trust 

between agents of change at University X. To explain this importance, JASON stated:  

 “….At [University X], there has to be a trust among students,  administraƟon and faculty--a trust 
 in one another that--that that you're serving everyone's best interests” (JASON, ExecuƟve 
 Leader).  
 
 Despite the limited commentary on trust, I encountered other remnants which came up 

as necessary for creaƟng good, posiƟve symbioƟc relaƟonships between campus leaders. 

Specifically, a semblance of trust is necessary for students to achieve support. This means that 

to feel supported, students need to feel a sense of empowerment from staff, faculty, and 

administrators. However, parƟcipants in this study described this sense of empowerment (and 

trust) as complicated. For instance, when talking about the support that students receive from 

other agents of change, AARON offered comments that explained that some agents of change 

provide the support necessary to foster trust. However, AARON’S comments also explained that 

some agents of change do not provide the support necessary to foster trust. First, AARON 

stated:  

 “Yeah. So like, if we're geƫng into like specifics, I'd say that like freshmen and sophomores find 
 a lot of support from some faculty and they find a lot of support from some staff like there's 
 a good amount of, like staff at like the [civic engagement center], the [the student involvement 
 center] [and] the [student equity center]. Um, and, and a lot of professors there, they're a good 
 amount of allies there” (AARON, Current Student).  
 
 What stands out about AARON’s comment is that the agents of change he argued 

provide the necessary support are staff members who work in funcƟonal areas directly Ɵed to 

student affairs. Therefore, in many ways, staff members provide high support to students. 

Although this speaks posiƟvely of student affairs administrators' work to support students, it 

quesƟons the pracƟces upheld by other agents of change, such as faculty members and 

administrators. ParƟcipants perceived these two groups of leaders as providing less support and 
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empowerment. For example, to highlight the limitaƟons of support from faculty members, 

AARON said:  

 “like staff, faculty, and students, like for the most part, I'd say that they have a preƩy good 
 relaƟonship….like there [is][a] good amount of insensiƟve professors or like there is sƟll a lot of 
 like…there's sƟll a good amount of problems with them, but for the most part….the people I was 
 talking about, the same POC [students] that  are doing everything and the student leaders [that] 
 are super involved…have support from faculty and staff” (AARON, Current Student).  
 
 AddiƟonally, JORDAN highlighted how faculty someƟmes encourage students’ 

independence, which oŌen requires students to bother or bug staff and faculty for support 

consistently. Moreover, JORDAN clarifies that administrators are not usually involved in the 

ideas that students bring forward. To arƟculate this point, JORDAN said:  

 Faculty, staff, and students work “fairly close[ly]. I think it's a leveled approach. I think…you 
 know, when you [are] first starƟng [out] and you're trying to do something [like] maybe throw 
 an event, maybe, .... organize a chat faculty isn't involved--like--staff isn't involved--
 administrators definitely aren't involved. It's like once you get to a certain point where you kind 
 of bug enough people, that's when they are like, okay, let's work on this together. Like lets--send 
 me what you got.  I'll read what you got out. I’ll edit it and this, that and [the] third and we'll 
 figure out how to package it to move it up the ladder. So it was like preƩy close that we 
 collaborated. I don't know how much we worked together on stuff, but we definitely 
 collaborated” (JORDAN, Alumnus).  
 
 With these challenges in mind, parƟcipants also described what they perceived support 

and empowerment as. For example, for ROBERT, support was an opportunity to work with 

campus leaders through formal engagements with the faculty senate and informal engagements 

with senior administrators. ROBERT explained these engagements as follows:  

 “In my role as [student] vice president of academic affairs, I was invited to come on and 
 parƟcipate with the faculty Senate, so I would regularly brief them and update that. And so, I 
 collaborated a lot with faculty senate members on that work” (ROBERT, Alumnus) 
 

Based on these comments, I came to believe that the ulƟmate way to show support and 

empower was to allow students into spaces where they are historically underrepresented. 
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However, the mere presence of students in these spaces was not necessarily the defining 

characterisƟc of support and empowerment. The criƟcal component of support and 

empowerment is the ability for students to parƟcipate in university decision-making processes 

as full parƟcipants that receive a high level of respect. ROBERT, while recounƟng his 

experiences, explained what this might look like:  

 “….[senior leaders] were asking me, what are your opinions and your thoughts on this? And so 
 I'm offering.... suggesƟons and stuff there” (ROBERT, Alumnus).  
 
From ROBERT’S narraƟve, a demonstraƟve example of what full parƟcipaƟon looks like was 

discovered. However, this was not necessarily the only way to support and empower students. 

For example, JOAN, an academic leader at University X, provided another approach to support 

and empowerment that hinged on “working with students” to address problems of belonging. 

To convey this point, JOAN described how one specific commiƩee housed within her academic 

school support students. Specifically, JOAN said:  

“And within the [the academic program] [we] have now for a couple of years had a DEIB  commiƩee. It's 
been working with students and thinking about.... how to how to make sure that all students feel like 
they belong at [the academic program] and thrive” (JOAN, Senior Academic Leader). 
 
 Although the context between ROBERT’S and JOAN’S examples are different, they are 

both held together by the idea that students can and should play a role in charƟng the future of 

the work that unfolds at University X. JORDAN offered commentary about how agents of change 

with more power and authority may provide support and encouragement to students. With this 

point in mind, JORDAN characterized support as something that might be achieved through a 

dynamic form of coaching that is/can be carried out by faculty, staff, and administrators. To 

explain how support and empowerment were achieved, JORDAN said:  
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 “Like we would come them and be like hey, we got this thing. And they were like, okay, cool. 
 This is what you need to do next. Like, this is what you should put. This is who you should talk to 
 and then come back to me. That's what it was. And it was more them trying to coach us of like 
 this is how we believe that this will get done. So do it this way. And not every administrator 
 agreed with every administrator's approach. So we would kind of get confused some Ɵmes, but-
 -that's probably the most acc[urate] analogy for the relaƟonship” (JORDAN, Alumnus) 
 
Low-Quality Relationships Between Stakeholders 

 Although posiƟve partnerships are desired and somewhat present at University X, this 

does not mean all stakeholder partnerships are posiƟve. As was explained by the parƟcipants of 

this study, there are ample opportuniƟes for partnerships to become sour. To this note, 

partnerships turn sour when there is a lack of connecƟon between stakeholders. For example, 

AARON explained that:  

 “one of the things that came up…was the fact that there is no, like no relaƟonship between 
 administraƟon and student” (AARON, Current Student).  
 
Moreover, there are negaƟve consequences that emerge as a result of poor-quality partnerships 

between stakeholders. Specifically, for students, AARON explained that:  

  “….so when you come, you can come in with the fire. You come in with the passion. But like, 
 when the administraƟon, the faculty are constantly kind of like ignoring what you're trying to 
 say....you just kind of get burnt out and fed up” (AARON, Current Student).  
 
 From AARON’S comment, the lack of partnerships between agents of change creates 

riŌs that discourage students from engaging in decision-making processes on campus. When 

students feel that they cannot parƟcipate fully, they become overwhelmed and lose the 

“passion” and “fire” they once had when they began at University X. This differs significantly 

from feelings of support and empowerment because, in these poor-quality partnerships, 

students are ignored. As a result, they do not have the opportunity to parƟcipate in processes 

or iniƟaƟves that they find criƟcal to their collegiate experiences. Moreover, one consequence 

of these poor relaƟonships is that students may demand that they (or their issues) become key 
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prioriƟes in change processes. This was evident in the comments that were made by JASON, 

who stated:  

 “It doesn't need to be let's go in a room somewhere and write a list of demands. I mean, that 
 doesn't bother me because the demands are what I work from. But you could just have easily 
 met with me and said, we want this and not it being we demand this because you won't do it. 
 We've probably never heard that idea before” (JASON, ExecuƟve Leader). 
 
 In this comment, JASON expressed that students are welcome to parƟcipate 

meaningfully and do not have to make demands. Based on these findings, this is not wrong. 

However, involvement opportuniƟes may be limited and restricted to specific groups. In this 

way, JASON’S comments that some ideas may not have been heard might be perceived as a 

form of gaslighƟng. In addiƟon, because of the restricƟons placed on connecƟons between 

students and other agents of change, students may perceive that they are silenced, dismissed, 

or ignored. NEVA’S comment captured how specific agents of change bring this idea to light:  

 “SomeƟmes we dismiss the student voice too easily because they're only here for four years. 
 They're young, typically, and we think in a sort of parental sense, I mean, this is all nobody really 
 acknowledges this, but this is kind of the way I see it. We think, well, we're going to be here a 
 long Ɵme. We're older, we have more experience, so we're going to take care of this problem.... 
 or we're going to move this forward….” (NEVA, Academic Leader) 
 
 At University X, some students with strong partnerships with agents of change are heard 

and allowed to parƟcipate fully in decision-making processes, while others who are not as 

connected do not receive the same benefit. Commentary from CHARLIE arƟculated this point 

while simultaneously creaƟng a counterpoint to perspecƟves that ROBERT offered. CHARLIE 

explained that even when partnerships between students and other agents of change exist, the 

student voice and influence are someƟmes lost when he stated:  

 “what I remember is more like maybe three weeks before the report was supposed to be 
 finished, I was siƫng in the student Services CommiƩee room, and I felt like I was honestly a 
 broken record at this point, saying over and over again, like what I thought was wrong with 
 CAPS. And I was trying not to say this too oŌen because I didn't want it to become, like, 
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 oversaturated and lose its meaning. But for the first Ɵme, someone turned to me, and they were 
 like, Oh, well, then why didn't you write the recommendaƟon? And I was kind of shocked 
 because I didn't realize that was something that was within my scope of power. No one told me 
 that was something I could do. I thought that the control rested mostly in the hands of the
 chairs of each commiƩee. And I did. I brought up some, like, very specific examples, and they 
 were put into the report just as specific as I wanted them. And I thought to myself, like, Wow, 
 amazing. I did this for good. I'm so happy. But when the report was published, those 
 recommendaƟons I put in there were really effecƟvely like, watered down and like suggesƟons 
 of suggesƟons. They no longer said what the problem was. They just suggested looking into a 
 suggested problem, if that makes sense. So instead of saying like this accommodaƟons process 
 hurts students, it was saying we should consider if the accommodaƟons process is beneficial to 
 students or not. And it completely took away the urgency that I had, an urgency that many 
 other students had” (CHARLIE, Alumnus and Former Staff Member).  
 
While recounƟng his experience as a student representaƟve, JORDAN shared similar senƟments 

by expressing that the student perspecƟve was not always met with a great sense of urgency. To 

make this point evident, JORDAN stated: 

 “[the trustees’] opinions were met with more eagerness or urgency than the student's opinions 
 or student representaƟves because they've been there longer, they've done X, Y, and Z or 
 whatever the case was. Whatever the history was, it jusƟfied a heightened value due to 
 whatever they were saying and students” (JORDAN).  
 
BETH offered a similar perspecƟve when she explained the challenges that students might have 

when invited to parƟcipate in specific spaces that discuss change. BETH said:  

 “[Students] may have a percepƟon that there are people in the room who....have power to do 
 things they don't have or wouldn't use it for, right, but that they have that hierarchy, same 
 as, .... a student challenging a faculty member in the classroom--these levels of power that I 
 think we have to always keep in mind in terms of creaƟng authenƟc spaces and structures 
 for students to really say what they want to say and feel safe and protected in sharing their 
 very important perspecƟves for change” (BETH, Senior DEI Leader).  
 
 Moreover, because of percepƟons of the student’s role on campus, there appeared to be 

a culture of exclusion or ignorance that does not always promote the development of high-

quality partnerships. That is to say that because of certain insƟtuƟonal cultures, there might be 

challenges, parƟcularly for students, to feel they are trusted and supported. For example, 
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MONICA and TIM explained that students are on campus to be students. To be specific, 

MONICA said:  

 “These students, their priority is to be scholars, and they should not be invesƟng more Ɵme in 
 sort of acƟviƟes that really should be undertaken by faculty, administraƟon, people who are 
 employed to do this work” (MONICA, Associate Professor) 
 
AddiƟonally, TIM stated:  
 
 “I think when a student shows up here their primary job is to get an educaƟon. Right. It's not to 
 do the acƟvism work that that the adults in the room should be doing and preparing for, right. 
 It's the same way we don't ask students to come in and say, Oh, why don't you teach Econ 
 Because it's the adult's job to do the teaching. Right. And the educaƟon right. So they can be 
 partners. They should not be the sole providers” (TIM, Associate Professor).  
 
 While it is evident that students have a primary role in receiving an educaƟon, there are 

oŌen students who have to do acƟvism work to pursue this educaƟon. AddiƟonally, some 

students might wish to engage in acƟvism to improve the campus community. Regardless of a 

student's reason for engaging in change, a culture that does not value their parƟcipaƟon might 

do more harm than good. Thus, when these segments of disconnecƟon and lack of trust come 

to fruiƟon at University X, students might perceive partnerships as unfavorable, distrusƟng, and 

unsupporƟve. 

Benefits of Partnerships 

 Nevertheless, despite the quality of partnerships between stakeholders, they influence 

and nurture change on campus. Such is the case because these partnerships create 

opportuniƟes for students to converse with leaders or lead change. In either circumstance, 

campus community members become aware of problems and prioriƟes. For example, SALLY 

explained:  

 “So working with student government, for example, I know when I was [involved], I was meeƟng 
 with [the] Dean probably once a week or once every other week at that point, and if I wasn't 
 even with [the] Dean, I was meeƟng with someone in her team, right” (SALLY, Alumna).   
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JORDAN, contextualizing the work completed by students who were more distrusƟng of the 

insƟtuƟon, explained what happens as a result of partnerships:  

 “I think they took a report we wrote--like cause we wrote a report ourselves, and that sparked 
 those series of meeƟngs [that] culminat[ed] in[to] that report” (JORDAN, Alumnus).  
 
NEVA added addiƟonal context about this report when she stated:  
 
 “that's another way that I mean, that [report] went to the president. That's what…happened 
 while the making excellence inclusive commiƩee was doing its work. And specifically [within] 
 that student subcommiƩee that I was on, they presented the report to the president, and then 
 he asked us to take a look at it as well as what he was doing with it, and we worked with those 
 students who were behind it and talked with them and got their input” (NEVA, Academic Leader).  
 

While explaining the origin of the University’s strategic diversity plan, explained that the 

President, the plan’s iniƟator, likely relied on connecƟons with students to make sense of the 

challenges that existed on campus:  

 “So I think, .... [the President] put the making excellence inclusive group together. That was his 
 iniƟaƟve. But I, I have a sense that it was fed by [students]. He had a--I don't know this for sure--
 but he had a council of students that he worked with...but I know that he was....he was very 
 close to students and student voice, and I imagine that he saw both that and the student 
 experience and also some of the things that he probably experienced and saw when he first 
 came to the campus and I imagine that's what was the impetus for him” (NEVA, Academic 
 Leader).  
 
Finally, ROBERT shared a robust example of how his relaƟonships with specific 

campus leaders enabled campus-wide change. For instance, ROBERT explained 

that as a result of connecƟons with campus leaders,  

 “….I was also invited to parƟcipate in the General EducaƟon Improvement CommiƩee, which is 
 basically our once-in-a-decade review of [University X’s] general educaƟon curriculum. So I was 
 involved in regular meeƟngs that met....towards the end once a week. But before that.... once 
 every couple of weeks looking at where the general educaƟon curriculum could be 
 improved” (ROBERT). 
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Summary of Key Finding II 

 The central argument related to key finding 2 is that partnership, regardless of their 

quality, influence the producƟon of knowledge about key issues and problems that emerged at 

University X. That is to say that University X’s fragmented system of shared governance 

encouraged partnerships between campus change agents. Through these partnerships, campus 

leaders at all levels were subjected to informaƟon and knowledge about key issues that affected 

the campus community. Thus, the ulƟmate benefit of these partnerships was that insƟtuƟonal 

leaders (e.g., students, staff, faculty, administrators, and alums) could broadly idenƟfy and share 

an impetus for change.  

Key Finding III: The Work of Strategic Diversity Planning at University X 

 At University X, the work of strategic diversity was made possible by operaƟonalizing key 

characterisƟcs of the university. The values and structures that frame these characterisƟcs are 

the foundaƟon of the fragmented system of shared governance and the partnerships that 

emerged between key insƟtuƟonal agents at University X. Therefore, because of these 

manifestaƟons, insƟtuƟonal leaders were able to idenƟfy an impetus for change that formally 

captured and framed the DEI-focused problems that existed within the campus community. 

With a grounded impetus for change, the president of University X was able to issue a direcƟve 

that acƟvated the work of the strategic diversity planning. As part of this work, mulƟple 

insƟtuƟonal commiƩees were formed, data were collected, and finally this data was analyzed 

and formulated into a robust, tacƟcal plan that sought to advance DEI-focused efforts at 

University X. The secƟon about key finding four is organized around this 5-step process. First, I 

discuss how leaders at University X idenƟfied an impetus for change. Then, I discuss what was 
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discovered about how the direcƟve to do strategic diversity planning was issued. AŌer this, I 

dived more deeply into the work of strategic diversity planning by paying aƩenƟon to the way 

that insƟtuƟonal commiƩees were established. Finally, the secƟon concludes with notes about 

how insƟtuƟonal data were collected and formulated into a tacƟcal (strategic) plan.  

IdenƟfying the Impetus for Change at University X 

 AŌer discovering more about the partnerships between agents of change at University 

X, I also discovered the key characterisƟcs of University X that warranted the acƟon of change. 

CollecƟvely, these characterisƟcs explained harmful pracƟces at University X and framed the 

impetus for change. These components of the insƟtuƟon included the university experience as a 

student, the broader social contexts that University X operates within, and insƟtuƟonal history. 

Thus, data for key finding III are organized around the specific issues that emerged because of 

campus leaders partnering to address change: inconsistency between insƟtuƟonal values and 

campus culture/climate, negaƟve experiences of students, ineffecƟve resources and models for 

service and support, concerns staff and faculty, and unique Ɵming that was brought on by 

external social forces.  

Inconsistency Between InsƟtuƟonal Values and Campus Culture and Climate 

 As of 2017, University X pledged to uphold student growth values, the pursuit of 

knowledge, inclusivity and equity, diversity and educaƟonal opportunity, ethical engagement, 

and responsible stewardship. AddiƟonally, the mission of University X, since 2017, has centered 

on students’ holisƟc development. While these values and mission theoreƟcally guide acƟon at 

University X, mulƟple parƟcipants suggested dramaƟc inconsistency between the values 
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espoused by the insƟtuƟon vis-a-vis its leaders and the culture and climate that emerged 

because of these values. For example, ROBERT stated this plainly: 

  "Yeah, I agree with that. I think oŌen the culture doesn't match the values. I think part of it is a 
 lot of students are not spending enough Ɵme--they're-- exisƟng in a diverse campus, but they're 
 not actually speaking with students from different backgrounds" (ROBERT, Alumnus).  
 
Here, ROBERT’S comment spoke to the shortcomings of various iniƟaƟves implemented before 

developing a strategic diversity plan. As part of these previously implemented iniƟaƟves, the 

demographic profile of the insƟtuƟon became more diverse, and new values were adopted; 

however, these modificaƟons did not necessarily change anything about how people behaved at 

University X. To this end, ROBERT explained that the key factor of inconsistency between values 

and culture/climate was that there is no robust engagement between students with different 

socio-cultural idenƟƟes. Because there is a lack of engagement between students, things like 

cultural appropriaƟon may happen more frequently than desired. This lack of engagement was 

evident in the behavior that AARON described when he stated: 

  “I feel like judging off of all student experiences because I've had Ɵme to speak to, like some 
 upperclassmen, they say there's two major DEI problems that the university has every semester. 
 So last semester it was it was preƩy big cultural appropriaƟon on Halloween of Mexican culture. 
 And there was also a preƩy big culture appropriaƟon of, I think, Asian [students], and then there 
 was another Instagram post about mimicking deportaƟon" (AARON, Current Student).  
 
Moreover, a comment from JORDAN further confirmed how distant campus community 

members are from one another. For instance, JORDAN, when asked about the discrepancy 

between values and culture, said:  

 "Man, it was--it was mad hosƟle to be Black at [University X]. It felt like it was just 
 uncomfortable. And I'm speaking personally. I felt it" (JORDAN, Alumnus).  
 

From this comment, JORDAN conveyed the idea that the culture and climate at University X did 

not promote values of inclusivity and equity. However, this did not mean that beneficial 
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outcomes were not achieved. For example, when adding more details to his experience, 

JORDAN recounted how Black students at University X built a community in response to the lack 

of inclusion and equity within the campus climate. To convey this point, JORDAN stated:  

 "….the cultural values was like amongst the Black  community specifically was like, yo, we got to 
 sƟck together cause it's just not. We thought it was going to be like this paradise, like yo--you 
 know, everybody here is-- it don't maƩer--But the lived experiences of Black students [is] like 
 where a lot of these iniƟaƟves come from was like I like spoke to so many people who [were] 
 like yo I just need to leave because I'm uncomfortable as hell in classrooms. These....frankly, 
 White people that have never been around, Black people, they just are.... insensiƟve. And 
 the third thing that's probably the most devastaƟng was that there was no check on it. Right. 
 There was no--there was no enforcement of or recogniƟon from anybody in a posiƟon of 
 academic of like yo--well this probably should like change and nobody--people said it but like 
 nobody was really serious about it and so like what we did. A reflect[ion] of the senƟment of 
 the cultural like situaƟon or environment on campus was like we took refuge in each other and 
 refuge in Black and brown professors and faculty. And, yeah, that's where kind of like the 
 discrepancy happened" (JORDAN, Alumnus).  
 
Finally, JASON explained that students at University X were not always the most inclusive. 

Specifically, JASON menƟoned that:  

 
 “…. you feel awful when.... like someone writes something [inappropriate] on a whiteboard or 
 there's something that you really can't control. Some of the darkest moments [are] when 
 people would talk about how bad [University X] is, because [when] things like that 
 happen..." (JASON).  
 
 While JASON spoke truthfully about the climate and culture present at University X, the 

point that JASON shared is equally interesƟng and concerning because, within the comment, 

there is an idea of leaders not being able to do anything about the kinds of exclusion and 

ignorance that permeated within the campus community. In this way, the comments made by 

AARON, JASON, and JORDAN suggest that hidden, outdated (or shadow) values may have been 

inhibiƟng progress on campus at University X. Therefore, from the references above, it was 

plausible to believe that University X’s newest values and mission had not yet permeated 

throughout the campus community.  
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The NegaƟve Experiences of Students 

 JORDAN’s perspecƟve added an illustraƟve reflecƟon of the challenges that limited the 

complete integraƟon and celebraƟon of values such as inclusivity and equity, diversity and 

educaƟonal opportunity, and ethical engagement. These limitaƟons were visible in the negaƟve 

experiences that were shared by students, alums, staff, faculty, and administrators at University 

X. For example, AARON openly shared that: “…going to [University X] was something that was 

kind of a liƩle bit of a culture shock" (AARON, Current Student). This culture shock emerged 

from an oppressive insƟtuƟonal history that conƟnued manifesƟng in the campus community. 

For example, according to SALLY, these kinds of senƟments are difficult to avoid when: 

 "living with[in] [the] context…[of] an insƟtuƟon that was rooted in racism, right, and the building 
 of the insƟtuƟon and thinking about that and like rooted in sexism, is rooted in homophobia, all 
 these other things, that are like, come with being an old Southern school…." (SALLY, Alumna).  
 
Finally, AARON’S further comments explained where the culture shock came from. For instance, 

for AARON, there was a lack of Dominican-idenƟfying persons on campus. AddiƟonally, culture 

shock emerged because of the drasƟc differences between the income levels of students that 

aƩended. AddiƟonally, to be more direct, AARON connected this culture shock to the history of 

the insƟtuƟon when he said:  

 "There's racism here, it's a PWI, there's homophobia here. In the ForgoƩen 40 protest, I don't 
 know what research they found, but they said that 20% of my first-year class was in the 1%. And 
 , like, that was kind of crazy because I wasn't expecƟng that to happen. And like, I kind of like I 
 feel like I've met someone that's in the 1% also and just like, whoa, like [they have] completely 
 different experiences that like we can never relate to. So like, even seeing that--also I feel like 
 being involved...really just opens up....the eye and like, I don't know….” (AARON, Current 
 Student).  
 
Despite the diversity of the study body at University X, culture shock conƟnues to emerge 
because: 
  
 "[University X] is a very diverse campus, but also a segregated campus in that....you'd have 
 ….a lot of people from a lot of different backgrounds, but they would like fall in with their 
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 specific  different groups. So you wouldn't have necessarily like a mingling of [people]" (ROBERT, 
 Alumnus).  
 
The commentary about this lack of integraƟon conƟnued as a way to make the point that 

campus communiƟes at University X are incredibly segregated, creaƟng feelings of isolaƟon and 

alienaƟon among students within majorized and minoriƟzed populaƟons. Moreover, to explain 

why segregaƟon is so pervasive on campus, ROBERT offered some commentary about an 

economic model that explains people’s preferences for relaƟonships and community: 

 “I think one thing that explains it is that the preference model that I menƟoned before, the 
 problem is you could have small site preferences that kind of form these iniƟal groups and then 
 those like magnify. So there is an interesƟng like economy. This might be way....you might 
 not be interested in this at all. But they did an interesƟng an economist did an interesƟng 
 study of housing markets and they found that if people have a slight preference towards living 
 with people that share similar backgrounds and demographics that they do the problem is like 
 people iniƟally will go into those different groups. And the problem is then the more that those 
 groups get segregated, the more that people have those preferences to go into those different 
 groups. Because one of the things is someone....I think would be very happy to be in a diverse 
 group, but they would then be uncomfortable if they if their idenƟty then makes them feel like 
 they're the other in the group. And so, I mean, many students at  [University X] are happy to 
 be....with these different groups, but they don't want to be like the one white student with the 
 group of black students or a black student doesn't want to be the one student surrounded by a 
 bunch of white students. And so the problem is, once those preferences kind of start sorƟng the 
 groups, it can actually even accelerate that sorƟng because....people have even stronger 
 preferences. And so I feel like that's one of the factors that lead to that thing" (ROBERT, 
 Alumnus).  
 

But, according to other parƟcipants, the presence and promoƟon of Greek life at University X 

also dramaƟcally influenced negaƟve feelings of isolaƟon and alienaƟon. To explain this, 

CHARLIE offered the following senƟments:  

 "I feel like during that Ɵme, and I don't know if it sƟll is the case, but it felt like we were on the 
 last legs of, say, like an old boys club on campus and sƟll like very in the middle of like a fraternity 
 and sorority centered campus. So like, certain things were being phased out at a more rapid 
 pace, but maybe it wasn't clear all across the board that we were all supposed to be....good 
 humans and nice to people" (CHARLIE, Alumnus and Former Staff Member) 
 
The senƟments were further confirmed by ROBERT, who stated:  
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 "And so a lot of people felt kind of more socially isolated from from those things. So I think those 
 are elements that they wanted to address as well. In terms of the economic side of things, I think 
 part of it, too, is....with that social groupings that I menƟoned like people do. Hop into..... 
 Students from wealthier backgrounds are clumped together, and students from less wealthy 
 backgrounds are clumped together. And then that's a problem because you're not having 
 that interchange. And then also....[University X] [is] an expensive campus. You know, it can be 
 expensive for students kind of coming into a college environment, parƟcularly like first-
 generaƟon college students from less wealthy backgrounds. It can be much harder to 
 parƟcipate--So these acƟviƟes and it compounds with certain things like Greek life, where Greek 
 life can be very expensive to parƟcipate in" (ROBERT, Alumnus) 
  
Thus, in conclusion, parƟcipants provided commentary that provided a compelling narraƟve 

about University X’s values and culture and the unique histories that framed the limitaƟons of 

those values and culture. As a result of historical legacies of exclusion and oppression, 

segregaƟon conƟnues to separate students at University X. Such separaƟon among students 

was significant because, according to SALLY, it was why University X was regarded as one of the 

most segregated colleges in the United States.  

IneffecƟve, Inaccessible, and Outdated Models for Service and Support 

 The commentary above made it evident that the inconsistency between values and 

culture grounded by the institution’s history created adverse student problems and concerns. 

Although these concerns are valid, they are not necessarily the only driving force for change at 

University X. In addition to inconsistent values and lackluster student experiences, there was, at 

University X, a perpetuation of outdated policies, philosophies, models, and practices that were 

ineffective and inaccessible. For example, when talking with campus administrators, they 

explained that there was an overreliance on traditional methods and practices for doing DEI 

work and student services. To address both points, NEVA shared first that: 

 "it's clear to me that a lot of higher ed institutions, I think, including [University X], have relied 
 on representation as their main focus of DEI work" (NEVA, Academic Leader).  
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 At University X, this focus on representation has led to the diversification of the study 

body, but it has not necessarily created an environment that promotes inclusion and equity. 

Despite diversifying the campus’s demographic population, isolation, segregation, and 

alienation continued because of the sole emphasis on representation. Such points were 

described earlier. Moving past this reliance on outdated models of diversity, leaders at 

University X explained further that an understanding of intersectionality and intersecting 

identities was missing from the model of diversity, equity, equity, and inclusion promoted on 

campus. This point was discovered while analyzing  the comment that NEVA provided:  

 "Oh, there's…also…this sense of intersectionality that is…sometimes I think in higher ed, we 
 don't we don't necessarily acknowledge" (NEVA, Academic Leader).  

Moreover, the limitations of DEI practices were evident when thinking about resources, 

services, and physical space on campus. For example, NEVA made the following notes: 

 "So one of the things that was unusual to me and difficult was the fact that the disabiliƟes office 
 sat within the mulƟcultural office. Um, and I think it was a historical….sort of individual person 
 who had some skills. I don't exactly know how it happened, but nonetheless, part of the 
 disabiliƟes services for students was within the mulƟcultural space and to us that felt like a very 
 strange [thing]. Like, even the message of that to me was very strange" (NEVA, Academic 
 Leader).  
 
 ".... students with physical disabiliƟes can't easily get through [the commons] at night 
 because they can't use the elevator aŌer a certain Ɵme" (NEVA, Academic Leader) 
 
 "I certainly know that there were officers and people on campus who had been charged with 
 working on this--the DEI topics and working with students....certainly [the mulƟcultural affairs] 
 office and [the social jusƟce office] and some of those things that were efforts that had been 
 put into place in the past were really important. But somehow, I think the idea was that they 
 hadn't permeated the campus to make all students feel belonging" (NEVA, Academic 
 Leader).  
 

Despite mulƟple efforts that had been taken to integrate DEI into the campus community, there 
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did not seem to be a significant, posiƟve effect. The two reasons for this lack of effect were 

ineffecƟve Ɵmetables and poor coordinaƟon between DEI work on campus. NEVA openly 

shared that, concerning DEI-focused change on campus: 

 ".... it's been way too long. There's been way too much, .... dragging the heels, and we need to 
 do some of these things right away" (NEVA, Academic Leader) 
 

Finally, RONALD offered commentary that explained why coordinaƟon of programs, services, 

and resources was necessary. Specifically, RONALD opinioned: 

 "But some of the things we were trying to get at, and I'm not sure that we have; I'm not saying 
 it's perfect. So some other problems with DEI--it--in higher ed, there have been these 
 developments---intensified over the last 10 to 15 years. What I would--one of them is--one of 
 them I've already named, right, is that everybody's doing DEI, but it's not coordinated" (RONALD) 
 "People are busy. They're doing shit. But oŌen in contradictory ways, right. Like this office is 
 doing this thing, and it's like, well, that's a boneheaded idea....but it's DEI, and we're doing it 
 , and so the problem was we're busy spending a lot of energy, but it is not aligned and 
 coordinated and certainly not aligned and coordinated toward a shared vision of what are we 
 trying to do?" (RONALD, Senior DEI Leader) 
 
Concerns Among Faculty and Staff 

 Beyond the need for students, a strategic diversity plan was also grounded in the needs 

of faculty and staff. For instance, SALLY explained:  

 “There's also concerns with faculty about getting tenure positions and thinking about what it 
 means to do research on campus and what it means to have a balanced course load” (SALLY, 
 Alumna).  

SALLY’S comments are critical to note because they highlight that there were issues at 

University X that affected more than students. I also found the comments interesting because 

she was one of few participants to discuss these concerns, even though one key component of 

the strategic diversity planning process focused on issues that affected faculty and staff. So, 

when thinking about the concerns for other agents of change within the campus environment, I 
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was awestruck by the consideration SALLY gave to leaders who were not students. To be exact, 

SALLY said:  

 “Like I remember there was a big concern about staff and like with COVID and all of the staff 
 that had to be on campus to help provide for the students that one were there when COVID first 
 hit and we didn't know where we were going or....if people had wheezy at home, but also 
 the staff that are there on a day to day basis, right, Like just keeping the functions of our campus 
 alive and like making sure they have ways to get home, making sure they're getting fair wages, 
 maybe that making sure that they are supporting and protecting their families, especially in this 
 world in a post-pandemic, right. So there's concerns that arise there” (SALLY, Alumna) 
 

In addition to the commentary offered by SALLY, NEVA provided some notes about the issues 

for faculty and staff. For example, to convey the concern of not belonging more broadly, NEVA 

stated that:  

 "Clearly, there were issues on the faculty and staff of people not feeling that they belonged in 
 that feeling that campus was for them" (NEVA, Academic Leader).  

Outside of these comments, no other participants provided additional information about the 

specific concerns that emerged for staff, faculty, and campus community members who were 

not current students. While it acknowledged that issues for these leaders emerged and needed 

to be addressed, the data here provides a narrative that situates students as the primary 

constituent of consideration. Suh a sentiment a finding was evident when reviewing 

information and additional commentary that SALLY provided:  

 “like there's all of these different things that come up within our different realms of higher 
 education, within our different realms of life at [University X] that I think is impactful, and I think, 
 yes, the students are a big part of that and usually are the ones that lead the charge in that. But 
 that doesn't mean that  those problems don't arise in different arenas and have different 
 impacts that can honestly end up trickling down into students” (SALLY, Alumna). 
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The Perfect Timing 

 Despite the lack of literature that considers Ɵming as an important context of change-

acƟon, it should be considered. For example, within this study, Ɵming played a criƟcal role in the 

impetus for developing a strategic diversity plan. Concerning the larger social, economic, and 

poliƟcal context of the external environment, external pressures influenced insƟtuƟonal leaders 

to take seriously the need to think strategically about diversity, equity, and inclusion. Because 

the social world outside of the university conƟnues to evolve, insƟtuƟonal leaders cannot ignore 

the shiŌs in social, economic, and poliƟcal dynamics. SALLY made this point clear when she 

explained:  

  "So thinking about that is where I feel like that report came from, and it really came from the 
 iniƟaƟves that were needed to make sure that students are able to conƟnue to grow on our 
 campus, which means building our community and building our expectaƟons of what we are 
 and what we can be for the future so that we aren't staying in the sƟgma of the past for 
 [University X] and the sƟgma of the historical experiences that we've had" (SALLY, Alumna).  
 

Furthermore, as SALLY described, the need for insƟtuƟons to move past sƟgmas and 

exclusionary histories was grounded by changing noƟons of the purpose, mission, and 

outcomes of higher educaƟon and the social dynamics of the world that higher educaƟon 

insƟtuƟons exist within. For instance, SALLY said:  

 "…. we are wanƟng to conƟnually grow what higher educaƟon is meant to be like. First,  it was 
 we're just going to be teachers then it  was we're going to be poliƟcians, like all of these different 
 expectaƟons that were surrounded culturally with higher educaƟon that has shiŌed into now, 
 like this holisƟc experience, this liberal arts, like everyone wants this liberal arts insƟtuƟon--
 educaƟon, right, so thinking about like that as a context and then also thinking about the context 
 of Black Lives MaƩer movement and....all of the changes that are happening with like 
 legalizing gay marriage, all of these things that are happening to make it so that people from 
 different marginalized backgrounds can have more posiƟve and more fulfilling lives and having 
 that as a context of, okay, how do we conƟnue to let the educaƟonal experience reflect those 
 transiƟons, reflect that reality, reflect the new populaƟon, and that we are--this new populaƟon 
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 that we were bringing into our insƟtuƟons is-- change is happening within the country, in the 
 world" (SALLY, Alumna) 
 

From an economic perspecƟve, the need for a strategic diversity plan was grounded by two 

consideraƟons: (1) the economic bend of success and (2) a genuine interest in addressing 

problems related to diversity, equity, and inclusion on campuses. For instance, TIM offered two 

comments that conveyed these points:  

 "So you do understand that some of this actually has an economic bend  to this, Right. And the 
 economic bend is that demographically the US is changing, and it's changing very rapidly, right? 
 So if you're a school that relies primarily on one demographic, which for a long Ɵme, so this is 
 before my Ɵme here, but apparently the history of the [University X] is that the way they sort of 
 marketed themselves was the best school in the South. Right. So they were not considered a 
 naƟonal school. And then under [the previous president], they sort of moved in that direcƟon. 
 Right. So if you become a naƟonal school like we are now, Right. You can't rely just on 
 Northeast white families to support you for the rest of life. Right, and the reason for that is that 
 ferƟlity rates there are lower right as you get more educated and things like that. So it's not a 
 stream that you can sort of rely on. So you need more diversity in….your student body because 
 that's where things are. So….there's obviously an economic bend to that" (TIM, Associate 
 Professor) 

 "I think that was it had a strategic component to it, and I think it had a higher administraƟon 
 component to it.  The strategic component was we go back and....we live in a world where we 
 need to be a school that's inclusive. If we're not, then [there is] the economic implicaƟons for 
 that for us. So that's strategic in nature, right? Like you need to do this or you have a school--like 
 that--that's a board-level thing that they need to think about, right? But then you remove that. 
 And the even if we lived in a vacuum, I think it's something that the administraƟon cared about 
 , and I think everyone cares about. Right. Like no one wants to live in a society where anyone is 
 disincluded,right. Now,people want people to [be] disincluded if you get benefits from it. Right. 
 But all else equal, no one wants anyone to be disincluded" (TIM,  Associate Professor) 
 

Moreover, from a poliƟcal perspecƟve, SALLY argued that there was a need to situate change 

within the poliƟcal environment. To this extent, the idea of maximizing change during 

transiƟons was noted. For instance, SALLY explained that change iniƟaƟves have to align with 

new laws and policies conƟnuously:  
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 "So, I think that's part of it and also just thinking similarly about like context of we have federal 
 laws we have to align with, we have  state laws we have to align with" (SALLY, Alumna) 

Finally, SALLY stated that aƩenƟon to shiŌs in leaders was an essenƟal consideraƟon for change 

at University X:  

 "we have....shiŌs within power--there's a new secretary of educaƟon every once in a while, 
 there's a new....like thinking about there's a new president, there's all these different 
 contexts of what informs or allows what--like impacts the work that we're able to do or the 
 work that we should be doing on an expectaƟon level is really an interesƟng concept to think 
 about when we're thinking about the Making Excellence Inclusive report because it allows us to 
 see like there's so many other moving parts that are not even specifically like [University X] 
 needs to do this right? So thinking about that as a role in a maƩer that has to be addressed is 
 something that's and what I mean by context" (SALLY, Alumna) 

WanƟng To Make a Difference 

 While all of the reasons above framed the impetus for a strategic diversity plan, one final 

reason (wanƟng to make a difference) emerged as a criƟcal raƟonale for iniƟaƟng the strategic 

diversity planning process. While few direct references about wanƟng to make a difference 

were captured, the outcome was difficult to ignore. As was expressed earlier, campus 

community members experienced various challenges that created negaƟve percepƟons of the 

campus. Therefore, it is illogical to assume that folks did not want a posiƟve change to happen. 

However, to provide more context about the interest in making a difference, I conclude this 

porƟon of the findings by showing the commentary that was offered by two parƟcipants who 

explained another reason why campus leaders wanted to establish a strategic diversity plan: 

 "I heard [the President] say that....[University X] is an excellent place, but it needs to be 
 excellent for everyone, and everyone needs to feel belonging" (NEVA, Academic Leader) 

 "I know that [the President] was .... he was very close to students and student voice, and I 
 imagine that he saw both that and the student experience and also some of the things that he 
 probably experienced and saw when he first came to the campus" (NEVA, Academic Leader) 
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 "Like, I think the administraƟon, and I think one in parƟcular, understood that students did 
 not feel--not everyone felt that they were being included and that they were thriving at the 
 university" (TIM, Associate Professor) 

 
 As was demonstrated above, the impetus for change at University X was founded by 

accounƟng for the lived experiences of current and past students, the historical legacies of 

University X, the inaccessibility of resources and services, and the socio-economic and poliƟcal 

implicaƟons of progress. Thus, with this mulƟfaceted understanding of issues, strategic diversity 

planning became more criƟcal. Because of the severity of issues present at University X, 

specifically selected agents of change were recruited to engage in strategic diversity planning—a 

process that the president of University X formally acƟvated as an insƟtuƟonal priority linked to 

the university’s broader strategic plan.  

Issuing a Directive to Make Excellence Inclusive 

  At University X, strategic diversity planning was enabled by applying the 

university's fragmented system of shared governance, which enabled partnerships between 

campus agents to form. Through these partnerships, students, staff, faculty, and administrators 

could identify and broadly share the collective concerns of the campus community. After 

establishing a baseline of understanding about the issues that affected members of the campus 

community, the work of strategic diversity planning was activated to establish a pathway to 

inclusive excellence at University X. The work of strategic diversity planning (e.g., making 

excellence inclusive) was activated by the president of University X. Multiple participants 

highlighted the president's role in activating the work of strategic diversity planning. For 

example, MONICA stated: 
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 "So [the President] initiated this. So it is because of the president's call…." (MONICA, Associate 
 Professor).  

Additionally, ROBERT said: 

 "So my understanding [and] I might be a little off on this is that a lot of this design to 
 [establish] this strategic plan was…coming to fruition from [the president] who led a lot of 
 the initial--it was one of the key platforms that he wanted to come in on like as  president. One 
 of them was also free expression work as well. And then another one was on kind of like 
 historical....truth-telling with the university's history and that kind of stuff" (ROBERT, Alumnus). 

Although NEVA recognized the president as the former activator of the strategic diversity 

planning work, she was explicit about noting how students may have influenced the work. For 

instance, NEVA said:  

 "So I think....[the president] put the making excellence inclusive group together. That was his 
 initiative. But I, I have a sense that it was fed by--he had a--I don't know this for sure, but 
 he had a council of students that he worked with, and I  know he had students who he 
 mentored….I don't know whether you were familiar with that structure or not….But I know that 
 he was....he was very close to students and student voice, and I imagine that he saw both 
 that and the student experience and also some of the things that he probably experienced 
 and saw when he first came to the campus. And I imagine that that's what was the impetus for 
 him. I heard him say that....[University X] is an excellent place, but it needs to be excellent for 
 everyone, and everyone needs to feel belonging. And so....my sense is that he led the charge on 
 that" (NEVA, Academic Leader) 

 Moreover, although there was an impetus for change that grounded the need for a 

strategic diversity plan, the process of its development was enabled by a centralized strategic 

plan that focused on creating an inclusive and thriving campus community. Because of this 

centralized strategic plan, the president could commit a considerable number of resources to 

the strategic diversity planning exercise. For example, BETH explained:  

 "Coming off a strategic plan in 2017, one of the pillars was a thriving and inclusive campus 
 community. Following on that, [the president] set up those three large committees. [They] did a 
 whole bunch of work and talked to hundreds of people involved in those three committees…." 
 (BETH, Senior DEI Leader). 
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Establishing a Robust, Diverse Community of Leaders 
 
 As described above, the president activated University X's strategic diversity plan. 

Because of a centralized strategic plan that had a pillar for establishing a thriving and inclusive 

campus community, the president was able to commit a large volume of institutional resources 

to create an inclusive and thriving community. Strategic diversity planning was one major 

component of achieving this goal. Thus, to create a thriving and inclusive community, the 

president established multiple committees to investigate the topic of inclusive excellence at 

University X. To be specific, three committees were formed. The first committee took on the 

topic of inclusive excellence more broadly, thinking about how to measure and implement 

inclusive excellence within institutional environments that impacted students, faculty, and staff. 

Each of these components became to focus of an individual subcommittee. TIM made it clear to 

understand the structure of this larger committee when he mentioned the following: 

 "But I think there were three, maybe four subcommittees that looked at it, and then they 
 reported back to the steering committee" (TIM, Associate Professor).  
 

The second committee investigated the university's history, and the third committee focused 

on issues related to a lack of coordination among DEI practitioners on campus at University X. 

Participants in the study made the establishment of these committees very clear. For example, 

BETH stated:  

  "So, I mean, there were "three very robust committees who did a ton of work" (BETH, Senior 
 DEI Leader).  

Additionally, TIM stated:  

 "If I remember correctly, when [the President] came in, he brought together a bunch--He had a 
 subcommittee, he had a committee, and [an] ad hoc committee that he  put together to 
 understand the issues" (TIM, Associate Professor). 
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Finally, with all of these committees in mind, BETH provided context about how long it took to 

accomplish the goals that the committees set out. To be specific, BETH stated:  

 "So, I mean, there were three very robust committees who did a ton of work: the 
 president's advisory council….met the longest. I believe they did their--they worked over 16 
 months. The president's Institutional History Committee…... That was a shorter time frame and 
 then the Interim Coordinating Council" (BETH, Senior DEI Leader). 

 Thus, from these references, it was evident that the president of University X utilized 

their power to establish these committees. Furthermore, by establishing these committees, the 

president committed substantial institutional resources to strategic diversity planning. Because 

of how many resources were committed, it was evident that strategic diversity planning 

became the key priority of campus leaders at University X. Additionally, given the specific foci of 

the different committees, it is logical to assume that membership to these committees was 

somewhat selective and done strategically. This is where the university's fragmented system of 

shared governance came into play. Specific agents of change were selected to participate in this 

significant change initiative. However, as later findings demonstrate, the perspective and 

recommendation of these agents of change were not absolute minimums. The president of 

University X was not beholden to these recommendations.  

ComposiƟon of CommiƩees 

 Another criƟcal component of forming these commiƩees to consider is their 

composiƟon. Focusing specifically on the type of campus change agents that parƟcipated in this 

work of strategic diversity planning, it was easy to see that the work was primarily completed by 

full-Ɵme employees of the university—mostly faculty and staff. For example, while explaining 

the composiƟon of these commiƩees, some parƟcipants explained that students were present:  
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 “[The president] also his chief of staff and then representaƟves across the university, 
 including faculty, staff, and students, were on this commiƩee” (MONICA, Associate Professor) 

 “So the commiƩee I was on was student heavy, and I think student voices were heard quite a 
 bit” (TIM, Associate Professor) 

However, the actual list of members for each of these commiƩees presented a different 

narraƟve. Among all the commiƩees engaged in strategic diversity planning, 67 campus change 

agents were engaged. Of these 67 members, only 8 were students at the Ɵme of their 

parƟcipaƟon. Most notably, the commiƩees focused on insƟtuƟonal history and metrics. Each 

had only one student representaƟve. The commiƩee focused on the coordinaƟon of DEI efforts 

and had 0 students. This composiƟon of the commiƩees brought truth to the comment that 

RONALD offered:  

  “I think there were student representaƟves on the strategic planning groups, but 
 probably in a way that they were overwhelmed by the faculty and staff voices that were there, 
 .... like a symbolic--or a symbolic thing” (RONALD, Senior DEI Leader).  

Moreover, despite the power and influence of academic leaders such as the dean, they were not 

necessarily involved in strategic diversity planning. This point was made evident by JOAN, who stated:  

 “It was not a report in which the [academic] deans were involved a lot, and I don't mean that as 
 a criƟcism of it” (JOAN, Senior Academic Leader).  
 

So, what ulƟmately emerges from these notes about the composiƟon of these groups is that 

only specific agents of change are invited to parƟcipate in strategic diversity planning. This 

certainly has implicaƟons for the plan's development and the outcomes it hopes to achieve. 

Collection of Internal Data 

 ParƟcipants generally described the work that took place within each of these 

commiƩees. First, to collect internal data, leaders at University X hired a third-party consultant 
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to collect data about various components of the insƟtuƟon. Secondarily, The data from the 

interviews presented below speaks more directly to the work of the inclusive excellence group; 

however, it is not unreasonable to believe that other groups followed a similar acƟon plan.  

Thus, MONICA explained what meeƟngs between the members looked like while speaking 

specifically about the work conducted by the inclusive excellence group and broadly of the work 

conducted by other commiƩees. MONICA stated:  

 “And so …[it] iniƟally started out as sort of large academic team meeƟngs, and this included [the 
 President]. He went to every one of these meeƟngs….” (MONICA, Associate Professor).  

AddiƟonally, MONICA said:  

 “And ulƟmately, and I should say, there were also meeƟngs that included all of the 
 subcommiƩee chairs. So, there were the full group meeƟngs, our subcommiƩee  meeƟngs, and 
 then the all the co-chairs meet too--so sort of kind of two different sets of meeƟngs” (MONICA, 
 Associate Professor) 

Finally, MONICA stated:  

 “So there was a lot of informaƟon gathering that happened and…. So we formed 
 commiƩees where, although we met as a large group--the making excellence inclusive group 
 met from Ɵme to Ɵme, maybe once a month--it was more--we met more oŌen as a 
 [sub]commiƩee” (MONICA, Associate Professor).  

 CHARLIE provided commentary explaining these subcommiƩees' work: the larger group was 

divided into smaller groups to address more specific concerns. CHARLIE said:  

 “So as we broke up and kind of splintered into these different groups and we started to call on 
 different members of the community to come speak with us, and each of us started to write the-
 -or each group started to write their kind of subcommiƩee paper” (CHARLIE, Alumnus and 
 Former Staff Member).  

CHARLIE explained what this calling on members of the campus community looked like: 

 “we invited other people to come temporarily or on a rotaƟonal basis to be part of our study” 
 (CHARLIE, Alumnus and Former Staff Member).  

NEVA similarly explained what this work entailed. For example, NEVA stated:  

 “first of all, we were tasked with just talking broadly with the campus community to get an 
 [internal] assessment, and I mean that not in a quanƟtaƟve sense, but to try to get as many 
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 voices and as much input as we possibly could into really what was the student experience like? 
 Where were the barriers for making us a beƩer anƟ-racist campus? How could we beƩer support 
 students and faculty and staff” (NEVA, Academic Leader). 

Geƫng even more specific, NEVA explained the members of the campus community that were 

contacted: 

 “We asked to meet with people  in various offices around campus...[offices like]dining 
 services, [Residence Life], the wellness people. We talked with financial aid and administraƟve 
 offices. We met with faculty from the various schools, and then we did a lot of talking with 
 students and various student groups. And so....we spent a lot of Ɵme just listening and wriƟng 
 down what was going on and making notes….” (NEVA, Academic Leader).  

Speaking about the work within the sub-commiƩee focused on metrics, MONICA explained that 

a similar data collecƟon process unfolded. MONICA stated: 

 “We had staff, faculty, and we would work together to do a couple of things. One [was] to consult 
 the empirical literature. Another was to reach out to stakeholders on campus and ask them for 
 sort of almost like a qualitaƟve interview. But it wasn't like there was a field guide or anything 
 like that. So it was more just gathering informaƟon, perspecƟves, and then we would 
 occasionally come to the full group and our commiƩee, along with other subcommiƩees, to 
 update the president and provost on our progress” (MONICA, Associate Professor).  

Adding to the narraƟves provided by MONICA and CHARLIE, JORDAN offered an inside student 

perspecƟve of what informaƟon gathering looked like. For example, when asked about 

developing the University’s strategic diversity plan, JORDAN explained how students engaged 

with commiƩee members. JORDAN said:  

 “I think there was a group of administrators that wrote that. And that was aŌer a series of 
 meeƟng with student leaders, like voicing what we wanted to be done on campus. That's what I 
 believe. I think they took a report [students] wrote--like cause we wrote a report ourselves. And. 
 That sparked those series of meeƟngs and in those series of meeƟngs culminaƟng in that 
 report” (JORDAN, Alumnus). 
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Formulating Data and Making Recommendations 

 AŌer describing the process of data collecƟon, parƟcipants described the work of 

analyzing the data and formulaƟng categories of concerns and acƟonable things that could be 

done to address issues. For example, NEVA stated:  

 “Then the next phase was to kind of organize them into categories of places and sort of figure 
 out how to approach these various topics on campus. And it became clear that there were both 
 sort of immediate things the campus could do. And then there were harder and more longer-
 term things that needed to be done. And we so we the commiƩee worked really hard to kind of 
 divide these up into categories. And then under each category….we had a sort of guiding 
 philosophy, or principles, the statement about the category. And then we would list the things 
 we would liŌ up, the things we thought were most important for people to look at right away” 
 (NEVA, Academic Leader). 

AddiƟonally, TIM explained that each sub-commiƩee was responsible for draŌing its report. 

Specifically, TIM said:  

 “They wrote their own individual reports, and then they all got together and made this final 
 report. And each person had their own sort of recommendaƟons and things like that” (TIM, 
 Associate Professor) 

 

In several of these passages, the idea of formulaƟng a report is evident. However, based on 

these reports, the same evoluƟon of the report is unclear. However, when asked about 

developing the strategic diversity plan, BETH made it clear that each commiƩee's report was 

boiled into the report that, more formally, guided insƟtuƟonal acƟon. To arƟculate this point, 

BETH stated:  

 “So although the President's Advisory Council, the history group and the Interim  CoordinaƟng 
 Council--All those reports came out--they boiled into and were curated into making excellence 
 inclusive....“ (BETH). 
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Summary of Key Finding III 

 In this secƟon, I described the steps insƟtuƟonal leaders at University X took to establish 

a strategic diversity plan. Specifically, I discussed the origins of the strategic diversity plan by 

explaining how the work was acƟvated. Next, I explained how specific insƟtuƟonal commiƩees 

were formed. Thirdly, I explained that internal data were conducted to determine an acƟon 

plan. Finally, I explained the approach to formulaƟng data that insƟtuƟonal leaders collected. 

Thus ulƟmately, what emerged from finding four is the specific pathway for change used to 

develop a strategic diversity plan at University X.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION OF THE RESEARCH FINDING 
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Overview of the Discussion 

 PromoƟng diversity, equity, and inclusion is now standard pracƟce on college campuses 

naƟonwide, and one way that insƟtuƟonal leaders have done such promoƟon is through the 

development and implementaƟon of strategic diversity plans. Although much about this 

pracƟce of strategic diversity planning is known, several gaps in the literature grounded the 

need for addiƟonal research. With these gaps in mind, this study was conducted primarily to 

understand beƩer how insƟtuƟonal leaders at liberal arts colleges developed and implemented 

a strategic diversity plan. The study was guided by one primary research quesƟon: how did 

leaders at a highly selecƟve liberal arts college develop and implement a strategic diversity 

plan? Despite the mulƟpart focal point of the research quesƟon, I, in this study, could only 

address the first porƟon of this research quesƟon—the quesƟon of development. Therefore, as 

a conƟnuaƟon of the above findings, this chapter provides readers with an interpreƟve analysis 

of these findings.  As is customary with a discussion of social science research topics, I, in this 

chapter, provide addiƟonal commentary on the findings that emerged in the study. First, I 

provide a broad discussion of the findings. Next, I provide a brief statement of significance that 

summarizes and briefly states the broader so what quesƟon that frames the importance of this 

research and these findings. AŌer this, I begin my discussion of limitaƟons and challenges. I 

discuss the limitaƟons of this research study's design in this part. Next, I offer a concluding 

statement before closing with relevant implicaƟons for pracƟce and research.  

Discussion of the Findings 

 At University X, a fragmented system of shared governance enabled the strategic 

diversity planning process. This is an exciƟng finding because it illustrates how criƟcal factors of 
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organizaƟonal models that were described by Peterson (2007) are present at University X.  For 

example, when parƟcipants discussed formal and informal hierarchies of authority and power, 

they uƟlized a logic that was omnipresent in community and bureaucraƟc organizaƟonal 

models.  

 The bureaucraƟc model was evident in how parƟcipants described the organizaƟonal 

structure of University X. From their explanaƟons about the formal structure of power and 

authority at University X, the power wielders at University X was obvious. These were leaders 

who were arguably at the top of the organizaƟonal chart. AddiƟonally, the argument about their 

power was simple and easy to understand because of how much informaƟon flowed through 

them as high-ranking leaders of the University.  However, despite the clarity about who had 

power at University X, the findings similarly demonstrated that the formal hierarchy of power 

does not always dictate how change unfolds at University X. The findings about the informal 

structure of power paint a picture that is somewhat contradictory to the one that the 

boreoarcƟc model frames. This contradicƟon is essenƟal to note because it forces leaders and 

researchers to simultaneously consider organizaƟonal models such as the community (or 

collegial) model.  

 Although high-ranking leaders of University X maintain some power and authority, this 

power and authority are limited because of values of collegiality and engagement that manifest 

themselves through systems of fragmented shared governance that are fueled by unbalanced 

partnerships between power and authority wielding agents of change at University X. 

Therefore, despite the factors that characterize the manifestaƟon of the bureaucraƟc model, 

the data of this study similarly clarifies that the community (or collegial) model is also 
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prominent at University X. This finding is not novel because Peterson (2007) stated plainly that 

community models are more likely to be present at private liberal arts colleges. Nevertheless, 

what is interesƟng about University X is a disƟnct understanding of who makes up the 

collegium. Peterson (2007) explained that the collegium could be understood through two 

approaches. The first approach views the collegium as "an egalitarian noƟon of colleges as a 

community of learners, including faculty, students, and administrators as equals in 

[the]enterprise" (e.g., the Paul Goodman Approach). The second approach views the collegium 

as a "more restricƟve noƟon" which includes only faculty members (e.g., the John MilleƩ 

Approach) (Peterson, 2007). With the findings of this study in mind, it was not clear that one 

approach to collegium was acƟonable. Although structures such as the faculty senate, 

composed only of faculty, are present, the work of significant change at University X is enabled 

by a system of shared governance that allows (and arguably requires) parƟcipants from faculty, 

students, and administrators. However, despite this fact, the agents who parƟcipate in the 

system of shared governance are not viewed as equal in the enterprise of governing or 

managing the insƟtuƟon. Because of the emphasis on shared power and authority in decision-

making processes, different groups can create complicaƟons in how power and authority appear 

at University X. The findings demonstrated this. To be more explicit, they showed how even the 

president does not have total authorizaƟon power to do things unilaterally. This finding is 

consistent with what was argued by Ruscio (2017). 

 As expressed above, some vital organizaƟonal models have influenced the behavior of 

criƟcal insƟtuƟonal agents at University X. Therefore, because of these models, it could be 

argued that the models have created shadow values and cultures that govern processes of 
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change at University X. For instance, because of these organizaƟonal models, there is at 

University X, a need to allow for the manifestaƟon of pracƟces, beliefs that are symbols of 

models such as organized bureaucracy, collegiality, and loose coupling. As a manifestaƟon of 

these organizaƟonal components, University X's fragmented system of shared governance 

influenced the development of its strategic diversity plan by requiring insƟtuƟonal agents of 

change to collaborate to address criƟcal concerns of the insƟtuƟon. Because of the fragmented 

system of shared governance, all campus leaders (e.g., students, staff, faculty, and 

administrators) needed to build connecƟons (or coaliƟons) to effecƟvely plan for change to the 

cultural landscape of the insƟtuƟon. 

 This level of engagement modeled a core insƟtuƟonal value essenƟal to developing a 

strategic diversity plan (Kezar, 2014; Schein, 2017). Furthermore, as argued by mulƟple scholars, 

this commitment to values and acƟons facilitated a strong sense of idenƟty that grounded 

specific behaviors and beliefs necessary to developing a strategic diversity plan. As the 

researchers put it, University X’s manifestaƟons of different cultural values conveyed a strong 

sense of idenƟty, facilitated commitments to the insƟtuƟon, enhanced the stability of the 

planning group, and served as a sensemaking device that guided and shaped behavior and 

change on campus (Kezar, 2014; Kuh & WhiƩ, 1988). For example, because of the partnership 

between agents of change, leaders at University X were able to idenƟfy criƟcal issues about the 

insƟtuƟon. Thus, in many ways, because of this collaboraƟon between agents of change, leaders 

could collecƟvely idenƟfy compelling deficiencies in University X. This prompted the need for 

change. Furthermore, this noƟon of deficiencies followed a process of management that 

Birnbaum (1988) suggested is consistent with the cyberneƟc organizaƟonal model. In this 
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regard, change at University X was necessary because some negaƟve output challenged the 

University’s ability to operate successfully, according to the mission and values that the 

insƟtuƟon espouses. 

 At University X, both conceptualizaƟons of the collegium are in play, and the data 

demonstrated an ill-defined process that consƟtutes which and when one manifestaƟon of the 

collegium is used over the other. For example, the data of this study explained that students 

might be parƟcipatory in some processes and not engaged in others. At University X, students 

are recognized as important campus community members—much of the work on campus at the 

university center is on students. However, when it comes to things like the system of shared 

governance, students are not always as present as they could be. The same could be said about 

staff members at University X. With the findings in mind. It could be argued that parƟcipaƟon in 

University X's system of shared governance is exclusive, limiƟng the aims and objecƟves that 

insƟtuƟonal leaders seek to achieve. 

 Moreover, the data did not make transparent how specific insƟtuƟonal agents are 

chosen to parƟcipate in certain processes and pracƟces of governance and management.  As it 

stands, in the best-case scenarios, insƟtuƟonal agents criƟcal to planning and governance 

processes are underrepresented and, at worst, not present at all. Both scenarios are 

problemaƟc.  

 Next, where it concerns contradicƟons between organizaƟonal models, of parƟcular 

interest are the disƟncƟons of power and authority that specific insƟtuƟonal agents hold. 

DisƟnct leaders at university hold different levels of responsibility that likely jusƟfy disƟncƟons 

in levels of power and authority. This is likely a familiar remnant of the bureaucraƟc nature of 
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the insƟtuƟon’s organizaƟonal pracƟce. However, this emphasis on bureaucracy is not 

necessarily a tell-tell sign of the system of shared governance.  Despite a detailed accounƟng of 

the concept of shared governance, commentary from parƟcipants and broader assumpƟons 

ground an idea that challenges the noƟon of such a weakened system of shared governance at 

University X. Overall, the implicit and explicit commentary on University X's organizaƟonal chart 

clearly explained the enforced chain of command and the procedures that govern operaƟons of 

change at University X. So, the fundamental quesƟons of interests are those that follow: what 

good is a system of shared governance if high-ranking leaders can at their discreƟon implement 

or dismiss the ideas, recommendaƟons or suggesƟons that come from the complex art of 

consensus building? What good are the ideas that emerge from commiƩees of shared 

governance that dismiss or alienate the voices and perspecƟves of crucial insƟtuƟonal agents 

and stakeholders? With these quesƟons in the foreground, the findings of this study open up a 

line of inquiry that further quesƟons the power and authority of insƟtuƟonal leaders at 

University X and beyond.  

 This inquiry is of interest because of the imbalances of power and authority among 

insƟtuƟonal agents of change. For example, in this study, there is something to be said about 

 the absence of commentary about the role that members of the Board of Trustees played in 

developing a strategic diversity plan. Although parƟcipants explained that these trustees are the 

ulƟmate power wielders of the insƟtuƟon, they were described by parƟcipants in a way that 

suggests that they were removed from the strategic diversity planning process. Besides their 

place in the formal hierarchy of the organizaƟon, parƟcipants and insƟtuƟonal documents said 

nothing about the board of trustees’ involvement in the strategic diversity planning process. 
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This is an exciƟng finding because it calls into quesƟon the strategic diversity plan's effecƟveness 

and the process used to create it. How do operaƟonal leaders anƟcipate success if members of 

the board of trustees are not involved in the work that transpired on campus? The trustees’ lack 

of involvement also quesƟons their status as insƟtuƟonal partners. Can members of the board 

of trustees be commiƩed agents of change/partners if they are so far removed from the 

insƟtuƟon?  

 The findings of this study further demonstrated that leaders at University X give more 

nuance to the idea of loose coupling. In this discussion about the fragmented system of shared 

governance, parƟcipants explained how centralized University X is. Because of University X's 

centralized nature, there are strong Ɵes between mulƟple units. For example, given University 

X's academic focus, the residenƟal college deans dually report to the dean of an academic unit. 

University X's vice president for student affairs also reports to a provost, which signals greater 

alignment with the university's academic goals. 

 Moreover, given the interdisciplinary nature of programs, a collaboraƟon between 

leaders from different units is commonplace. So at University X, disƟnct units may be inƟmately 

involved in the work of other units. Nevertheless, despite this centralizaƟon, insƟtuƟonal units 

at the university can sƟll operate independently. I suspect this is because of a centralized 

funding scheme that does not promote unit compeƟƟon. When unit leaders are not compeƟng 

for funds, they can think more clearly about engaging students in innovaƟve and collaboraƟve 

ways that bring together different academic units. Notably, these findings are somewhat aligned 

with those of LePeau (2015).  
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 To be more specific, it could be argued that leaders at University X are somewhere 

between the coordinated pathway and the pervasive pathway. Although this study did not focus 

specifically on the partnerships between student affairs and academic affairs, these 

partnerships were present in the work of strategic diversity planning at University X. At 

University X, leaders from both sides of the academic organizaƟon were acƟvely engaged in 

strategic diversity planning. These collaboraƟve partnerships between leaders signaled that 

leaders from both academic and student affairs were commiƩed to pracƟces consistent with 

what LePeau (2015) described as the coordinated pathway. While strategic diversity planning, 

leaders at University X were commiƩed to adopƟng a shared vision, and the lines between 

professional roles were blurred. At University X, academic leaders (e.g., Deans, faculty) and 

student affairs professionals appeared to be commiƩed to the university's larger mission, vision, 

and values. 

 AddiƟonally, as evidenced by the joint commiƩee membership, there was broad 

communicaƟon across the divisions while compleƟng the work of strategic diversity planning. 

However, when considering the data from this study, it was not clear that all elements of the 

pervasive pathway were achieved. On mulƟple occasions, parƟcipants disƟnguished between 

leaders in academic affairs units and student affairs units, suggesƟng that these university 

employees are not yet seen as one academic unit. AddiƟonally, in this study, the collaboraƟon 

between the two units did not necessarily address the challenges or contradicƟons that 

emerged between the two units. As part of the strategic diversity planning process, terms like 

student services did not necessarily include or focus on purely academic maƩers such as 

curriculum—instead, the act of creaƟng more responsive student services centered on student 
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affairs-oriented processes and programs. Nevertheless, when thinking about the coordinated 

and pervasive pathways, it was clear that leaders from academic affairs and student affairs were 

invested in establishing a plan that could lay the foundaƟon for cultural change at University X.  

 When discussing University X's need for a strategic diversity plan, parƟcipants offered 

commentary that centered around a disƟnct set of concerns: inconsistency between 

insƟtuƟonal values and campus culture/climate, negaƟve experiences of students, ineffecƟve 

resources and models for service and support, concerns staff and faculty, and remarkable Ɵming 

that was brought on by external social forces. For many of these concerns, the criƟcal 

component of interest was University X's history and baƩle between espoused values (as 

expressed through mission statements, values, and strategic plans) and those supported by the 

university's history and cultures (e.g., the shadow values). For instance, as of 2017, University X 

has formally pledged to uphold values of (1) student growth, (2) pursuit of knowledge, (3) 

inclusivity and equity, (4) diversity and educaƟonal opportunity, (5) ethical engagement, (6) 

responsible stewardship. Furthermore, the university maintains a mission statement commiƩed 

to student's holisƟc development.  

 However, parƟcipants noted several exisƟng components of the university that severely 

complicated or limited the way these values play out. Such concerns are accurate, considering 

what we know from the literature. University X's espoused values and mission are admirable 

because these components of the university indicate that there is some interest in doing the 

work of diversity, equity, and inclusion at University X. But, the literature has made it clear that 

terms such as diversity, equity, and inclusion (and related iniƟaƟves, statements) are acƟonably 

empty, detached, dubious and without power (Ahmed, 2012; Ahmed, 2007; Ahmed & Swan, 
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2006; Baez, 2000; Byrd, 2022; Byrd, 2019; Collins, 2011; Bell & Hartmann, 2007). To this end, 

exisƟng iniƟaƟves (e.g., diversificaƟon of faculty and anƟ-bias training) are ineffecƟve because 

they are ignorant of the histories and legacies of structural racism and other forms of 

oppression that trap students with marginalized idenƟƟes in disadvantaged environments in the 

educaƟonal system (Newkirk, 2019).  

 The findings related to the impetus of change paint the picture that University X's 

exisƟng DEI apparatus was ignorant of histories and legacies of oppression and devoid of what 

Collins (2011) referred to as criƟcal diversity. For instance, when discussing the campus climate 

and the ongoing pracƟces of exclusion and segregaƟon, the exclusionary foundaƟon of higher 

educaƟon became relevant. Considering these findings, it was evident that University X is not 

very different from other insƟtuƟons, sƟll contending with their exclusionary pracƟces and 

histories. In order to maintain the economic benefits of exclusivity, access to University X has 

been historically denied to groups with marginalized idenƟƟes. 

 Because University X is located in the southeastern region of the United States, Black 

students have only recently found their way to University X. This perversity results from 

historical and cultural views of Black people. As Anderson (1988) argued, white southerners did 

not want to raise the aspiraƟons of Black students. Given the extensive descripƟons of exclusion 

and hosƟlity towards Black people, it is plausible to believe that leaders at University X bought 

into this ideology. Nevertheless, as Ɵmes have changed, the real issues of exclusion and 

segregaƟon have never really been addressed. It was evident that University X's campus climate 

is influenced by a university history clouded by beliefs and pracƟces of oppression. This became 

known through how parƟcipants described the campus climate as producing high segregaƟon 
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and culture shock.  

 These challenges are historical for liberal arts college colleges (McClelland & Auster, 

1990; Waite, 2001), but it is well known that the mere presence of students with marginalized 

idenƟƟes does not automaƟcally create an inclusive campus community (Pike & Kuh, 2006; Pike 

et al., 2007; Umbach & Kuh, 2006). To achieve posiƟve outcomes, students must have frequent, 

robust, high-quality interacƟons and dialogues (Denson & Chang, 2015; Bowman, 2013). 

Unfortunately, this is not what takes place at University X. In recounƟng the need for a strategic 

diversity plan, parƟcipants characterized University X as a place with no robust level of 

engagement with difference. The parƟcipants in this study described the climate of University X 

as overly exclusive and hosƟle towards people with marginalized idenƟƟes (e.g., being Black, or 

being of lower socio-economic status).   

 At University X, students with marginalized idenƟƟes are fighƟng for their lives to 

construct environments where they thrive. However, because of a lack of diversity among 

students, staff, and faculty, culture shock, and hosƟlity towards Blackness, students with 

marginalized idenƟƟes have not achieved the posiƟve benefits of diversity. With the findings in 

mind, students with marginalized idenƟƟes are more likely to experience the adverse effects of 

pursuing college at a predominantly white insƟtuƟon. Thus, because of historical and 

contemporary pracƟces of oppression, students with marginalized idenƟƟes at University X are 

more likely to experience a lack of belonging and saƟsfacƟon. This argument is consistent with 

those that have been made by mulƟple scholars (e.g., Cole et al., 2020; Harper & Hurtado, 

2007; Kaçire & Kurtulmuş, 2015; Kurtulmuş, 2016; Maramba & Museus, 2013; Nora & Cabrera, 

1996; Nuñez, 2009; Strayhorn, 2018; Stebleton et al., 2014; Wells & Horn, 2015).  
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 Furthermore, the criƟcal concern (and perhaps the driving factor for a change) is that 

students of color disproporƟonately feel these experiences. ParƟcipants in the study did not 

make this point clear. However, it is plausible to assume that white students do not necessarily 

experience the same issues with feelings of alienaƟon, a lack of belonging, and other adverse 

side effects. Findings from mulƟple scholars have made it clear that White students are more 

likely to receive the benefits that emerge from the presence of a more diverse student body 

(Byrd, 2015; Kilgo et al., 2019; Loes et al., 2012; Gurin et al., 2002; Starck et al., 2021). 

Nevertheless, there are essenƟal nuances (e.g., intersecƟonality) to consider when discussing 

alienaƟon, exclusion, and a lack of belonging at University X. Although concerns around 

percepƟons of race and ethnicity were present among parƟcipaƟons, there was arguably more 

significant consideraƟon given to issues that called into quesƟon discriminaƟon and exclusion of 

students based on socio-economic status.  

 Therefore, because of the prominence of the problems, leaders were compelled to 

establish a strategic diversity plan. These challenges insƟtuƟonal leaders hoped to address by 

bringing together different consƟtuent groups. This finding speaks cleverly to a study conducted 

by Fathi and Wilson (2009), who described the benefits of strategic planning as something that 

raises the vision of key parƟcipants. Moreover, because of how prominent the issues were, 

leaders unlocked the potenƟal of strategic planning, as Goldman and Salem (2015) described. To 

establish a strategic diversity plan, leaders at University X were aligned to specific moƟvaƟons, 

had broad goals, established a straighƞorward formal process, engaged some key consƟtuents, 

and commiƩed to insƟtuƟonal resources.  

 Paying parƟcular aƩenƟon to the differences between strategic planning and long-range 
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planning, it is essenƟal to note that the university's process relied upon components of both 

strategic planning and long long-range planning. For instance, following findings from Kotler and 

Murphy (1981), insƟtuƟonal leaders at University X, leaders constructed long-term uƟlized 

qualitaƟve and quanƟtaƟve data to develop insƟtuƟonal goals and prioriƟes. It could also be 

argued, in line with Cope (1981), that leaders at University X established a blueprint when the 

final report of the strategic diversity planning process was established.  

 However, besides these factors, the strategic diversity planning process at University X 

was established using a long-run approach. In some ways, leaders were hoping to establish a 

strategic fit between the organizaƟon and the external environment (Kotler & Murphy, 1981; 

Taylor & Machado, 2006; Williams, 2021), and there was a greater emphasis given to the actual 

process of strategic diversity planning (Cope, 1981). The process took nearly 18 months, 

signaling a factor of strategy and intenƟonality present. This high level of raƟonality describes 

what Chaffee (1985) referred to as a linear model for strategy. In this view, strategy comprises 

integrated decisions, acƟons, and other iniƟaƟves allowing insƟtuƟonal leaders to set and 

achieve organizaƟonal goals (Chaffee, 1985). 

 To establish the strategic diversity plan, leaders at University X seemingly followed the 

guidance of mulƟple scholars (e.g., Dooris et al., 2004; Hinton, 2020; Kenny, 2018; Peterson, 

1980). Nevertheless, to further ground this research with previous research, it is essenƟal to 

make connecƟons between the exisƟng literature on strategic planning. Although some 

literature comes close to explaining the strategic diversity planning process, most of the 

previously developed models fall short in one way or another. As I argue below, most of the 

models regarding strategic planning (and strategic diversity planning in some respects) are too 
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broad and do not give specific aƩenƟon to components of diversity, equity, and inclusion or the 

specific characterisƟcs of planning that framed the process at University X.  

 For example, thinking about the model of strategic planning outlined by Kotler and 

Murphy (1981), I agree that a strategic diversity plan starts with assessing the environment; 

however, I found fault with how Kotler and Murphy (1981) framed the need for strategic 

planning. While changing market condiƟons emerged as a need for a strategic diversity plan, 

this was only a minor point in the findings. Thus because of these philosophical differences, it is 

not easy to compare University X's model for strategic diversity planning to the framework 

presented by Kotler and Murphy (1981). Some comparisons are reasonable, and some are 

outlandish. For example, at University X, students were not necessarily housed within the 

market environment in which Kotler and Murphy (1981) placed them. The reality at University X 

is that students occupy both the internal and the market environments. Many students at 

University X are paying tuiƟon. However, they are not just paying tuiƟon—they are planning 

programs, iniƟaƟng broad change acƟons for change, and showing up to parƟcipate as vested 

members of the system of shared governance.  

 Moreover, along the lines of environmental analysis, Kotler and Murphy (1981) do not 

give any real aƩenƟon to benchmarking or reviewing empirical research as an essenƟal tool for 

understanding the internal and external environment. Furthermore, because University X's 

strategic plan had already been implemented, the aim of developing a strategic diversity plan 

was not necessarily grounded by a need to understand insƟtuƟonal threats, opportuniƟes, 

goals, mission, objecƟves, and strategy. Much of this was already known to insƟtuƟonal leaders 

at University X.  
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 Moving forward, the model proposed by Learner (1999) provided more context for 

benchmarking as part of the analysis; however, Learner (1999), too, takes more of a central 

focus on developing a more overreaching strategic plan. Nevertheless, in alignment with 

Learner's (1999) model, leaders at University X formulate strategic goals that guide acƟon on 

campus. 

 There was a remarkable similarity between the process I described above and the one 

presented by Pisel, Jr. (2001). Notably, in both processes, the work was iniƟated by influenƟal 

leaders who iniƟated or approved the plan and made available insƟtuƟonal resources. 

AddiƟonally, the importance of scheduling and meeƟngs was emphasized in both processes. 

However, the processes differ with the specific assessment methods used. For example, 

insƟtuƟonal leaders did not specify that a SWOT analysis was used at University X. Instead, 

parƟcipants described the data collecƟon process as something likened primarily to qualitaƟve 

research and benchmarking.  

 Moreover, the development of criƟcal assumpƟons did not necessarily emerge as part of 

the strategic planning process. For the parƟcipants in this study, those assumpƟons were 

already present. Finally, there were some similariƟes to the noƟon of developing a strategy. For 

example, in the model I presented above, this strategy development took place during the 

formaƫng of data and the development of recommendaƟons.  

 As Ellis (2010) described, mulƟple strategic plan components were present in the model 

proposed above. As indicated by a shared understanding of the problems at University X and of 

values and culture, leaders at University X had a meaningful context that guided the work of 

strategic diversity planning. However, the core values of the university were not necessarily 
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clarified. As stated in a previous argument, those values (e.g., collegiality, dismissal of students) 

were already present during strategic diversity planning. As part of analyzing the problems, 

leaders did idenƟfy criƟcal stakeholders and collected data from these stakeholders, which was 

used to develop goals and milestones. The process of strategic planning did not necessarily 

idenƟfy key performance indicators. Many of the specific goals noted were not long-term things 

that would warrant the need for key performance indicators. Finally, leaders did not establish a 

concise document. Although one final report was draŌed, the report hinged on the work of five 

commiƩees, each draŌing a report between 15-30 pages long. 

 Chen's (2018) model does not pay close aƩenƟon to the more minor intricacies of 

strategic planning that affected the process at University X. Although analysis of the internal 

environment happened as part of the process of geƫng input, the Chen (2018) model does not 

consider the fact that much about the problems and challenges at University X were already 

introduced prior to the formal call for a strategic diversity plan. AddiƟonally, because much 

about the issues was already known, insƟtuƟonal leaders were not necessarily invited to 

provide opinions and feedback to help inform the mission and values statements. As was 

evident by the model, internal analysis was secondary, which signals a shiŌ from Chen's (2018) 

conceptualizaƟon of strategic planning. The model offered by Jalal and Murray (2019) was 

comparable; however, the significant difference is that the board of trustees was not involved in 

developing University X's strategic diversity plan. Leaders at University X did not draŌ a diversity 

statement, so University X's process does not necessarily align with the findings of Redd et al. 

(2020). Leaders at University X did not draŌ diversity statements, likely because there were 

already value, mission, vision statements, and strategic plans that clarified the importance of 
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creaƟng a diverse campus community. Given the focus that had already been given to the 

importance of DEI, developing a diversity statement was not an imminent need at the 

university.  

 Next, Within the data I collected, there was no formal menƟon of communicaƟon 

systems used to collect internal data. However, it is plausible that similar tools (e.g., listservs, 

website forms, acƟve presence) were used to collect feedback from students and other agents 

of change. AddiƟonally, some similariƟes emerged regarding benchmarking and creaƟng an 

inventory of insƟtuƟonal acƟviƟes. ParƟcipants of two specific commiƩees conducted research; 

however, only one group looked parƟcularly at what other insƟtuƟons were doing to coordinate 

DEI efforts. The other commiƩee focused on metrics and was more interested in the empirical 

literature that was not necessarily insƟtuƟon specific. Only one strategic diversity commiƩee 

made an inventory of acƟviƟes. For other commiƩees, the work of creaƟng an inventory of 

acƟviƟes or programs was not described as necessary for the work of strategic diversity 

planning. The highest similarity between the model above and Reed et al. (2020) 's model is 

that at University X, leaders did create goals, objecƟves, and acƟon plans to guide the work of 

strategic diversity planning. Each commiƩee was responsible for idenƟfying charges that 

grounded their work. As part of formulaƟng responses, the collected data turned into 

recommendaƟons built upon current programs and services at University X.  

 Moreover, the model proposed by Williams (2021) is too simplified and disregards the 

criƟcal elements of context that adequately frame the process of strategic diversity planning at 

University X. Though, the one element of William's (2021) framework that was applicable had to 

do with the noƟon of brainstorming. This act of brainstorming accurately explains insƟtuƟonal 
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leaders' work to establish a strategic diversity plan. With informaƟon about the campus 

community, leaders could brainstorm to produce soluƟons laid out as recommendaƟons in 

commiƩee reports.  

 Finally, outside of strategic planning models, the composiƟon of planning groups at the 

university remained consistent with current research findings. In line with the findings of 

mulƟple scholars, the strategic planning process remains a project mainly for full-Ɵme 

administrators, faculty, and other staff members. Students at University X (among other places) 

have not yet been given more powerful roles or posiƟons in the process of strategic planning 

outside of being the ones that are providing feedback and data. AddiƟonally, students remain a 

minority in iniƟaƟves and projects designed to improve the overall campus and student 

experience. 

Connections to Macro Change Framework 

 In addition to the connections to the literature presented above, it is necessary to 

explain how this study connects to the conceptual framework utilized in the study (e.g., the 

Macro Change Framework). The model, grounded by decades of research about organizational 

change within higher education institutions, outlined vital components when enacting change 

on a college campus. Thus, the macro change framework provided me with a helpful guide to 

make sense of the critical changes significant to developing a strategic diversity plan.  

 To connect this study's findings to the conceptual framework, I first state that the data 

collected and analyzed did not adequately address any factors related to the type of change. 

Although data yielded exciting findings about strategic diversity planning at University X, these 

findings articulated next to nothing about the content of change, the scope of change, the 
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levels of change, or the focus. To put this idea another way, the data presented through 

qualitative interviews did not say much about the intended outcomes of change. It was not 

clear if the goal of the strategic diversity plan was to achieve first or second-order change. 

Additionally, from the data set, it was unclear what features University X leaders intended to 

change. When thinking about forces and sources of change, evidence of internal challenges and 

some external social, political, and economic factors were made clear.  

 For the context for change, the data collected and analyzed made clear the importance 

of understanding the nature of higher education institutions as a whole and the specific 

institutional cultures that were present at University X. The study's findings indicated that 

change agents at University X were well aware of the context for change. First, almost 

exclusively in the impetus for change, leaders contextualized the social, economic, and pollical 

contents that founded the need for strategic-DEI-focused change. It is also evident that 

consideration for the participation of some stakeholders was given while leaders at University X 

developed a strategic diversity plan. Next, the strategic planning process at University X took 

place with full respect given to the campus community's values and cultures. This speaks 

directly to an understanding of critical organizational characteristics and institutional culture 

expressed by Kezar (2014). 

 Finally, critical attention was given to agency and leadership at University X. As 

evidenced by the data, developing a strategic diversity plan was primarily done using a top-

down approach. This appeared as the default standard for change; however, multiple 

participants and the fragmented levels of authority and power between stakeholders provided 

context that articulated that more bottom-up and grassroots methods are used on campus. 
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While not directly related to the development of University X's strategic diversity plan, these 

factors of leadership are essential to future change on campus. 

Statement of Significance of the Research Findings 

 The findings of this study characterized criƟcal components of the process for strategic 

planning at University X: the existence of a fragmented system of shared governance, many 

partnerships between campus change agents, an idenƟficaƟon of the impetus for change, and a 

clear pathway for inclusive excellence. Specifically, at University X, the strategic diversity 

planning process was enabled by a fragmented system of shared governance that encouraged 

collaboraƟon among insƟtuƟonal partners to idenƟfy and address criƟcal issues that affected 

the campus community. Through partnerships that encouraged collaboraƟon and engagement, 

insƟtuƟonal leaders (e.g., students, staff, faculty, administrators, and alums) could broadly 

idenƟfy and share an impetus for change grounded in the need for a strategic acƟon plan. With 

an understanding of the impetus for change, a pathway to inclusive excellence was established 

by the president of University X. As part of the acƟvaƟon of work, the president of University X 

issued a direcƟve to make excellence inclusive, established commiƩees tasked with collecƟng 

and formulaƟng data. Using this data as a guiding tool, specific reports were draŌed and then 

boiled into a culminaƟng plan for acƟon.  

 This finding is somewhat novel because few research studies examine the process of 

developing or implemenƟng a strategic diversity plan. Redd et al. (2020) are a notable 

excepƟon. As part of this research, Redd et al. (2020) provided an applicable framework for 

strategic diversity planning; however, this work-centered acƟon took place at a large public 

insƟtuƟon. Much of the literature about strategic diversity planning has been conducted with 
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large public schools/systems as the focus of the research. 

 Because these types of insƟtuƟons enroll more significant porƟons of the student 

populaƟon, there is a need to understand how strategic planning processes manifest there. 

However, a sole focus on these types of insƟtuƟons is detrimental. For various reasons, students 

with marginalized idenƟƟes aƩend liberal arts colleges, and they, too (among others), deserve 

to reap the benefits of effecƟve processes of strategic diversity planning. Moreover, because of 

the differences in culture, values, insƟtuƟonal control, and structure, it is difficult to blindly 

apply other frameworks for strategic diversity planning at liberal arts colleges. Such frameworks 

may not center or clarify the underlying values and cultures crucial to the work of change at 

liberal arts colleges. 

Limitations of the Study 

 Three primary limitaƟons are worth noƟng. First, because of the single-site case study 

design, these findings only really explain how leaders at one insƟtuƟon, University X, developed 

their strategic diversity plan. Therefore, the findings on developing strategic diversity at liberal 

arts colleges are not necessarily generalizable. 

 Secondly, the demographic composiƟon of the parƟcipants is not necessarily diverse. 

Despite meaningful aƩempts to recruit parƟcipants with underrepresented idenƟƟes, I fell short 

of this goal. However, given the topic of the research study, there was not necessarily a need to 

recruit a highly diverse list of parƟcipants. Because of the nature of governance work at 

University X, it was unlikely that there would be a more significant number of parƟcipants with 

underrepresented idenƟƟes. This speaks more to the challenges at University X than the limits 

of this study. 
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 Nevertheless, it is also criƟcal to note that the 60–90-minute interviews, the lack of an 

incenƟve for parƟcipaƟng, the back-and-forth nature of emailing faculty members, and the 

parƟcular selecƟon criteria likely contributed to this lack of diversity within the sample of 

parƟcipants. With this limitaƟon of diversity in mind, the ulƟmate point is that the findings and 

the subsequent model are grounded primarily by the perspecƟves of leaders with majority 

idenƟƟes. Data used to form the findings of this study were collected from a sample of leaders 

who were disproporƟonally white, cis-gendered, male, and straight. Because of this foundaƟon, 

extreme cauƟon should be used when applying the model or findings. These findings should not 

be considered a model of best pracƟce.  

 Finally, the limitaƟon of Ɵme was something that influenced this research study. This 

research was conducted by an emerging scholar researching while aƩending graduate-level 

courses and compleƟng work as part of an assistantship and internship. This is important 

because far more data was collected than could be meaningfully analyzed in one year. 

AddiƟonally, because of Ɵme constraints, data housed within insƟtuƟonal documents were not 

considered as fully as they could have been. CollecƟvely, these two points mean that addiƟonal 

Ɵme to collect and analyze data would have resulted in a more robust model. However, this 

does not mean the current findings are obsolete or meritless. On the contrary, following 

rigorous methods for research, mulƟple interviews were conducted, transcribed, coded, and 

analyzed to frame the findings of this research study.  

Concluding Thoughts 

 When considering all elements of this research project, the ulƟmate conclusion is that 

leaders at University X uƟlized a specific process to develop a strategic diversity plan. This 
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process was grounded in understanding insƟtuƟonal dynamics and characterisƟcs and an 

understanding of an impetus for change. However, the process is not without criƟque.   I believe 

that the DEI-focused acƟon of strategic diversity planning at the university was an admirable 

acƟvity to engage in. However, a few concerns call into quesƟon its purpose and effecƟveness. 

First, as has been demonstrated, the strategic diversity planning process at University X was 

essenƟally a process made by and for full-Ɵme employees/administrators of the campus 

community. Although students were somewhat present, the student voice and perspecƟves 

were categorically silenced, alienated, or ignored. 

 Furthermore, despite student issues and concerns framing the impetus for change, 

students are not necessarily given an equal opportunity to parƟcipate in processes or acƟviƟes 

that allow them to parƟcipate fully in governance processes. By conƟnuing to put aside 

insƟtuƟonal values of inclusivity, ethical engagement, collaboraƟon, and acƟve learning, leaders 

at University X may further exacerbate negaƟve cultures within the campus community. So, 

some acƟon to address these concerns is warranted. 

Implications for Practice 

 As what is likely one of the first studies to consider the process of strategic diversity 

planning at liberal arts colleges, the findings of this study outlined a variety of challenges that 

affect DEI-focused change at University X. With these challenges in mind, the following secƟon 

provides readers (namely college/university leaders) with pracƟcal recommendaƟons that may 

be uƟlized to improve the process of strategic diversity planning and address other challenges 

that are presented above.  
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In the findings above, I argued that partnerships between all insƟtuƟonal agents of 

change are more important to work of strategic diversity planning and DEI-focused change. In 

those findings, I also presented evidence of the posiƟve benefits that emerge when all 

stakeholders parƟcipate in robust dialogues. When mulƟple insƟtuƟonal agents of change come 

together, leaders can collecƟvely idenƟfy an impetus for change—the first step of the strategic 

diversity planning process. These partnerships are essenƟal to planning processes because of 

how shared governance operates at University X. SomeƟmes, these partnerships allow for 

robust dialogue between all campus leaders. However, this does not mean that these robust 

dialogues are always happening.  

 As was explained by the study parƟcipants, there were mulƟple opportuniƟes for 

partnerships to become sour. Partnerships turn sour when there is a lack of connecƟon and 

dialogue between stakeholders.  Based on the findings of this study, certain members of the 

campus community (primarily students) are not always taken seriously. This was evident when 

assessing the significant criƟque of University X’s process for strategic diversity planning. The 

plan was iniƟated to address diversity, equity, and inclusion concerns—yet as the process played 

out, student voices were somewhat underrepresented in mulƟple planning spaces. As was 

explained by parƟcipants, students at University X occupy liƩle spaces grounded by values and 

perspecƟves that place hard limits on the role of students. Therefore, because of this failure to 

meaningfully recognize student agency and passion, students and recent alumni of University X 

explained that they are commonly ignored, alienated, or gaslit by insƟtuƟonal leaders with 

higher ranks. The findings of this study made it clear that students—parƟcularly first-year 

students—desire to parƟcular in change iniƟaƟves. However, this parƟcipaƟon is challenged by 
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a lack of meaningful dialogue that wholly and holisƟcally recognizes the value of the student 

perspecƟve. At University X, the strategic diversity planning process was organized around a 

system of shared governance that theoreƟcally includes students. However, there is not always 

a trusƟng relaƟonship between students and other agents of change on campus, as evidenced 

by poor partnerships between campus change agents. 

 Thus, to improve the process of strategic diversity planning and to address other 

challenges, I recommend that leaders at University X take affirmaƟve acƟon to change how the 

dialogue between campus stakeholders transpires on campus. AcƟons focusing on creaƟng 

stronger bonds and trust between stakeholders are warranted at University X. To achieve this 

outcome, insƟtuƟonal leaders should create mechanisms to have more up-front and honest 

conversaƟons with students about what is happening within the campus walls from mulƟple 

ends. As acƟve leaders and recipients of services, students are arguably enƟtled to informaƟon 

that helps them organize their acƟons and experiences.  Moreover, as these conversaƟons 

occur, higher-ranking insƟtuƟonal leaders should create more meaningful opportuniƟes for 

students to address their concerns and share feedback and suggesƟons. Despite manifestaƟons 

about student development, higher-ranking insƟtuƟonal leaders (e.g., staff, faculty, 

administrators) should be the ones that iniƟate these conversaƟons.  

Finally, to speak more pracƟcally, this acƟvaƟon of more robust dialogue between 

students and other agents of change can be achieved by implemenƟng things like mandatory or 

encouraged open office hours for staff and administrators—namely, those leaders who may be 

more removed from the day-to-day work of student development and educaƟon. Another 

affirmaƟve idea is the implementaƟon of more formal and informal dining opportuniƟes for 



 

180 

students and insƟtuƟonal leaders. Furthermore, iniƟaƟves such as campus-wide community 

meeƟngs, consistent dialogue days, or lisƟng tours may be effecƟve.  Although these leaders are 

likely to be recepƟve to meeƟng with students, they should create more structured avenues 

that are more widely adverƟsed. Because of hierarchical mechanisms, students may not always 

know that leaders are recepƟve to meeƟng with students.  Some students, parƟcularly those 

with mulƟple marginalized idenƟƟes, may not possess the sociocultural tools necessary to reach 

out to a high-ranking leader like a vice-president, a provost, or a ranking faculty member. Finally, 

to further symbol trust, leaders iniƟaƟng conversaƟons must interact with students in a way 

that respects student culture and development. Leaders should meet with students as invitees 

to student-led/oriented spaces like unions. This means that high-ranking leaders must be willing 

to interact with students outside of formal administraƟve hours. Leaders across the insƟtuƟon 

must be willing to engage and interact with students at hours past 5 pm.  

The following recommendaƟon speaks directly to the findings that outlined the impetus 

for change. To be more specific, these findings explained that there is an inconsistency between 

insƟtuƟonal values and the cultures that manifest at University X. Despite values that consider 

fully concepts such as diversity, equity, inclusion, student growth, and ethnic engagement, these 

concepts are not always present in pracƟces that manifest on campus.  AddiƟonally, these 

findings outlined ineffecƟve, inaccessible, and outdated programs, services, and models for 

pracƟce. Finally, findings related to this point explained the challenges of parƟcipaƟon that 

limited how leaders at lower-ranking levels parƟcipated in strategic diversity planning and 

processes of change more broadly. UnderwriƩen in these points is an argument that students 

should have the opportunity to become more engaged in the processes and systems of 



 

181 

management and leadership at University X. However, this idea comes with some criƟques 

about factors such as student interest in university governance and the resources that students 

have to parƟcipate in governance processes.  

Therefore, to address all of these concerns, there is a need to create more educaƟonal 

opportuniƟes that bring lower-ranking leaders of the insƟtuƟon meaningfully into the fold of 

management and governance. Although some discreet opportuniƟes for engagement exist, it is 

evident that these opportuniƟes are provided to a select group of student leaders, creaƟng yet 

another mechanism of privilege and oppression.  

 Thus, the second recommendaƟon is for campus leaders to create more educaƟonal 

opportuniƟes for students to learn more broadly about governance processes  at University X 

and other insƟtuƟons. The findings of this study suggest that students want to be a part of 

governance processes. However, they may not always have the knowledge base and resources 

to parƟcipate meaningfully. This characterisƟc of the insƟtuƟon should be addressed to create 

more robust opportuniƟes for student growth, acƟve engagement, diversity, equity, and 

inclusion. To connect students to the work of change on campus while simultaneously achieving 

the school’s academic mission, leaders should strongly consider developing academic courses, 

programs, iniƟaƟves, and resources that examine organizaƟonal change and governance at 

University X and beyond. As a result of these new programs, students gain valuable academic 

skills that they can then apply, if they choose, within the campus environment as acƟve, 

knowledgeable, and respected members of the campus community.  

 The final recommendaƟon for pracƟce is to create more robust opportuniƟes for 

students to show up within the shared governance system adequately. Despite percepƟons of 
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the role of students, there will be leaders who get involved incidentally or purposefully. This 

type of engagement is not something that should be discouraged or neglected. Instead, student 

parƟcipaƟon in governance processes and systems should be encouraged. FuncƟonal changes 

that achieve this include adopƟng insƟtuƟon-wide policies that clarify the student’s role in 

governance processes. These policies might also clarify broadly or specifically the process for 

student nominaƟon to specific commiƩees at all levels. Next, the outcomes of student 

engagement in governance can be achieved by creaƟng more spaces for students to get 

involved. To do this, staff, faculty, and administrators should carve out more seats reserved for 

students on insƟtuƟonal boards, commiƩees, task forces, and other working groups. A very 

ambiƟous aim would be to promote a student or recent graduate to the posiƟon of a full board 

member. However, given the limitaƟons and challenges that emerge with this idea, it would be 

similarly meaningful to appoint students to commiƩees where they have not been tradiƟonal, 

such as faculty hiring commiƩees. Finally, efforts to increase the power of the study voice are 

warranted. This might be achieved by establishing one centralized student government with 

more control over issues that affect students on campus.  

Implications for Future Research 

 AddiƟonally, essenƟal consideraƟons for future research emerged from this research 

study. First, future research should focus more on students' engagement in governance 

processes such as strategic diversity planning. Promising future studies might consider why 

students get involved in governance, the impact of student parƟcipaƟon in governance, or the 

specific influences students have to bring about change. More case-study-based research about 

specific student-led/grassroots movements of change is also warranted. Here, the  central 
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objecƟve of future research studies should pay parƟcular aƩenƟon to the unique ways that 

students show up as policy actors. This is an important topic for future research because 

scholars have made it clear that elements of parƟcipatory acƟon research should become more 

prevalent. Furthermore, given the widespread changes across the system, we know that 

students are the catalyst for a lot of socio-cultural/poliƟcal movements on college campuses. 

This point was one that Williams (2013) stated bluntly.  

 Next, based on the amount of Ɵme it took to establish a strategic diversity plan, 

quesƟons about the efficient use of insƟtuƟonal resources also came to mind. The 

straighƞorward quesƟon is, are there more efficient ways to complete this strategic diversity 

planning process? This could be the topic of promising research as well. Because insƟtuƟonal 

resources conƟnue to dry up, more efficient but promising strategic planning pracƟces are 

warranted. I am confident that many insƟtuƟons cannot Ɵe up the work of hundreds of people 

to engage in a subsidiary strategic plan. 

  Moreover, despite the length of Ɵme it took to complete the strategic diversity 

planning, it was not made clear in the data above what the purpose of the strategic diversity 

plan was. This speaks somewhat to the notes moved above. As is demonstrated by this data, the 

consideraƟon for the type of change was not present. This misses what has been argued to be a 

criƟcal component of the process for strategic diversity planning: implementaƟon and 

assessment. Thus, any future research should consider the assessment of strategic diversity 

plans. Leaders at all levels should know what the intended outcomes are and if leaders are 

meeƟng those outcomes. 
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Summary of the Discussion 

 With strategic diversity planning in a highly selecƟve liberal arts college in mind, this 

research study was conducted to answer the quesƟon: how did leaders at a highly selecƟve 

liberal arts college develop and implement a strategic diversity plan? Paying parƟcular aƩenƟon 

to this quesƟon, this chapter spoke primarily to the findings that characterized the process for 

developing a strategic diversity plan. In this chapter, I provided readers with an analysis and 

synthesis of the findings.  Next, I provided a brief statement of significance that summarized and 

briefly stated the overall significance of this study. Next, this secƟon emphasized the so what 

quesƟon that frames the importance of this research and these findings. Then, I discussed the 

limitaƟons related to this research study's design. The chapter closes with a conclusion about 

the study and relevant implicaƟons for pracƟce and research.   
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Appendix A: Qualitative Interview Protocol 

Strategic Diversity Plans at LACs, Interview Protocol – Administrators & Staff  
Last Revised: November 15, 2022 
 
 Note: Be advised that the questions listed below are only tentative. Final questions will vary; 
however, there will be no substantial dissent from the proposed plan. 
 
Note: Text in the green refers to the different components of the conceptual framework that is 
being used throughout the study. These phrases WILL NOT be read to participants.  
 

1. Please tell me more about who you are.  
 

a. When you think about social identities (e.g., gender, race, nationality, etc.), 
what identities are most important to you and why?  
 

b. How are you affiliated with the University of Richmond?  
 

c. What drew you to working at the University of Richmond?  
 

d. What are your job responsibilities at the University of Richmond? 
 

e. Are you a part of any committees or task forces at the University of Richmond?  
 

2. What does diversity mean at the University of Richmond? (Context for Change: 
Institutional Culture, Higher Education Institution, Social/Political/Economic Factors) 
 

3. What does equity mean at the University of Richmond? (Context for Change: 
Institutional Culture, Higher Education Institution, Social/Political/Economic Factors)  
 

4. What does inclusion mean at the University of Richmond? (Context for Change: 
Institutional Culture, Higher Education Institution, Social/Political/Economic Factors)  

 
5. What does it mean to thrive at the University of Richmond? (Context for Change: 

Institutional Culture, Higher Education Institution, Social/Political/Economic Factors)  
 

a. Please provide an example or two of the specific things people may do to 
establish a sense of thriving at the University of Richmond.  

 
When looking at the Making Excellence Inclusive Report, there are three broad goals. Goal 1 
speaks about representation: recruiting talented and diverse students, faculty, and staff. Goal 2 
is focused on belonging: cultivating an inclusive living, learning, and work environment. Finally, 
Goal 3 references capability: becoming a skilled intercultural community. With these goals in 
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mind:  
 

6. To what extent is the University of Richmond's DEI goals clear and achievable? (Type 
of Change: Scope/Levels of Change/Focus; Context for Change: Institutional Culture, 
Higher Education Institution) 
 

a. How salient are the University of Richmond's DEI goals across different groups? 
((Type of Change: Scope/Levels of Change/Focus; Context for Change: 
Institutional Culture, Higher Education Institution) 
 

b. To what extent do university departments work together to achieve the 
University's DEI goals? (Type of Change: Levels of Change; Context for Change: 
Institutional Culture, Higher Education Institution)  

 
7. What specific burdens or challenges have you experienced as a staff 

member/administrator at the University of Richmond? (Type of Change: 
Forces/Sources of Change; Context for Change: Social/Political and Economic Factors, 
Higher Education Institution, Institutional Culture)  
 

a. If you believe any discrimination exists, what does discrimination look like at 
the University of Richmond? (Type of Change: Forces/Sources of Change; 
Context for Change: Social/Political and Economic Factors, Higher Education 
Institution, Institutional Culture)  

 
8. What specific burdens or challenges have students experienced at the University of 

Richmond? (Type of Change: Forces/Sources of Change; Context for Change: 
Social/Political and Economic Factors, Higher Education Institution, Institutional Culture)  
 

9. How are decisions made at the University of Richmond? (Type of Change; Context for 
Change) 
 

a. Who at the University of Richmond has the authority to make campus-wide 
changes? (Types of Change: Forces and Sources of Change; Context for Change: 
Higher Ed/Institutional Culture; Agency/Leadership) 
 

b. To what extent are you involved in changing something about the University of 
Richmond? (Types of Change: Forces and Sources of Change; Context for 
Change: Higher Ed/Institutional Culture; Agency/Leadership) 
 

c. To what extent are you engaged in committee work at the University of 
Richmond? (Context for Change: Higher Ed/Institutional Culture; 
Agency/Leadership) 
 

a. IF INVOLVED IN COMMITTEE WORK, ASK THESE QUESTIONS:  
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1. How were you invited to participate in campus governance 
processes? (Context for Change: Higher Education Institution, 
Institutional Culture; Agency/Leadership) 
 

2. Why were you interested in being involved in campus processes 
of governance/change? (Context for Change: Higher Education 
Institution, Institutional Culture; Agency/Leadership) 
 

3. What role did you play on the committee, and why? (Context for 
Change: Higher Education Institution, Institutional Culture; 
Agency/Leadership)  
 

4. How similar or different was your role compared to other 
committee/task force members? (Context for Change: Higher 
Education Institution, Institutional Culture; Agency/Leadership) 
 

5. How would you assess the University of Richmond governance 
system? What works well? What does not work well? (Context 
for Change: Higher Education Institution, Institutional Culture; 
Agency/Leadership) 
  

d. To what extent are students and alums engaged in committee work at the 
University of Richmond? (Context for Change: Higher Education Institution, 
Institutional Culture; Agency/Leadership) 
 

10. Please describe what you know about the University of Richmond's Making Excellence 
Inclusive Report/Strategic Plan. (Type of Change; Context for Change) 
 

a. What were leaders at the University of Richmond attempting to do by 
developing and implementing the Making Excellence Inclusive Report/Strategic 
Plan? (Type of Change: Scope/Focus/Levels; Context for Change: 
Social/Political/Economic Factors, Institutional Culture)  
 

b. What leadership/change strategies were used to develop and implement the 
University of Richmond's Making Excellence Inclusive Report? (Type of Change: 
Content of Change; Context for Change: Higher Education Institution; 
Agency/Leadership) 
 

c. Which university group(s) was the Making Excellence Inclusive Report 
developed for and why? (Type of Change: Level of Change; Context for Change: 
Social/Political/Economic Factors, Institutional Culture)  
 

d. What were the intended outcomes of the University of Richmond's Making 
Excellence Inclusive Report? (Type of Change: Scope/Focus/Levels )  
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11. The Making Excellence Inclusive Plan states that the three goals of the University are 

to increase representation, increase belonging, and develop a more intercultural 
community. To what extent have institutional leaders accomplished these goals? 
(Type of Change: Scope/Levels/Focus)  
 

a. IF NOT ACCOMPLISHED: 
 

a. What should leaders at the University do to achieve the goal listed in 
the Making Excellence Inclusive Report?  
 (Type of Change)  
 

12. In the Making Excellence Inclusive Report, the authors allude to the fact that the 
University's culture does not match its values. What cultural attitudes and behaviors 
are present at the University of Richmond that might explain this point? (Type of 
Change: Forces/Sources of Change; Context for Change: Social/Political/Economic 
Factors; Institutional Culture)  
 

13. To what extent does the University of Richmond's history influence the development 
and implementation of the Making Excellence Inclusive Report/Strategic Plan? 
(Context for Change: Forces/Sources of Change, Institutional Culture)  

a. How might the University's history of exclusion impact the development and 
implementation of the making excellence inclusive report? (Context for 
Change: Forces/Sources of Change, Institutional Culture) 
 

b. How might the University's connection to slavery (and other forms of white 
supremacy) impact the development and implementation of the making 
excellence inclusive report? (Context for Change: Forces/Sources of Change, 
Institutional Culture) 
 

14. One social factor influencing change is how members of the university community 
interpret the value of DEI work. With this and other examples in mind, what were the 
most significant social factors considered when developing the Making Excellence 
Inclusive Strategic Plan? (Type of Change: Forces/Sources of Change; Context for 
Change: External Stakeholders, Social/Political/Economic Factors) 
 

15. What were the most significant economic factors considered when the Making 
Excellence Inclusive Report/Strategic Plan was developed?   (Type of Change: 
Forces/Sources of Change; Context for Change: External Stakeholders, 
Social/Political/Economic Factors)  
 

16. What were the most significant political factors considered when the Making 
Excellence Inclusive Report/Strategic Plan was developed? (Type of Change: 
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Forces/Sources of Change; Context for Change: External Stakeholders, 
Social/Political/Economic Factors)  
 

a. How are the shared values, priorities, and purposes listed in the strategic plans 
of the institution adopted? (Context for Change: Higher Ed Institution, 
Institutional Culture)  
 

b. If at all, how are conflicts about shared values, priorities, and purposes 
resolved? (Context for Change: Higher Ed Institution, Institutional Culture)  
 

c. To what extent do different groups (e.g., student organizations and university 
staff members) work together to achieve the University's DEI goals? (Context 
for Change: Higher Ed Institution; Institutional Culture; Agency/Leadership)  
 

i. IF COALITIONS EXIST, ASK THESE QUESTIONS:  
1. If at all, how do institutional leaders at the University of 

Richmond build mutual coalitions that prioritize the University's 
DEI goals? (Context for Change: Higher Ed Institution, Institutional 
Culture; Agency/Leadership) 
 

2. If at all, how do these groups (coalitions) engage the University's 
DEI goals? (Context for Change: Higher Ed Institution, Institutional 
Culture; Agency/Leadership) 
 

3. Are other groups working together to achieve the University's 
DEI goals? (Context for Change: Higher Ed Institution, Institutional 
Culture; Agency/Leadership)  

 
17. How do governance structures influence planning/change work at the University of 

Richmond? (Context for Change: Higher Ed Institution, Institutional Culture; 
Agency/Leadership) 
 

18. Is there anything else that you would like me to know? Would you like to elaborate on 
anything previously mention
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January 2020 – January 2021 

 Conducted research on summer melt, college yield, retention, and text-based nudging 
platforms.  

 Developed a digital nudging initiative to provide academic advising and college counseling 
to 500 students with marginalized identities.  

 Designed text and graphics-based messages for distribution to student participants.  
 Advised 25 undergraduate student ambassadors who led on-campus programming 

efforts for students with marginalized identities.  
 
Communications & Marketing Associate, University of Richmond (School of Arts & Sciences) 
May 2019 – January  2020 

 Designed, produced, and distributed marketing materials for critical programs across all 
A&S print and digital platforms (e.g., social media, print flyers, institutional websites, 
and digital flyers).  

 Wrote feature stories and other media releases highlighting outstanding students, 
faculty members, and university events.  

 Co-Authored and implemented a strategic/tactical social media plan to increase 
engagement and reach on all A&S platforms 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Non-Profit Management Associate, IT4Causes, Inc. 
January 2018-July 2021 

 Completed work in a rotational leadership program that resulted in competency in 
social media/digital marketing, business development, project management, and 
volunteer recruitment/management.  

 Consulted on external client projects involving social media marketing, fundraising, 
event planning, and volunteer appreciation.  

 Developed multiple company-wide fundraising initiatives to raise approximately $3,000.  
 Coordinated volunteer onboarding by conducting application and resume reviews and 

matching volunteers to projects.  
 Provided regular maintenance and updates to the company's internal CRM database to 

ensure accurate contact information was present and accessible.  
 Utilized Adobe Creative Cloud Suite to produce, edit, and publish digital/print 

advertisements, press releases, and digital content for social platforms. 
 
College Guidance Assistant, Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America (LEDA) 
May 2018 – August 2018 

 Supported student scholars with marginalized identities by holding regular office hours 
to help student scholars with college guidance assignments and research.  

 Maintained accurate and complete data collection practices by recording notes of 
individual meetings with student scholars into the company Salesforce database.  

 Created and updated college guidance resources, including researching and updating 
scholarship and flyout lists, updating college application deadlines, and collecting 
student scholar transcripts.  

 Moderated and supported college guidance panels and information sessions.  
 Facilitated community-wide discussions and activities that centered on college guidance 

and student development.  
 

TEACHING EXPERIENCE 
Facilitator, Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America 
June 2023 – August 2023 
 Note: As part of a long-term leadership development program, high-achieving high 
 school  students with marginalized identities are invited to take part in an intensive 
 academic program. The program is designed to introduce students to complex social 
 issues and leadership development. Thus, as part of this work, my primary 
 responsibilities were to lead  classroom discussions, host office hours to address 
 students' interests/concerns, and design extracurricular programs that facilitated 
 inclusion and belonging.  
 
 



 

 

Teaching Assistant/Instructor, Indiana University-Bloomington 
January 2022 – May 2022 

 (Spring 2022) EDUC-U450: Foundations of Residential Leadership 
Note: This was an 8-week, 2-credit course offered to students interested in becoming 
resident assistants. My primary responsibilities included direct instruction, preparation 
of course materials, grading, and addressing student concerns. I also evaluated students 
following institutional policies.  

 
Writing Tutor/Fellow, University Writing Center, University of Richmond 
December 2018 – May 2021 

 (Spring 2021) Living a Life of Consequence: Self-Discovery and Social Change 
 (Fall 2020) University Athletics Academic Support Center 
 (Spring 2020) University Writing Center  
 (Fall 2019) First Year Seminar: Race & Law 
 (Spring 2019) Women in Modern Literature 
  Note:  As a writing tutor, I provided direct writing tutorial services to a diverse 
 population of  high-achieving students at the University of Richmond. My primary 
 responsibilities were to hold 1:1 consultation with students, during which I 
 reviewed and provided meaningful  feedback on written assignments. Specific 
 attention was given to topical focus, writing clarity,  correct citations, effective 
 transitions, and tone/diction.  

 
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS & OTHER LEADERSHIP ACTIVITIES 
2023-  Member, American Educational Research Association 

2022-2023 Treasurer/Secretary, Indiana University School of Education Graduate Student  
  Association 

2022-   Member, Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) 

2021  Ambassador (Winter 2022 Cohort), American College Personnel Association 
(ACPA 

2021-  Member, American College Personnel Association (ACPA) 

2021-  Journal Co-Editor, Indiana University Student Personnel Association  

2021-2022 Graduate Student Reviewer, Student Awards Committee, Society for Personality 
and Social Psychology (SPSP) 

2021-  Member, Society for Personality and Social Psychology 

2020  Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America (LEDA), Policy Fellow 

2020- 2022 Member, National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) 



 

 

2019-2021  Senator, Richmond College Student Government Association, University of  
  Richmond 

2019-2020 Executive Director, FORUM Magazine, University of Richmond 

2018-2019  Trip Leader, Students Engaging and Enacting a Dialogue on Service (SEEDS),  
  University of Richmond 

2018-2019 Tour Guide/Intern, University of Richmond, Office of Undergraduate Admission 

2018-2020  (Head) Resident Assistant, University of Richmond, Office of Residence Life 

2017-2019  Althletics Operations Assistant, University of Richmond, University Athletics 

2017-2018 Greeter/Office Floater, University of Richmond, Office of Undergraduate   
  Admission 

2017-2018  Vice-President for Communications, University of Richmond Living Learning  
  Community Council 

AWARDS & HONORS 
2023   Presidential Graduate Fellowship Awardee, University of Georgia 
 
2021  Rackham Merit Fellowship Nominee, University of Michigan-Ann Arbor 

 
2021   William J. Fulbright Award Semifinalist 

 
2020  Harry S. Truman National Scholarship Finalist 
 
2020  Pinchbeck Prize, University of Richmond 

 
2019  University Innovation Fellow, Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford  
  University 
 
2017  Corella & Bertram F. Bonner Foundation Scholar, University of Richmond 

 
2017  Jimmy Rane Foundation Scholarship Recipient, Jimmy Rane Foundation 

 
2016 Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America Scholar, Leadership Enterprise for a 

Diverse America 
  



 

 

SERVICE TO THE INSTITUTION & THE PROFESSION 
2023 Service-Learning Spring Break Trip Co-Facilitator, Residential Programs & 

Services (Living Well LLC), Indiana University-Bloomington.  

2022  Institutional Transformation Assessment (ITA) Focus Group Participant, 
Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America 

2022  Spring Residence Manager Hiring Committee Member, Residential Programs & 
Services/Residence Life, Indiana University-Bloomington 

2021  Advisor, McNutt Student Government Association, Indiana University-  
  Bloomington 

2021 Advisor, Residential Programs and Services Student Conduct Board, Indiana 
University Bloomington  

2021 Student Member Ex-Officio, Strategic Planning and Priorities Committee, School 
of Arts and Sciences, University of Richmond 

2021 Student Advisor, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Committee, Jepson School of 
Leadership Studies, University of Richmond 

2020 Student Member Ex-Officio, Creativity, Innovation, and Entrepreneurship 
Committee, Office of the Provost, University of Richmond 

2018  Peer Advisor, Peer Advisors and Mentors (PAM) Program at the University of  
  Richmond 
 

 


