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TURNAROUND MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES: THE ADAPTIVE MODEL
AND' THE CONSTRUCTIVE MODEL

Among the memorable sayingé of poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the most
frequently quoted is his observation that éveryone is borm either a
Platonist or an Ar%sto;elian. What Coleridge meant by this remark is that
there is a clear, dichotomy between those who believe that concepts
influence events and those who believe that only events influence events;
between those who envision individuals as constructing their own worlds
and those who sce them as primarily adapting to their environments.

While the foregoing is a simplification of two complex—;hilosoph{cal
systems, the dichotomy that distinguishes them is a useful device for
analyzing divergent views in disciplines other than philosophy. Higher
education managemen: is\one.such discipline. ’ ’

In the expansive period of the sixties and early seventies, a
Platonist or conceptually oriented viewed preQailed. Colleges and
universiti%s, it was felt, could define tyemselvas, could subordinate °
budgetiné, programmatic, and enrollment policies to their mission and
goals. But now the prescripfive literature seems to say that an

-

Aristotelian approach is needed to survive in the less abundant period of

the late seventies and eighties. Colleges and ;niverlitiel st devote
their energies to scanning the.environment; seizing the oppérfunitiel it
offers, and in general adjusting their elsentiai characters to these
opportunities. Public dem;nd rather than private viliop, extrinsié rather
than intrinsic fnctofl; and apqye all, flexiﬁility have become the
wvatchwords of management ltratggiltl;

" But are such strategies actually lucceediﬂg in practicé? In an

effort to answer this question, I studied the behaviors and subsequent

-




situations of two'sets of colleges that experienced severe financial

difficulties in the mid~1970s. One set made a dramatic recovery; the
otoer set did not. In attempting to account for the divergence 'in
success, 1 compared them in many respects, but found only one respect in
which the two groups consistently differed. While both groups took
advantage of envirommental opportunities, the "Aristotelian" group was
guided only by such opoorﬁunities. The “Platonist” group, on ;Le othefi
hand, filtered its decisions through a conceptual lens based on a sense of
the legitimacy of the idea of rﬁe college. A Since these two approaches
manifested themselves in various waye, I was led to"&efine models of each,
which I have labeled the adaptive and constructive models. These models
will be explained and analyzed in later sections of this paper.

ﬁeéause my exploratory study was oesed on intense investigation of
only fourteen colleges,’ihe resulos must be considered indicative ratheﬁw
than conclusive. Given this cavear, it is nonetheless clear from the
results that while the widely used adaptive model was helpful, following
it alone may be danerous. The adaptive model produced the best results
when tempered by and interactive with the constructive'model.

In order to illustrate how the models manlfest themselves, 1 will

first descrxbe briefly the recovery stretegles of three collegel included

" in the study. I will then prelenf a litereture review, delcribetnethodl

and results of research, and discuss the significance of the findings.

Fe

THREE ILLUSTRATIVE CASES
. ~ N

-

For convenience, tﬁe three schools selected for lpeciel emphasis are’
called "More College," J'Less College," and )'Rising College." All three

wvere Clllllfled by Cernegle as liberal arts colleges in the lld-1970l, but

Rising College was reclassified as a co-prehenllve ccllege by 1980. Hore;
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College is selected because it typifies the success that can result from

subordinating the adaptive to the gpnstructive model of strategy. It will

. ‘, ' l‘b
first be compared with Less, which typifies the adaptive model and the

perils ot following ‘that model exclusively.. Then a description of Rising
College will sﬁqw how a college still struggling tg recover from the
mid-1970s has used both ﬁodels to aid in the struggle,

'Both More and Less were founded about a century égo, both had about
800 students in 1982, and both have drawn students primarily from their
locale and region. Although they are both in che same section of the
country, they are not in direct competition with;bne another. Less
College is currently declining—fit had grown to 1550 students in the

mid-1960s, but contracted agaiﬁﬂstarting in 1972. More's current

Q

enrollment, in contrast, is the highest im its history, but growth is
partlyaattributable to relaxed admissions standards for the past ten
years.

Like Less, More began to decline im 1972, reaching a crisis state in
1975. But in that year a new president arrived who turned the college's

<

fortuneé around by concentrating on improv;ug the way it was perceived
both from wi;hiﬁ and without. This turna.ound pfésident';\;irst m;jor act
w;s to purchase, an adjacent campus from a school that had failed, despige
widespread ruﬁofs that More'q financial and enrollment situation was so
desperate that its own closure was imminent. This purchasé, backed by a
wealthy alumna, signaled to all éonltitugnts that Mofe Cdllege had no
intenﬁion of going out of business.

The new ﬁresident next encouraged sign;ficant c@aggel among the

A :

trustees in their perception of their importnnbe to the college. The net -

result wvas (1) more involvement with the college by trustees, (2) more




commitment to and capacity for fundraising among the trustees, end (3) a

stronger relationship between the nresident and the trustees than had
existed earlier. Seve.al of the new trustees were top executives in major
national and international firms who provided both credibility and access
to sources. of funding. The president used effective language to convey
her prlmary goal for the college, and she was able to ingpire eommltment
to that goal among trustees and faculty. In her emphasls éh language and
social 1nteract10n, as will -be later explained, she was acting in
accordance with the constructive model of strategy.

More Gollege‘also made two changes consistent with the adaptive model
of strategy, but they were subordinated'to the conceptual plan of the
president. First, More established an adult degree program, despite its
residential, traditional-age clientele. But the program remains
administratively separate from the 'real” More College, and its
enrollments are relatively emall. Also, the program was teilored so -that
it would be highly compatible with the liberal arts mission of the college
and with the president's goals for the college. Second, More created a
business administration ma jor, dESPite its liberal arts mission. ,However,
the program's development was overseen bg;current faculty, its department

head had a strong background in phllosophy, and 1its currlculum included

heavy liberal arts requlrements.

. *
N

The turnaround president at More did everything but hang out a sign
saying “Under New ‘Management" vhen she arr1ved. She 1n.1|ted on 1ett1ng
bids for ma jor purchases, which displeased leveral local bu:inessel. She
released nearly all of the top~edmini|trntori, many of whom nad been
inexperienced in and untrained for their functions, and she hired

~

professionals in each area. She raised the standards for student

A
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behavior, but she also improved dorm life and recreational opportunities

.

for students. oo : )

A1l of these changes, taken together, increased participants™
confidence in the college without essentially chlm‘ging the character of
the college. Further, the change in perception, though intangible, has
been accompanied by a dramatic change at the material level. The value of
endowment has quadrupled in thellast seven yeare, Rest-operating deficite

have been funded, and enrollment is et'an all-timé high. As subsequent

analysis will show, More's spectacular success is attributable to a

well-conceived rendering of the,constructiﬁe model of strategy, coupled

% -2

with some judicious adaptlve-strategy changes.

h4
<

Less College, on the othee‘hénd, attempted to combat its enrollment

N
decline and serious.financial problems exclusxvely,through an adaptive

strategy. The attention of administrators was focused chiefly on creating -

—

and promoting attractive academic programs. This move was encouraged by

the report of a consultant in 1974, recommending that Less establish
. N ¢ AN 3
. . 4 . . < N .
career—oriented programs to offset decline in teacher education and in
‘ ta . : ?
liberal arts. : ol ' g

< B . -

Led by an academlc dean who was called & "product development th,

Less established 25 new programs 1n ‘seven yeara-7ﬂbme of them qulte

v

distinctive and most of then hlgh in “apparent potential to nttract o

L

students. Program development val lupported extenslvely by governnent and

<~ ¥ 4

foundation grants, and- development costs vere kept as 1oq as .possible, In
d l“ v

many cases, new programs involved iny gxnd: changes ig‘eurrLcular

structure or course content and labeling. Many of the faculty members

taught courses cutside their disciplines' in order to help start new

4




progreme., One respondent remarked: 'If we thcugﬁt it would bring us 3000
students, we'd have 3000 programs.” ]

Further evidence of an adaptive strategy involyed expansion of the
branch campus Leséﬁhad’founded twenty years earlier in a nearby toﬁn and
establishment of off-campus course offerings in two other cities 50 miles
away. The branch-campus was used largeiy for vccaticonal training, much of
it in connection with Less's role’as a sub-sponsor for the COmprehensiVé
émployﬁent and Training Act (CETA).

Programs proliferated so rapidly that, as will be shown, Less College
was almost a caricature of the adaptive model of strategy. But though the
college followed the adaptive modei iﬁ panderipg to the tastes “of iﬁs
clientele, administrators did not take measures nesessary‘to improve
efficiency, as the model requires. F@rQExample, some of the new programs
were very expensive to operate; concern for admissions preempted efforts
to improve retention; deferred-maintenance was 8o serious that‘the campus
was not a pleasant pléce to be; and the trustees were generall& either
indifferent to the college or acted counterproductively to its interests.
.Thus, despite the energy and funds poured into new programs, Less's
enrollment has declined to about h§if_its 1976 level, and its current
financial status is perilous. |
In contrast with Less's experience, however, that of Rising 0011é§é

suggests that folloying the adaptive model of strategy need not be.

'disadvan;ageous and may even be fruitfﬁivif the constructive model is also

used. Rising, while better off than Less, is not in as good circumstances
as More. In the early 1970s, Rising went on a spending spree, purchasing
properties unjustified by its enrollment potential and incurring an - -

+ .

exceptioﬁnlly lgrge cipital debt. It 1116 affiliated with such

-1
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high-quality (but also high—cogt) groups as the local ballet and symphony,
increasing itsvcultural profile but jeopardizing its long-range

A

educaticnal commitments. _TJ
Such excesses led to a financigi\hrisis, made public in 1973, that

undermined the confidence of stgdénts, faculty, alumni, and the community.

S

"Rising gtill has past deficits that have not been funded, its endowment is

small aidd has remained constant, enrollments have stabilized but not
s e '

rebounded, and the college shows such signs of continuing strain-as

~ proportionally low investment in the I{Brary. Nevertheless, Rising has'

achieved improvements in the quality of student life, faculty morale,

relatioﬁs with leaders in its city, and relations with alumni. It has
demonstrated to these previously skeptical audiences fhat it has an ]
important role to play in the city. Revenues from gifts and graﬁts are
steadily increasing. In short, the progn;sis is good for Rising if it is
eble teo sustéin'its.efforts l6ng enocugh to overcome the burdens of past
mistakes.,

When the existence of a crisis was recognized the firkt reaction of
the new administration was efficiency-oriented. Costs were cut, creditors
placated, and legal disputes settled. Concurrently, hoyevet, the mission’
of the collegé w;s redefined; as a result, the adaptive model of strategy
was tempered by the constructive modei. Rising dollege had only recently

N .
become‘a four-xear liber91 arts college, having prgviouslj served as a
two-year college aﬁd b;sinels training school. Mission redefinition took

the form of examining the college's opportunities for serving its

<

- clientele~—particularly individuals who lived and worked in the city

center where Rising is located and individuals who wanted academic
programs that were related to internship and employment opportunities in
]

7 L,,v//a
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the city. Academic priorities were established, and programs were v

supported or disbanded as those priorities and cost consi?erations
directed. So many changes occurred in the types of programs offered that
the college was reclassified from liberal arts to comprehensive. Yet the
number of programs offered did not increase dramatically as had been true
at Less College, because Ris{;g College Changéd by substitution and
modification, not just by addition. The intention of administrator; was
that 511 new programs enhance the ways in which Rising College was -
' zlatinctive as compared with QEher area cdl%sges. These and relateh mov
clearly fqllow the adapfive model of strategy, but théz’were prompted byi:>
conceptual framework, ags tﬂe constructive model requires.

Most of Rising's constructive~model efforts have evolved from and
continue to depend on the individual who has been president since 1973.
The president was a highly regarded member of the philosophy faculty, but
he had virtually mo prior administrative experience.- This defect would
have rendered him ineligible in the view of a search committee whose
members did not know him well. But as the last nine years have shown, his
ability to communiciig)the abstractions of Rising's purpose in ways that
elicit underst ng' and enthusiasm has proved to be an ;sset sufficﬁéntly

valuable to offset the lack of experiencé. He is‘called a conceétudrrf
thinker by th;se he works witp, and thfﬁ trait js,eVident in the y#ys he
sets, explains, and adheres to priorities. He has been able to ;stablish
among all ;hebmajor constituents at Rising a framework of un&erltanding
that guides decisions 80 that they tend to be congistént'and thorough.

Thué, adaptive and constructive strategies-become synergistic. Rising has

not yet risen to More, but the thesis tentatively presented in this paper

11
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is that colleges ’'in Bising'slpoaitibn will do well because their strategy

integrates adaptive ?nd constructive models.
; ,
Having presented an overview of adaptive and constructive models in
action, this paper will now examine the theories behind these models as

they have been developed in organizational behavior literature.

»
Ve

RESOURCE DEPENDENCE AND SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM: LITERATURE REVIEW

.

Aristotelian and Platonic views of human behavior, used to introduce
the adaptive and comstructive models of strategy, may alsc be used to
~illuminate the theorie¢s of organizational behavior on which the models are '

based: resource dependence and social constructionism. Respurce
.

dependence theory maintaims that eveats within the organization are caused

by events ocutside it because of ite dependence on the providers-of
7

o

critical resources. Social constructionist theory, on the other hand,
maintains that the perceptions of its members essentially comstruct the

organization and determine' the events within it.

= N

According to resource dependence theory, which receives comprehensive

treatment in Pfeffer and Salancik (1978), much of organizational behaviér

is expliinable by the fact that ‘the organization is dependent upon certain
- . I} ” N

elements of its enviromment for critigal resources. For colleges,

%,

critical resources typically come from students, parents, government,

foundatibns, and donors., The demands of those environmental sectors

s

influence the behavior of the organization.

~

Although resource dependence is just one of many views on the

~

.relationship between an organization and its enviromment, it is a vie ‘

.

that fits v211'vith a strong tradition in the literature. ¥or example, >,

exchange theory posits the importance of the organization's interchange

~ . &
L R
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with the enviromment (Blau..1964; Emerson, 1962). Organizational

equilibrium, or ‘inducements-contributions theory, proposes a specific set
- of motives to participate in the exchange (Ba;nard, 1958; Simon, 1947;

March and Simon; 1958); The contribution of reseurce dependence is to

suggest that organizational attention and response rate are higb with

.regard to those segments of the environment upon which the organization is

most dependent for critical resources,

Among the primary alternaéivesqto resource ﬁepehdence theory in the
orgggizhtidnal behavior literature is social constructionism, which is
less rationalistic and focuéed7more—on organizational gestalt (Berger and

Buckmann, 1966). Rather than treating the organization and its ‘

fa) /‘/
- partlplpants as glvers -and receivers of stimuli and responses, the authors

in thls tradition treat the orgenlzatlon almost 83 a flgment of the

Q .3
3

v ‘participants’ imaginations. Ihe‘;ost important task of managers from this
perépective is tﬁe management of )meaning, not the management of outputs.
On one hand, resource dependen;e theory directs managers to examine
ihe'relativercriticality of reseurces in order to determine the relative

¢
‘priority (power) of participants in the organization. On the other hand, - r

-
.

- an afguﬁeng»ebout the power of language, advanced ih.the lociel

' ,constructlonlet tredlﬁion by Pondy (1977) dlrecte managers to examine the

.

- grocess by which perceptlone of relatlve crltlcnllty of rélourcel came to

iR} o

be -formed and shared ‘within the orgenlzetxon.. AlfPfeffer lummerxzelvthe -
s ) . A A - ) - ¥ . A \ . . R
contraeté

.~

’

‘Rathier: than looking to material cond;t;onl for the
understanding of beqevlor, this perspective looks to
the patterns of social 1ntegec;1bn ‘through which
definitions of “the situation become defined (1982: 220,
,emphelll eddedé J

T ~. .
A . . <

3
e v e

' The contrast between E?e}twg;poigfi\of iew is apparent in the test

.
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that each might appiy to determine the viabilit} of an oréanization. In

\ - - " i .
resource dependence theory, effectiveness ''derives from the management of

demands, . particularly the demands of interest groups nnon which tgg

organizations depend for resources and gupport! (Pfeffer and Salancik,

1878:2). Survival is a function of the organization's ability to acquire

and maintain resources, vhich in turn depends upon yielding to or mauaging

the demands for outputs. frnm part1c1pants. For ethmplen Less gfﬁlege,
concerved survival in terms of its success in meeting stﬁant demands for

coﬁrsel._ Social construct1on;sts are more likely to adopt the view that

survival depends upon acﬁleving social. legitimacy or credibility, which inm

turn is a function nf the extent to which the organization means what
participants want it to mean, Thi; focus turns attention away from what
the 6r§anization does toward whaﬁ,it zepresents., Thus, attention at More
College was focused less on nemann for courses and more on the college's
image in the eyes of 'its constituents.

Because resource dependence theory is implicit in naarly every extant
treatment of strategic planning and strategic management)(Jemisoﬁ, 1981),
most existing ltatemantl on\strategy promulgate thevadaptive model. Few
writingl‘in‘the ltfategy litaratnre use a §ocial constructionist )
peflpactive and present a const;uctive model of strategy. Of those fgv'A

~

> . . s )
discussions, the most complete is by Pettigrew (1977). He states that (1)

' strategy formulation is a political process, (2) politics is the

[

nanagenent of meaning, and (3) strategy deals with rthe“cfeation of

legitimficy for certain ideas, values, and demands--not just action

performed as a result of pfeviously acquired legitimacy,’ (1977:85). The

act1onl of the turnaround presxdent of More College illustrate the p01ntl

" made by Pett1grew. She was certainly involved in politics vhen she set

14
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out to establish a_busiﬁéss administration, program in a college populated

mainly by liberal arts faculty who feared for the future of "the

ingtitution and of their own jobs. But she demonstrated political
exﬁertise by retaining faéulty and imposing substantial libefal'arts
requirements. Her managem;nt of meaning was apparent both)i; the purchase
of ad&itional campus space and in her abiiity to engender responses by
trustees who had been unawakened by previous presidents. And finally, by

creating legitimacy for the new business administration program she also

v £

enhanced the perceived legitimacy of More College amnong prospective

.

students and donors by demonstrating the college's awareness of their

needs and interests.

In summary, the adaptive model of étrategy, based on resource
dependence,.involves mangging demands in order to satisfy
critical-resource providers. The constructive @odel of strategy, based on
social constructionism, involves managing meaning in order to ephance the

organization's legitimacy. Both models require the strategist to monitor

¢

the preferences of those who are involved or might become involved with

the organization. In the adaptive model, the strategist monitors their .
changing preferences for products or services from the org;nizaﬁion. In
. _ o

the constructive model, the strategist monitors their attitudes toward the

>

entire organization. The adaptive strategist stands ready to change.
products or services on the basis of demand, while the constructive
strgtegist makes such changes only if they are congruent Qith'nn

oggrarching.idea of what the organization means. The constructive
' stratégilt is -6rerlike1y to use language and other kinds of symbols to

convey a satisfying and readilyiunderltood-néllage about the organization

than to chadgeiproducts or services. Ome of the results of such
B .
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differgnces between strategists in the two modes is that the adaptive
strategist is likely to offer moré diverse products and services thhn ‘the
constructive strategitt, in an effort to appeal to more providers of
critical resources.

éiven these two models of strategy;‘the purpose of the regéarch
reportedihere was to determine the extent to.which recovery from financial

decline/in a set of colleges could be explained by either model.

RESEARCH METHOD

n

The purpose of many research projects is to test a theory against
. \ f

reality. The basic purpose of this project was not to test theory but to
look ifor regularitiés in the real world and deiermine whether the& could
be explained by existing theory or by statxng pr1nc1p1es that mxght
eventually lead to new theory. Therefore, i n-depth ohservatxon of real
cases was critical to the project. The number of cases included bhad to be
small enough to be practical yet large enough to provide the opportunity )
for cross-case patterns to arpear. Lijphart's (1971, 1975) suggestions
for structuring taai data so that cas;s become comparnble in thebretical
terms and Glaser and Strauss's (1967) suggeltxoni for developxng theory

N e
from empxrxcnl oblervatxonn wvere helpful in guldlng the relearch method.

i A
' 4

s se ected from samong a set of forty

A sample of fourteen collegel
\
‘. ' . \ 1
private liberal arts and comprehensive olIége7.that had at least 650

students in 1979 and experienced rapid decliniliﬁ total revenues from 197

through 1976; On average, . the revenues of th}le institutions decreased #yx

i

!
{
r

,‘
fourteen colleges chosen for study were divided equally between those tﬂht

20 percent, adjulted-for inflntion,'over.the three-year period. The.

" had made the greatest relative totallrevenqe4reéovery from 1976 through[




Survey (HEGIS), elpeclnlly ;ye annual financial and enrollment

each college from 1972 through the most recent available years~typically

1979 (the More Resilient Group) and those that had continued to decline

(the Less Resilient Group).

Twelve of the fourteen schools were in the northegst, central
Atlantic, and midwest sections of the country; two were in the far west.
Nine were churcu-relatif?\\Three of the fourteen were selective in their
admissions practices. eccording to Carnegie classification, twelve were

o

liberal arts and two were comprehensive in 1973; two colleges were
reclassified from liberal arts in 1973 to comprehensive in 1980. Three -
were urban, four were rural, and the remalnlng nine were in towns of 7 ¢

varying size. ) —- .

The primary source of data was interviews with six to fourteen

7

- individuals at each college who were chosen for their familiarity with

strategies used during the 1970s and for the expected diversity in their

points of view. A standard interview protocol for respondents dealt with

-

. the strategies used by the colleges to recover from decline, causes of

decline, significant coincidental events, -afid the current condition of the

college.

\

Data were also collected from published documents on the college and

its hiltory, unpublilhed internal memoranda, newspaper clippings, o _ TN

' eccred1tntxon lelf-ltudy reports, and other erchxval meterlell that were

available end re1evant. These documents vere ueed to luggelt specific

' questions for lnteTVLQVI and to verify the accuracy of facts and

S

impressions gained through the interviews.

~

The final source of data was the Higher Educatlon General Informntlon \\

1981.

14




Fol@oxfng data collection, the data were examined for theo;etical
implications. The result Qas the two models of strategy aad their
relntionshipﬁ to resource dependence.and‘social constructionism, outlined
~ above. Having developed those ideas, it was possible to check them
against the data from the cases. Although this method does not constitute
a test of the validity of the theories, it pf@vides the opportunity for a
relatively objective examination of the fit between the data and the
theorieﬁﬁinductively developed from the data.’

The sample was divided into two subsets——those that were in a better
position in 1982 than they had bé;n before their decline episode (the More.
Resilient group) and those that were not in a better positiog (the Less
Resillent group). Colleges were assigned to groups on the basisiof a
number of commonly used indicators of institutional viability, listed in

Table 1. To verify that the groups did not differ significancly in terms

of inberent advantages at the beginning of decline, sevéral data points

from 1973 were examined by group, also shown i’ Table l. In 1973, More

Resilient col%eges had the disadvantagés of being, on the average, s?aller
and moré heavily in debt, vithout a proportionate advahingé in larger.
éndoumeﬁts. -But on the other hand, they.had the advantages of being_more
ielgctive and less rural‘than the Less Resilient group. Thus, no

consistent bias favored the More Resilient grbup, luggélting that

management action accounts for their more favorable condition in 1982, .

’

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE L
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Table 1

MORE RESILIENT vs. LESS RESILIENT GROUPS
1973 and 193}-COMPARISONS

More - Less

.Resilient ° Resilient
1973: Were the two sets comparably positioned? .
Mean,nc. of full-time equivalent students @1215 ) 1569
(g ’ \ . ' '
i “f/k Mean-opérating deficit Per student L $4500 . $3800
2 No. of schools with selective admissions °. 3 0
No. of schools in rural locations N 1 ’ -3
No. of schools with church affiliations - 6 3
) . _ -
No. of schools with operating deficit over '$1M 4 ' 1
No. of‘fchools with endowment value ower $1M 3 4
1981: Did one set improve more than the other?
"~ Tuition dependence)(tuition: qStal educational
and general revénues) _ ' 647 75%
Non-tuition revenue (private gifts and grants © $744 $488
) per student) : e : .
. ‘ (proportional change in endawment market i 67% : 17%
S .value, 1976 to 1981) . C A
. oo
Total revenue (prop rtional change in total 88% 50%
revenues, 1976 to \1981) _ B
Enrollment (proportidnal change. in full—tﬁme 422 : 3%
equivaleut'student » 1976 to 1981) :
Financia1~bottom line (current fund balance. = 9% (5%)
current fund revenues) i '
Drawing on organizational slack (library 112 62
expenditure. instructional expenditure)
- ”p?..t
‘a
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Differences in resiliem%g between the two sets of colleges ere shown -
through the variety of factors listed at the end of Table 1. The More
Resilient schools we}e oh average less tuition dependent; they had greater
increases in enrollments, endowment market value, and total revenues; they
achieved a positive financial balance; end they maintained relative
funding for a major discretionary item, the library, better tpan did the
Less Regilient colleges. |

Having détermined that the ﬁwo groups of colleges were similarly
situated in 1973 but that their conditien by 1981 merited considering them
to be two distinct groups, the study next gxamined whether the behaviors
of the colleges im the 1973<8l interim could also be divided into.two
distinct groups. There seémed to be a correspondence between More
Resilient colleges aﬁd constructionist theory, and between Less Resilient
colleges and resource dependence theory. But tgz\fhsk remained to devise
two sets of measurable variables that would describe tggy;wo models of
strategys Variasbles chosen for the adaptive model rellated to
responsiveﬁess in academic prograﬁs, organizational flexibility,. diversity
of agédemic programé, and efficiency. Specific measures of these
vnriab1e§ wiil,be‘presented‘with the resulfs in Table 2. Variables chosen
for the constructive-model were fundraising and marketing,k
profelsionalizaﬁion of the manage;ent‘team, focus. for the academic
program, and 1mprov1ng and 1nvolv1ng the trustees. Since these categoriel
are not as obvious as those for the ndapthe model, a br1ef explanatxon is

/

needed, - " . e
Zwo

v

" The constructhe model emphasizes main factors: the'nanagement

/
.

of meaning and the enhancement of organ:.catmnal legxtmacy. ' The measures Y,

Ve

of the model therefore have to do with explctnxng the college effect1ve1y




" to the providers of its reséurces (students and domors) and with giving
them symbolic reasoms to bglieve that. their confidence in the college is
justified. Management of meaning is reflected in the initative taken by
"the'collége in the areas of fundraising and ma;keting: Did administrators
take the message of the college to its conétituents? As for legitimacy,
it isbsubdivided into three measures that enhance Ehe_belief that the
organization is competent to do what it puréorts to doi Two of these
measures of‘competence are tﬁe'prgfesﬁionalization cf the management team

1

and the focus of the academic progran—-is the college doing what it has

. brovén it can do well? Finally, in private céllgges thzﬁtruétees are a
critical source of symbolid'legitimacy. Strong trustees enhance
legitimacy‘becamse their pe;sonal reputations, combined with their visible
connection to the coliege9 allow the college to bask in'tﬁeir ref lected
glory. The gxeater'their importance and involvement, the more Ophers are
likely to believe that the college is worthwhile.

The specific measures for‘the two models came from two source$=—HEGIS
reports and on—campus ihteiviews. Meagures from HEGIS, such as the a
proportion of professional degrees granted as an indicator of program
divereity, require ﬁo furthe:\definitioﬂ. However, measures from the

éintervievs, such as efforts to.attract students as a measure of program
giésponsivgness; are Ie:: obvious. They vere constructed inductivelywpy
- adding together all of tre actions a ;oliege took that were related to the \

c&ncept being measured. The interview-based measures are explained in
R ' ’ ) ' |

deﬁail in the appendix.
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RESULIS OF THE STUDY

n

The measures for the adaptive model and the results of testing the
More Regilient and Less Resilient colleges are presented in Table 2. The
two groups did not score significantly differently on any of the measures

of the adaptive model; both groups were equally likely te use that model.

" TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

S8ince the study deals with so fev cases, lack of statistical
significance may be due to the small sample size. Therefore, it is

worthwhile to look at the differences between the scores of the two
la ’

groups, regardless of whether they are statistically significant. Doing
80 further documents the inability of the adaptive model to account for
resilience. ’If the adaptive model aided resilience, the More Resilient
colleges would score higher on each of the measures than the Léss
Resilient_collegeé. However, in the six measures having apparently large

differences in the mean scores of the two groups--proportion of
. ' K R \ . ’ \
professional degrees, 1973-1981 change in number of programs, efforts to

conserve operating funds, proportion of part-time students, efforts to:

~

attract students, and increased.recéptiveness to chggge-—only the last two

in tﬁis list show a direction-of difference beiveen the means that

-
s

supports the-adaptive model. ‘ - .

Comparison of More Resilient:and Less Resilient colleges on the

. , .
measures for the constructive model is presented in Table 3. Here

significant differences between the groﬁpl nﬁpeared: the More Resilient

colleges scored significantly higher on all four measures of the model.

18
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MORE RESILIENT vs. LESS RESILIENT GROUPS: ADAPTIVE MODEL

o

) , Mean for Mean for
. Program diyersigz, i More Resilient Less Resilient

. 1) .Number of academic prégrams o ' 14.4 . 16.3
2) Proportion of professional degrees : 43.0° 66.9
3) Number of ‘discipline areas offered 3.6 3.7

rd

Program responsiveness

4) Number of programs, change from 1973 to 1981

2.7
5) Efforts to attract students 3.9

Efficiency
6) Efforts to conserve operating funds

Flexibility

7) Proportion of part time studehts
8) T¥ixed expense: total expenditure
.9) Increased receptiveness to change

#

A t test for significant difference between means was'used on. interval and ratio
data. A Mann-Whitney test for significant differences in rank orders was used
for ordinal data. All ordinal variables are defined in the appendix.

*P(.OS . o . a
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TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

Looking at these results from the standpoint of the college actions
from wh}ch the .measures were constructed, one can see, for example, that
the More Resilient colleges had presidents whose ability to explain the
college was higﬁly rated, they had assertive admissions directors who
understood and appreciated the mission of the college, they<yere more
likely to make marginal rather th;n major changes in programs, and they

were more likely to start a capital fund campaign or organize an alumni

fundraising system than the Less Resilient colleges,

Another way to interpret the result is to refer again to More, Less,

and Rising colleges, More College, which was in the More Resilient group,

Bimproved\and involved the trustees, and it professionalized the management

team, Its incorporation of the business administration program, while an
apparent diversification of its academic .program and therefore an
adaptive-model move, was accpmpanied by real and symbolic efforts to tie
fhe new venture securely to the existing curriculum. Less College, in the
Less Resilient grouﬁ, took no constructive-model ltepl. Instead, it

dlveralfled its acgdem1c programs.to the point that it offered anything

/
for whlch some dipand mxght\\fxst. Less College lhowed,a great deal of

_ responsiveness to students and to government and foundation agenciéb as

resource providéra. Rising College, which is near the top of the Less .

Resilient group and likely to recover fpllyifrom its declihe,4ch§nged its

programs lignificantly, but with a specific focus--to capitalize on unique

aspects of its physical location.
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Table 3 .~ ‘
s vé N a

< LR

- . MORE RESILIENT vs. LESS RESILENT GROUPS: CONSTRUCTIVE MODEL

’

. Mean for-More Mean for Less

Regilient Resgilient U#
‘Management of Meaning v
. * ¢1) Fundraising and marketing 9.0 5.1 11.0%
p Legitimacy Improvement
2) Professionalization of the management team 2.1 1.0 7.0% -
3) Focus for the academic program 6.4 3.7 10.5%
4) Improving and involving trustees 5.6 2.9 7.5%

) ' o

#A Mann-Whitney test for significa t-differences-in rank orders was used for

these variables, all of which are ordinal. The variables are defined in the
appendix.

*p £ .05




(&)

S

- The strategic behavior of ;hése three colleges——More, Less, and

Rising-—ig illustrated im Table 4, along with that of the eleven other

-

colleges in the study. Im this table, the proportional distance from the
mean score-for all fourteen colleges is given (1) in asterisks if the
college scored above the mezm or {(2) im daéhes if the college scored below

the mean. ?he number of asterisks or dashes in each entry indigateé the
number of digits in the proportional distance. A college scoring 5% above
the mean on ome variable would have a * in the column, but a score of 15%

below the mean on another variable would be represented b§ 8 ==,

o

BN

TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE

Scanning the table. for asterisks provides a rough indication of the
amount of effort put forth by the colleges in each area, xreclative to the

other colleges in the study. The density of asterisks is heaviest in the

Y

More Resilient/constructive model quadrant and lightest in the Less
Resilient/cénstructive model quadrant, illustrating, as in Table 3, the
significant diffefences found in quantitative assessment of constructive

model scores. Tablz 4 and the cases of More, Less, and Risihg colleges

allow an examinstion of how the two models of strategy may interact.

«

The colleges labeled 2 and 3 on the table made virtually no adaptive

strategy changes:» Colleges 2 and 3 were the most selective and the most

4

firmly rooted liberal atrts colleﬁ!s in the study. Their reaffitmation,gf
their curricular mission gccoﬁnts for the low scores on the adaptive

model. It is possible that these colleges would nof/;:bﬁ,recovered as

-

L}
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Table 4 Mean ?eviations:on All Measures for Each of Fourteen Colleges N

ADAPTIVE MODEL VARIABLES CONSTRUCTIVE MODEL VARIABLES |
- Program Diversity Respoﬁsiveness Efficient Flexibility Man;gement of Meaning Legitimacy”l
College 1 . 2 3 4 5 6 | 7 8 .9 1 2 3 i
More Resilient . \ .
More College - - *k | *k *k ke - -_— *k ‘** *k ke B T
‘Egllege 2 — - - - - - - - * %% £ 1] %k *%
College 3 - - - - - - - %k % £ 1] *k *k e
College 4 - %k | *k — kk *k *k *k Kk ke %k *k k%
College 5 *k *k - Kk ok - kkk kk kk - k% *k *k
College 6 - k% L - - - sk *k - - - — -
College 7 . - *% - - - * - kkk - - - k& %k
e
Less Resilient
- Rising Collg. ** k% k% -— *x *k kkk - *k k% — *k kk
College 9 * ke _— - ek &k *% _— kk k% - *k -
Colleée 10 - *% *% - - —— - - - - - - -
- -College 11... . - . ok ** - —— ke _—— e == - - Lm = B
*College 12 Kk - "k ke - % — *k ok - - -— -
Coilegeulé Cem kK - - - * *hk *k -_—} - -— _— —
Léss College x k% k% *kk kk - - *k - -— -_— - -

Individnal variable names for the

-

.

* for each digit in the percent that the college scored above the mean of all: fourteen colleges
.= for each'digit in the percent that the college scored belox the mean of all fourteen colleges
odels are given in tables 2 and 3. T
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.*'-“Colieges~6 and 7 are more difficult to understand. - They were More - A ——

W

fast if they had not used the constructive strategy; but it is beyond the
o \
capacity of this study to determine that possibility. T

~.

The pattern of colleges 4 and 5°résemb1es that of Rising
College~~s8cores were ;ell above the mean, on many variables in both
strategy models. College 4 was galvanized from the self-satisfied
complacency of the 1960s by a financial crisis that created more publicity
and public involvement than any other in the etud;. Its trustees and new
leadership were vigorous and multi~faceted in responding to the problems,
and this activiﬁy shows in the séofes in table 4. On the other hand,
Qollege 5 never knew it had a crisis. 1Indeed, if the decline in total
revenues was difficult tobabsofb.and recover from, the only person who
knew it was the religious sister who was theqpresident for many years.

The style of the order of sisters, the heritage of the college, and the -
dedication of the facu at Callege 5 are all so vita% and pervasive that
the college might score high on‘st?ategic activity witﬁkor without any

kind of crisis. The college is always looking for new ways to serve,

within the context ‘'of its mission. -

Resilient, yet their scores in table 4 aré iow. What accounts for their
recovery? The only obvious major difference between College 6 and some of
the norelltable Less Resilieﬁt collegs, suchvas Riiing College, is the

state aid College 6 has received in increalingly large smounts during the
1970s. Only three of the fourteen colleges received-any state aid in
1980-81, ﬁnd'College»6 received three times as much as the other two. . ‘
Other factors may account for the resilience of 001iege 6, but state aid/_

certainly played an important role.




College 7 ia:unique in both its very close relationship to its.

sponsoring church and its mission to serve an underprivileged ethnic
subculture. Having strayed from that mission in the 1960s, it made a
major strategic move simply to reestablish prior admissions criteria and

standards for student behavior. The college administration also changed,

T

bringing in people in ﬁhom church representatives had greater confidence.
With a sﬁfficiengly large pool‘of potential students in the ethnic
subculture and the full support of the church, College 7 required no
further strategic moves. | -

Among the Less Resilient colleges, College 9 is quite similar to
Rising Collegé, both in its strategic behavior and its prognosis for the
fu;greL By contrast, Colleges 10 and 11 scored below th;\meai on nearly
every measure, except a few adaptive strategy variables. Both are liberal
arts colleges that for a long time have offered programs‘in vocdtionai and
» professional areas, and boéh are taking action to streamline their —
curricula and increase their attractivedess without making major changes.
Like Rising and College 9, Colleges 10 and 11 should do well in the long
run,—baseduonmtbe»nssessmenés,ofmthose Oon Campus, .. Ihe,redu}ti of this

\ ]
study suggest that their recovery might be enhanced ifAthey/develop an
\
' ' : I .
effective constructive strategy. ‘ ) )

/ i ,
The three colleges that remain in the most serious tr¢ub1e are ’/ v
Colleges 12 and 13 and Less College. All scored welllbelq the mean on ﬁf ,
meilurgl'of constructive strategy, but all have been rela ively active in 7" ;

L3

adaptive ltritegy. The problems at éollege 12 multiplied throughbut the ,/. v

~

1970s as faculty and administrators continued to hope that an increased /
number of progrlhl would attract 'students. Although rep eiling the

evizzzbh of trouble is a typical interim reaction to decline, Colyege 12

%)

!
|
|
|
!
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repressed far-longer than the other colleges in the study. Furthermore,

College 12 officials pursued for 15 years an adaptive strategy that was

inimical to retaining & sense of shared social consciousness and intimacy

L4

- that were integrai to its historic mission. The officials attempted to

make the adaptive strategy and historic miss;on compatible, but without
success. Finally, in 1981, the accreditation status of the college was
threatened, the college terminated all but its most central and
long-standing programs, and a new admiﬁistration began work.

College 13 merged administratively with another institution shortly

before this research began, but retains itg name and status as a separate

S

college. Collége 13 officials had tried to cope with shortages of
students during the 1970s by oéfering courses in many towns and cities
within 80 miles of campus and by concentrating its on-campus resources and
marketing in a single highly distinctive program. These adaptive
strategies probably failed because (1) College 13 did ﬁot have a
sufficiently strong academic reputation to sustain such a massive
off-campus effort and (2; the one highly distinctive program on campus was

very expensive both for students and for the college, and demand for its

graduatés was declinihg.
DISCUSSION

The central thesis developed throughout'thil paper has begn'that the
constructive model of strategy, dgriyeﬂ from a social constructionist view
of organizafi;ﬁs,/existl an& plays a significant ro%gkinrdete}miningn
whether a Eollege rebounds quickly f£ro: f£insncial dec?ineg Futthermore;
an adaptive model of strategy, based on resource dependence;lleémq to be

an important aid to recovery. Although the thesis has not been proven in
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this exploratory study, it has been supported both by qualitative case

analysis and quantitative tests. What does this result tell
‘_administratore that they may not have known before?

First, it argues for a change in emphasis regarding the use of the
mcdels. Reading current prescriptive literature for administrators leaves
the imbres%ion that administrators should use an adaptive model of
strategy without forgetting their institutional mission and ideniiiy.

When a proposal for a new high-demand program is presented, the burden of o
proof seems to be on the administrator to show that the program rumns
counter to the mission or ié otherwise infeasible. Howéver, if the thesis
of this paper is correct, the emphasis of the prescription should be
reversed. Administrators should use a constructive model of strategy
without forgetting the demands of their constituents. When a proposal for
a new high-demand program is presented, the burden of proof should be on
the proposer to show that the program expresses the institution's
constructive strategy.

Second? the thesis suggests the need for institutional

>

self-definition. Without a clear understanding of the basis bf!its

integrity, a college may well make wrong decisious. Altﬂdugh the

importance of institutional priorities may seem self-evident, two problems

_often arise. One problem is failure to recognize, articulate, and act-on

_priorities; the other is allowing lurviv:i to become the sole .riority

-

~ when the institution is seriously threatdhed. At the More Repilient

colleges in ﬁhil study, faculty and admiﬁ%btrators understood the basic

. y

) 1] t

premizes of the integrity of qhgir institution and made deciliohl

1 «

accordiﬂgly. Not only did they not allow survival to become the sole.




priority,‘they did not pefmit their fear of going out of businegs to

compromise fundamental institutional premises.

- The third point that can be derived from the thesis,has to do with
the role of the president. As president, an jindividual néeds.to base
decisions and actions at least as heavily on symbolic values as on
substantive ones. Many administrators have oﬁserved that jusﬁ one smali
issue.or one minor ma;agerial slip~up can cause disproportionately large
probiems. Ampli?ication of the problem is often due to its symbolic
content. A president learns this lesson when he or she makes a decision
believing that it represents the will of the-faculty but forgetting to
wait for the final report of the faculty ad hoc committee on the subject.
The point is ;ot a new one, but it takes on added significance in the
context of strategic management. By comsciously dealing with both the
substantive and symbolic content of an issue administrators may bg able to
achieve synergies and reduce dissbnance within the organization. The
regult is increased understanding among all participants about the goals
and priorities, of tre organization and about the level of the leaders'
determination to achieve stated goals and priorities, which‘improves the
quality of deciéions and allows all efforts to be aimed in ;he';ame
direction. ‘ ;

Fourth, the thesis suggests that the number of v#riiblel an
organization might uahipulate in creaéing itq strategy is almost
limltless; By‘cb;trast, some authora on strategic planning have defined
lists of afeas within which strategf il formed. Shirley (1982), for
”"eleplg, has luggeéted seven afeas in which ltrqtegic decisions

occur-ébnlic mission, geographic service area, product mix, cultcmef mix,

goals and objectives, comﬁetitive advantage, nn& outside relntionlﬁfil.

25 N
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Finding a place in this typology for More College's purchase of the

aéjacent c&gﬂus is difficult, although the act%pn constituted an importsnt

strategic move for the ccllege. The significance of the purchase rests

largely on its symbolic value. Nearly any action or event may have

strategic symbolic value, even if it is outside the realm of.

adaptive-model strategy. ‘ ‘ ‘i
Mani adaptive-model treétments of strategy for higher education “ -

emphasize two of the areas from Shirley's list: product mix and customer

mix. The frequent assumption is that changing academic programs and

attending to recruitment are the primary levers for.improving the . LJ

condition of a college. The fact that nearly all of the colleges in this

study increased the number of academic programs they offered and made

structural changéé in order to attract students suggqug)that colleges

'
¢

’d

\
.
often use those levers. But the important role of a constructive strategy
in achieving rapid recovery implies additional considerations:

1. changing academic programs in response to decline may be
unnecessary and even harmful--other actions may be the keys to
recovery,

2. a Follege may ch;nge its academic programs or improve its
recruiting effoftl and do so very well, but still find thit these
actions do not pfoducevih enduring solu;ion, |

3. a clpnge in programs or recruitment .t":hnt expresses the

constructive strategy is iikely to‘be highly efféctiQe,‘éut o

change that iz contradictory or irrelevant to constructive . )

strategy may bring more cost than benefit, and
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4. identifying the primary levers for improving the condition of a
college is a function intrinsic to the college that can only be

performed with reference to that college.

The fourth item in that list leads into the fifth and fimnal
observation derived from the thesis of thg‘study: effective turnaround
strategy needs to be unique tolan institution. Productive strategy arises
froﬁrthe collective heritage and current manifestation of perceptions and
purposes for an individual organization. The pattern of such phenomena is
as idiosyncratic as a fingerprint. What worked for thé college down the .
road has no necessary cbrrelation with what will work here.

Certain patterns seem to exist within organizations and to help
determine the shape of a viable strategy, just as certain patterns exist
in fingerprints and allow for initial classification by‘type. Bﬁt the
definition of a successfu} strategy seems élso to allow for the highly
\}mprobable-the eiite,.long-standing liberal arts xollege successfu}ly
implementiﬁg programs for- adult part—time students{!and for professional
career nreparation, or the nonelite liberal arts college clinging firmly
to its 1iberal arts éurriculum, choosing to get smaller and better rather
than yield to the pressures for.vocational preparhtion. Such actions are
. improbable only ﬁhen taken out of context, thever. When éne knows more
about the specific organization involiﬁd, they make ﬁetfect sense.

What may be mofe‘;ibquieting than an improbable success story is the
case in vhiqh many prescriptions for management were followed without
‘success——the treatment worked, but the putient died. That may have be:p
the reactlon of those who observed some ot the Lell Resilient colleges
that have been nctavely engnged in an adaptive nodel of ltrategy for the

h
past eight to ten years. This study indicates that sincerity, diligence,
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and even sophisticated anazlyses of demand cannot overcome the absence of a
shared perception of what the college is about and why it matters, as well

as,a shared conviction that it is capable of making good on its promises.

CONCLUSION

In a study of fourteen colleges attempting to recover from serious

- finsnciel decline, half of the colleges were more resilient than the other

half. The adaptive model of strategy, based on the need for the college
to be responsive to the individuals and groups who supply its most
critical resources, was followed by most members of both sets of colleges,
The adaptive model usually appeared to assist the colleges imn their
recovery efforts, but iﬁ did not account for the faster recovery of the
more resilient sét. The coﬁstructive model of strategytrggsed on the
A

theory that organizational participants construct reality from their
perceptions of the organization, was followed by most of tﬁe nore
resilient colleges but few of the less resilient colleges. The
constructive model seems to have facilitated rapid recovery.

The utility of the constructive modeI’6§/;trategy in fosﬁeriﬁg rapid
recovery suggests a number of obser;ations for improving turnaround 93

mansgement. First, establishing a constructive strategy that guides the

adaptive etrategy/is preferable to using an adaptive strategy alone,

’, 13

Second, establishment of a constructive strategy requires a strong and

clear sense of organizational identity as well as a willingnecs to make

-

decisions on tﬁe basis of that identity. Third, presidents who base their

actions on symbolic as well as substantive concerns will be more effective

turnaround leaders than those who are not conmscious of symbolic

implications. Fourth, colleges have a wide range of strategic moves they

i . 4 o
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might make productively. 'Fi@ally, effective turnaround strategy evolves from

and is unique to the imstitution.
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Appendix

A

Definitions for .ConstTructed Variables

Each college was given one point if it had engaged in the activity
listed during the course of its recovery attempt.* The score for
each college on each variable was the sum of the number of activities
within the variable that the college had engaged in.

Adaptive Model

Efforts to attract students (total possible score = 12)

expanded days and times when courses were offered

added graduate level programs for the first time
established cooperative programs with other agencies

added required courses to bolster the curriculum

added new applied programs

retained courses/programs primarily to serve the community
increased general sensitivity on campus to market demands
offered courses at new locations off campus -

. created new majors through small changes in existing programs
reviewed programs continuously, making changes as needed
kept tuition hikes low
added new majors to meet emerging societal needs

Efforts to conserve operating funds (total possible score = 11)

large scale faculty terminations ,
reduced faculty/staff through non-replacement
initiated efficiency measures in facilities, utilities, etc.
scrutinized and corrected faculty productivity problems
used cross-teaching in other disciplines to a great extent
deferred maintenance
used faculty ‘members part-time in administrative posts
gave low salary raises for several years
instituted tight ‘tracking between costs and charges
had presidents keenly aware of budget

- initiated rigorous accounting, budget control procedures\

Increased receptiveness to change (total possible score = 7)

released incompetent managers and hired professionals -
decentralized governance

increased use of part-time faculty

reduced boundaries to promote the flow of information

college had unusually flexible organizational structure— "
tendency to initiate truly innovative policies/programs -
used consultants in recovery efforts




Appendix (continued)

Constructive Model

Fundraising and marketing (total possible score = 7)

started a capital drive

focused and professionalized admissions and recruiting
found new markets for fundraising

president aware of and active in fundraising

tapped major donors and alumni

improved endowment investment portfolio

emphasis on raising non-tuition revenues

Professionalizing the management team (total possible score = 3)

. ousted incompetent managers, hired professionals ‘
e _upgraded the skills/experieénce of the admissions director , - )
hired a capable financial officer

Focusing the academic program (total possible score = 7)

president had strong conceptual skills

president found effective language to convey mission

constant emphasis on recovery priorities

marginal changes in programs, not major changes

did not create multiple majors for existing courses

did not pursue new mission that was outside expertise of faculty
did not allow business and academics to function separately

N Improving and involving trustees (total peesible score = 5)

—~ ) tized and cemented president-truetee relations
/,f,,,’—””’rlgzzgzeent got fuli support of trustees
had strong trustees, during crisis.and before .

crisis efforts created a strong board
president communicated fully qith‘board about finances

*For the purpose of this scale, an event occurred if (a) it was documented
in archival materials from the ¢ollege or (b) it was mentioned without
-interviewer solicitation by two or more individuals at the college and was
 consistent with any corroborating data that was available. -




