
Journal of Academic Administration in Higher Education 29

An Exploration of the Benefits and Challenges of Public 
Higher Education Systems

G. David Gearhart
Professor, Higher Education and Chancellor Emeritus 

College of Education and Health Professions 
University of Arkansas 
Fayetteville, Arkansas

Michael T. Miller
Professor, Higher Education and Dean 

College of Education and Health Professions 
University of Arkansas 
Fayetteville, Arkansas

Daniel P. Nadler
Vice President for Student Affairs 

Northern Kentucky University 
Highland Heights, Kentucky

ABSTRACT
Public higher education systems have relied upon the ability to control individual campuses for the overall welfare of 
the public which it serves. This coordination and control has the potential to increase efficiencies of efforts, but also 
has the potential to limit the growth of individual campuses. The current study was designed to identify, explain, and 
understand the perceived benefits and challenges of higher education systems. Study findings identified a higher level 
of agreement about the challenges present in systems use, and the strongest benefit perceived of using a systems approach 
was for group buying power.

The majority of public higher education institutions in 
the United States are organized around the idea of coordi-
nated public services, and to attempt to ensure efficiency, 
are overseen through any number of state oversight agen-
cies. In some states, a centralized governmental board of 
control is utilized, and in others, broad education depart-
ments that coordinate public elementary and secondary 
education are charged with higher education oversight as 
well. Aside from state-level governance, many states have 
put in place attempts to organize and structure publicly 
subsidized higher education through a controlling mecha-
nism of institutional systems.

Higher education systems range dramatically in their 
scope and authority, with some simply coordinating leg-
islative requests for information, to others that provide 
strong regulatory oversight to operations. Perhaps the 
most clearly defined structure of a university system was 
spelled out in the California Master Plan for Higher Ed-
ucation, largely attributed to Clark Kerr’s leadership. In 
this plan, community colleges, state regional colleges, and 
research universities were all assigned a role and scope of 

program offerings, and for nearly 50 years there was little 
deviation from this plan. Many other states attempted to 
retro-fit their own evolving higher education institutions 
into systems, assigning governance responsibilities to sys-
tems offices rather than individual campuses.

The diversity of systems behavior can to some extent be 
assigned to the authority granted to the systems office by 
legislative or state control. Through either legislative man-
date or gubernatorial directed, institutional autonomy 
can become subject to state office or the creation of com-
binations of campuses under a unifying system.

There are many potential assigned benefits to higher edu-
cation systems that are consistent with notions of pub-
lic agency efficiency, including greater buying power for 
universal services (life and health insurance or food and 
housing services, for example), less redundancy in offering 
academic programs, greater opportunity for student and 
faculty mobility among campuses, and a more efficient in-
vestment of money into a system that can regulate itself 
and prevent other spending wastes.
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Anecdotal evidence, however, suggests that state universi-
ty systems may not function as intended. In the case of the 
California master plan, state regional colleges challenged 
the authority of research universities to offer doctoral de-
grees, for example, and ultimately won the right to offer 
such degrees. In other states, program duplication and an 
inability to articulate undergraduate programs are identi-
fiable within systems, as campuses behave largely indepen-
dent of each other with little or no control. Institutional 
leaders see the system as an additional layer of oversight 
rather than an advocate for better cost control. As a re-
sult, the purpose for conducting the study was to better 
identify, explain, and understand the perceived benefits 
and challenges of state governments making use of higher 
education systems management structures.

Background of the Study

Higher education systems, by design, are regulatory in na-
ture. Designed to maximize efficiencies, they by function 
necessitate the allocation of resources and restriction of 
opportunities as well. As a result, systems structures vary 
by state and region, as well as complexity and functional-
ity (Guri-Rosenblit, Sebkova, & Teichler, 2007). As pub-
lic entities, however, they often become politically adap-
tive, meaning that functional authority can give way to 
political deal-making, resulting in an inability for these 
systems to be effective or enforce efficiency (Ferlie, Mus-
selin, & Andresani, 2008).

Many institutional systems have approached their inabil-
ity to manage offerings and services by creating indices 
of performance measures, and attempting to influence 
activities based on these measures. Often called ‘perfor-
mance funding,’ there is an attempt to force institutions 
to behave in a certain way and to focus their efforts ac-
cordingly. Areas such as graduation rates, retention, and 
job placement have all been tied to performance funding 
with modest and inconsistent effects (Fincher, 2015).

Martinez (2013) identified four primary areas of authori-
ty for higher education systems: budgeting, collaboration, 
efficiency and program planning, and articulation. He 
outlined these areas across the system of higher education 
in South Dakota, highlighting, for example, that budget-
ing had been tied to state policy goals that were consistent 
across the system and system-level mandates for degree 
course articulation. Martinez noted that in such systems 
behavior, authority is regulated and empowers those at the 
highest level working in the system, “yet the state’s experi-
ence with articulation has proved less than satisfactory to 
almost all involved” (p. 372).

This notion of coordination has the potential to be most 
effective when there is a singular system with complete 

control over the operation of institutional offerings. Buy-
ing power for benefits, maintenance, and operational 
items are also potential benefits of a system. As alluded to 
(Guri-Rosenblit, Sebkova, & Teichler, 2007; Ferlie, Mus-
selin, & Andresani, 2008), public sector politics have the 
potential to allow for the evolution of multiple systems 
and distortions of what a system can or should consist of 
to be effective. For example, in many states there is a com-
bination of multiple university systems, differing systems 
for community and two-year colleges, and additional col-
lege campuses that are not part of any system. The result is 
a confusing network of institutions that have a free-mar-
ket approach to competing for similar students and scarce 
public resources.

Perhaps the most challenging element of higher educa-
tion systems is the ability to favor all institutions equally 
while allowing those with stronger leadership and better 
resources to flourish. As Birnbaum (1989) noted over 25 
years ago, institutional leadership can transform an in-
stitution and that frequently an ability to recruit faculty, 
untapped student populations, and improve a campus in 
different regards is tied to presidential leadership. If sys-
tems, however, are attempting to regulate what an institu-
tion does and how it attempts to adapt, there is a greater 
likelihood that progress will be limited throughout the 
system. Strong systems do not allow individual campuses 
the capacity to try new and different things, restricting 
the already slow approach to change that higher educa-
tion is known for (Sporn, 1999).

Examples of flagship university campuses fighting with 
systems administrators and procedures have become in-
creasingly common. Recent examples include the Uni-
versity of Oregon, where a very popular campus president 
who transformed the institution fought with the system 
office about priorities, resulting in his firing. The Univer-
sity of California-Davis, the University of Texas, the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin, and Texas A&M University have 
all had similar, public fights between system and campus 
officials where the system was seen to be restricting and 
controlling the individual campus.

The extent that systems and campuses challenge each in 
some ways can be seen as a good opportunity for open dis-
course about how best to serve a public good, but, these 
same challenges can also cause open hostility, damage 
morale, erode public confidence in higher education, and 
very importantly, damage the status of the academy with 
public legislators. An extension of this conflict can be the 
relationship between the system administrator and cam-
pus leader, and the extent to which campus leaders have 
the discretion from the system to implement policy and 
make decisions and encourage change on their campuses. 
This relationship forms the central question addressed in 
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the study, specifically attempting to identify the benefits 
and challenges of higher education systems implementa-
tion.

Berdahl, Sample, and Rall (2014) made a convincing case 
that state systems do not always lead to good university 
governance, and that often these systems hurt the health 
of the flagship institution. “As institutions have grown 
larger and more complex, it is more difficult for a single 
system board to oversee and govern them. And systems 
emerged to manage growth in the 20th century, the cur-
rent agenda and public interests are quite different, ren-
dering them less effective if not obsolete” (¶ 3).

Research Methods

To identify the relationships, benefits and problem areas 
between university system administrations and campus 
flagships a survey instrument was constructed. The in-
strument was developed based on the perceived functions 
of both systems and flagship institutions. The instrument 
was distributed to a panel of five anonymous system of-
ficials and five anonymous campus officials for review and 
modification. Multiple revisions were made to the instru-
ment, reflecting the expertise of the review panel.

The first section of the survey instrument asked respon-
dents to identify general information about their insti-
tutions, including information such as size, setting, and 
structure. 

The second section asked respondents to comment a vari-
ety of questions about the relationship between the system 
and the flagship. The final section of the survey included 
an open-ended written response opportunity for respon-
dents to comment on either challenges, opportunities, or 
other areas for growth in the future.

Those individuals included in the study were drawn from 
1) a sample of university system administration officials 
identified through internet based research listings of uni-
versity systems and 2) officials at flagship campuses or 
land-grant universities within those systems, identified in 
the same manner. In most cases, the survey was sent elec-
tronically to the Chancellor or President of the campus 
requesting that the survey be completed or sent to an ap-
propriate person, such as a Chief of Staff or Executive As-
sistant to the Chancellor. System and campus status was 
verified by an independent researcher to insure that only 
systems and flagship/land-grant institutions were being 
surveyed. The survey was distributed electronically to the 
sample, with three follow-up requests for participation.

Findings

Using three email reminders, 45 usable responses were 
received from the 139 institutions identified for participa-
tion in the study (32% response rate). Due to the descrip-
tive nature of the study, and the precedence of online sur-
vey results, the response rate was deemed acceptable for 
the purpose of the current study.

In the first section of the survey, participants were asked 
to answer seven questions describing themselves and their 
relationship with their university’s system office (see Table 
1). The majority of respondents had worked on their cam-
pus for over a decade (n=29; 64%) and few had worked for 
a systems office prior to their current job (n=7; 15%). Most 
of the respondents reported having 6-10 independent 
campuses in their system (n=31; 69%), and the same per-
centage (69%) reported that their system included two-
year colleges. Nearly all of the respondents indicated that 
their systems office was located in a different city (n=39; 
87%), yet nearly all (88%) indicated daily communication 
with a system-level official. This communication resulted 
in 82% of the respondents indicated that they spent at 
least 30% of their time on system-level business.

In the second section of the survey, participants were 
asked to rate their agreement on a 1-to-5 Likert-type scale, 
with 1=Strongly Disagree progressing to 5=Strongly 
Agree with a series of 13 statements about the possible 
benefits of a college or university-level system. The over-
all mean for the 13 statements was 3.81, indicating a 
Neutral-to-Agree perception of benefits from system-level 
participation. The most agreement was identified on the 
items of group purchasing power for supplies (mean 4.21), 
degree articulation among campuses (mean 4.16), collab-
orative shared governance (mean 4.10), consistent campus 
policies (mean 4.00), and administrative structures (mean 
4.00). Conversely, respondents agreed least on the system 
preventing duplication of efforts/degrees (mean 3.22), in-
creasing access for low-income students (mean 3.48), and 
faculty collaboration (mean 3.50).

In this section of the survey, respondents were also asked 
to rate their agreement level with 10 different statements, 
all of which represented challenges of being a member of 
a university system. The overall mean rating for this set 
of items was 4.06, suggesting general agreement with the 
body of challenges. The most agreed upon challenges were 
competing with peer campuses (mean 4.68), creating in-
dividual market-place identity (mean 4.51), attracting 
legislative support (mean 4.33), and ability to be creative 
in problem solving (mean 4.24). The survey items in this 
section with the lowest level of agreement, meaning that 
they were seen as lesser problems for system participation, 
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were recruiting students (mean 3.60) and developing new 
degree programs (mean 3.68).

In the last section of the survey, respondents were provid-
ed an opportunity to write, in narrative fashion, any com-
ments that they felt were appropriate for the study. Seven 
individuals wrote comments, two of which were interest 
in the study and a request for a copy of the study find-
ings. The other five ranged in their content from support 
to disappointment in their respective systems. One re-
spondent wrote “I think this study is a good idea. The idea 
of a system is great, but the practicality of it just doesn’t 
work. There is too much competition between all of us 
and the president doesn’t seem to support collaboration, 
only competition.” Another echoed similar perceptions 
of the system, commenting “The idea is fine, but unless 
the system is serious about preventing degree duplication 
and helping us with group purchasing, they should just 
stay out of our way.” One comment was supportive of the 
system, noting “it works, just not all the time, but it does 
keep campus ambition in check.”

Data were then arranged to look at three comparisons: (1) 
for group purchasing between large and small systems, (2) 
degree articulation responses for systems that included 
two-year colleges, and (3) role and mission differences 
for systems that included two-year colleges. For the first 
analysis, those respondents reporting under 5 campuses 
(n=6) were compared with those with 11 or more cam-
puses (n=8) regarding group purchasing power, a noted 
benefit of systems. With an overall combined mean of 
4.21, that included 31 mid-sized systems, a t-test was used 
to compare the small (mean 4.46) and large (mean 3.88) 
systems, and the two means were found to be significantly 
different (t-calculated 2.73; t-critical 1.98; alpha = .05).

In the second comparison, the agreement on degree ar-
ticulation was compared for those systems with two-year 
colleges (n=31) and those without (n=14). The overall 
agreement level was 4.21 for all respondents, and 4.13 and 
4.18, respectively, for the two groups of respondents. The 
independent samples t-test did not identify any significant 
difference between these means (t-cal 1.62; t-crit 2.03; al-
pha = .05).

The last comparison was between those systems with and 
without two-year colleges and the challenge of recogniz-
ing different roles and missions. The overall mean agree-
ment level of 4.00, with respective mean agreement levels 
of 4.03 and 3.98 respectively. Again, no significant differ-
ences were identified (t-cal 1.21; t-crit 3.01; alpha = .05).

Conclusion and Discussion

This study addresses a somewhat growingly controversial 
issue: should states organize their higher education cam-
puses and offerings into a centralized system. News reports 
and existing literature suggest that organized, centralized 
programmatic offerings hold a higher level of efficiency in 
spending public resources, but the overarching sentiment 
seems to be one of free-market supply and demand, where 
competition between public agencies will seemingly result 
in a ‘survival of the fittest’ institutions. The response rate 
for the study, 32%, is not particularly surprising and may 
actually be quite good when considering the potential po-
litically sensitive issue of centralization.

Regarding the respondents, the nature of the survey dis-
tribution resulted in a high number of individuals with 
experience or the practice of working with the systems of-
fice; perhaps an assumption that was to be accepted for 
conducting the study. These individuals, however, report-
ed significant amounts of their time were committed to 
working with systems offices and officials, with nearly all 
respondents (88%) reporting daily communication with 
the systems office and nearly the same number of respon-
dents (82%) indicating that they spent over a third of their 
time on systems office requests. This means that systems 
offices are highly involved in individual campus work, 
which makes the results of the “better” and “challenging” 
sections of the survey somewhat problematic. And, the 
study points to strong challenges with system and campus 
administrations and further calls to question the effec-
tiveness of large university systems.

With a strong involvement of systems offices in individ-
ual campus’ work, there were relatively few areas where 
the respondents indicated that their campus benefited. 
There was agreement with five of the 13 “better” state-
ments, with the highest levels of agreement being related 
to group buying power and degree articulation. The bet-
ter degree articulation among individual campuses of a 
system is not insignificant; this finding shows that insti-
tutions see a benefit from systems-level membership that 
can clearly benefit a student’s mobility throughout an aca-
demic system. The other three statements that had a mean 
rating above 4.0 (agreement) were all structural and office 
based, including better shared governance collaboration 
(presumably actions such as faculty senate presidents 
throughout a system meeting on a regular basis), consis-
tent campus policies, and administrative structures (such 
as a consistent nomenclature of titles on campus). And 
although these all are seen as good outcomes of a system, 
they were not perceived to result in less degree duplication 
or improving access for low income students.
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There was also strong agreement that system-level mem-
bership did not result in less competition among cam-
puses, better campus identity, legislative support, or cre-
ative problem solving. These perceptions were somewhat 
contradictory, as the findings suggest that the system does 
not use its authority to align individual campus priorities, 
such as declaring a liberal arts campus, a science and tech-
nology campus, etc., but that it does inject itself into how 
campuses can solve problems or deal with difficult issues 
on separate campuses.

These findings seem to reinforce the idea that higher 
education systems, and indeed state coordinating bod-
ies, seem to want their organization to be all things to all 
constituents. They seem to want to control what campuses 
do, but also want to leave campuses alone to make their 
own decisions. They want to align administrative struc-
tures, but they are not able to help campuses have their 
own methods for problem solving. The inefficiencies of 
higher education systems will continue to lead to poor 
legislative support and growing public scrutiny of higher 
education, and higher education will in turn continue to 
look to market itself as a great private versus public good. 
Without stronger state and national public policy leader-
ship, higher education’s future is at risk.
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Table 1 
Profile of Respondents 

(N=45)
Characteristic n %

Length of service on campus
Less than 5 years  8 18%
6-0 years  8 18
More than 10 years 29 64

Ever worked in a Systems office

Yes  7 15
No 38 84

Number of individual campuses in system
Under 5  6 13
6-10 31 69
11 or more  8 18

Are there 2-year colleges in your system
Yes 31 69
No 14 31

Location of Systems office
On my campus  2  4
Same city/not on my campus  4  8
In a different city 39 87

How often do you engage with a system official
Daily 40 88
Weekly  3  6
Monthly  2  4
Rarely  0  0

How much of your time do you spend on System business
10% or less 4 8
20-30% 4 8
30-40% 27 60
40-50% 8 18
More than 50% 2 4
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Table 2 
Perceived Systems Benefits

Characteristic Mean Range 

Because of our institutional system, we have better:

Group purchasing power for supplies 4.21  .5232
Degree articulation among campuses 4.16  .8293
Collaborative shared governance 4.10  .5329
Consistent campus policies 4.00 1.0030
Administrative structures 4.00  .6646
Better efficiencies for degree offerings 3.99  .8399
Standardized tenure/promotion guidelines 3.89  .7146
Human resource benefits 3.88  .7389
Legislative lobbying efforts 3.62 1.1110
Access for high achieving students 3.55  .7041
Faculty collaboration 3.50  1.0018
Increasing access for low income students 3.48  .6777
Less duplication of efforts/degrees 3.22  .5855
Individualizing HR campus needs 3.88 .5325
Flexibility to respond to regional needs 3.75 .6633

Because of our institutional system, we have these challenges:

Competing with our peer campuses 4.68 .4919
Creating individual market-place identity 4.51 .6201
Attracting legislative support 4.33 .6222
Ability to be creative in problem solving 4.24 .7748
Recruiting leaders/administrators 4.01 .6598
Recognizing different roles/missions 4.00 .7891
Developing new degree programs 3.68 .7007
Recruiting students		  3.60 .8304


