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The Dean=s Squeeze:

Myths and Realities of Academic Leadership in the Middle

Some may work from sun to sun, 

But a dean=s work is never done.

I have been a dean of a professional school at a large urban public university.  The work was exciting and endless.  I used everything that I knew (and then some) about leadership and life to deal with the challenges.  My work as dean was some of my best and worst, and the job was both the best and the worst that I have ever held.   The learning curve was steep.   The grounded education invaluable.  Faculty and staff often marvel at the power, glamor, and privilege of the role, but my experiences lead to a different view.  The dean=s job is complex, gritty, and strenuous.  It is filled with complicated  problems, questions, and requests B most of which are ambiguous and compelling.  Much of the information available to inform decisions is incomplete, dated, slanted, or irrelevant.  Faculty demand a strong voice in governance, yet avoid responsibilities that drain from scholarship or personal projects.  Provosts and presidents hold strong expectations for faculty involvement and shared unit decision making.  At the same time, they demand quick responses to complex issues with turnaround times that mock real participation.  A dean=s work days are long.  The work nights and weekends are too.  Don=t get me wrong.  There is great satisfaction in fostering improved excellence, productivity, creativity, and service in the name of learning.  And I take pride in a number of important achievements during my deanship.  But even on the best days, being an academic dean resembles living in a vise.  

Deans juggle multiple roles and a myriad of expectations from diverse constituents.  Squeezed from above and below as well as from inside and outside the university, deans are caught in the jaws of conflicting cultures, pressures, and priorities.  Constrained by traditions and tensions inherent in the role, they are increasingly accountable for outcomes over which they have little influence and less control.  At public universities, this is compounded by inordinate amounts of paperwork and shrinking state budgets for higher education.  Deans are, in essence, classic middle managers:  they have enormous responsibilities, little positional power, insufficient resources, and limited authority.  They navigate daily the circular rhythms of life in the organizational middle B pleasing up to secure the resources needed to please those below who do the work that leads to unit success.  The realities of a dean=s life, as I know them, lie in stark contrast to the common perceptions of those who see power, grandeur, and glory B and to the naive images of the job often held by those who aspire to the role (e.g., Hall and Martin, 2000).  Deans come and go.  Stereotypes and misconceptions persist.  The fascinating question is why?

From the serenity of sabbatical (and retirement from the deanship), I can see that as management educators we do little to prepare people well for the clutches of academic leadership and life in collegiate middle management.  The modern university is a strange bird,   and the strong culture of the academy is unlike corporate life.  In addition, we fail to prepare future faculty to understand fully the organizational challenges and constraints that their bosses face.  To do both better, we need to explore the myths and realities that underpin our understandings of the deanship.  This article begins that process.  It examines the roles and context of the deanship in the modern American university.  It explores the pressures and tensions inherent in the role,  the growing expectations and responsibilities for those who lead professional schools and colleges,  and the costs to those who accept the job.   The purpose of this piece is twofold: to provide a realistic portrait of the deanship,  and to identify ways to facilitate and support the development of strong academic leaders.  

The Dean’s Vise:  Naming the Squeeze  

One place to begin a demystification of the deanship is to look at both sides of the dean=s vise:  the pressures, tensions, and forces within a dean=s academic unit and those from outside.  A dean lives with feet firmly planted in two different worlds.  Each has its own culture, values, beliefs,  perceptions, and expectations.  Each sees its own world as the dean=s dominant reality.  A dean=s job, therefore, can be defined as bicultural and bimodal in nature: adhere to the culture of the academy and the corporate-informed culture of administrative performance,  respond well to local needs and conflicting demands from the outside.  Inside and outside.  Educator and executive.  Local and global.  Dean in the middle.  The squeeze begins.  Does anyone out there see it?  

Probably not.  
Living in two worlds means that difficult and important work and accomplishments for deans are inevitably invisible B or dismissed as unimportant by some key constituent group.  We all construct our social reality, and only see and value what our world view allows.  If deans act globally B by devoting serious time to establishing professional networks, cultivating external supporters, and nurturing community relationships B for example,  they risk being seen as inaccessible, uncaring, and out of touch with the local scene by the faculty and staff who define the dean=s role as more stay-at-home leadership.  On the other hand, if they primarily tend the internal gardens, deans become parochial managers.  They isolate themselves from needed networks and support, and alienate the faculty and staff who want their dean out sowing seeds for rich future harvests: enhancing external resources; fostering unit programs and enrollments; identifying potential collaborations; and gaining influential seats at key campus, civic, and professional tables.  The tradeoffs are real.  And deans cannot favor one world over the other B even if the majority of their faculty wish that they did.  Regular conversations to explain how deans see and enact their roles can help,  but they take precious time and many fall on uninterested or deaf ears.  The power of academic culture is strong.  Internal or external.  Two important masters.  Two different directions. What to do?  Ignore critical constituents or keep filling the plate.  Pray for more hours in the day.  Pressures mount.  Sleep declines. Communicate.  Communicate.  Is anyone really listening?   The work goes on.  The squeeze intensifies. 

Allan Cohen (1996) identifies the invisibility of academic leadership as an explanation for chronic faculty frustration and anger at administration B and one reason that academic administrators are rarely loved or overtly appreciated.  Faculty can miss the full scope and parameters of the dean=s job,  and remain largely unaware of what they do not know.  Deans juggle attention to structural-organizational,  political,  human resource, and symbolic concerns (Bolman and Deal, 1997).  They spend their days and nights on diverse tasks and activities,  switching from one to another as schedules and time-frames demand B and often at a pace that most wish were slower.  Variety is there.  No question about it.  So is overload,  the challenge of  staying focused on the big picture, and the need for diverse skills to do so many different things well.  

I reviewed an old calendar, and picked an average day as dean.  On that day, I spent time meeting with division chairs to discuss proposed new campus continuing education policies and other issues,  doing an administrative performance review, coordinating with my staff assistant on a variety of calendar and administrative issues,  finalizing paperwork for upcoming faculty searches,  meeting with and providing the monthly dean=s update to the faculty executive committee, coordinating with the associate dean who was heading off to a statewide academic planning meeting,  advocating with the provost for funds to reclassify positions and upgrade support staff salaries,  going to the bimonthly meeting of the campus-wide Academic Council (connecting informally with dean colleagues before and visiting briefly with colleagues across campus after),  welcoming new students at orientation,  reviewing (late) a manuscript for the Journal of Management Education,  finalizing arrangements with the school=s advancement officer for the upcoming Alumni Association board meeting,  welcoming the Alumni Association board and setting priorities with its new officers,  making phone calls to three civic leaders to cultivate community support for an upcoming project,  having lunch with a representative of a national foundation,  responding to a walk-in faculty request for a letter to support a grant submission due at 5 p.m. that day,  counseling a new faculty member and offering support for a faculty development activity,  writing a personal note to celebrate a faculty member=s accomplishment,  dealing with a disgruntled student who could not get faculty response to calls and letters,  answering my email,  talking with a reporter from the local newspaper about charter schools, coordinating with the school financial officer on budgets, squeezing in periodic looks at my in-box,  forwarding and/or replying to urgent correspondence,  returning assorted phone calls,  representing the academic unit at an evening civic event in support of the local public schools,  and more.  Pick another day.  The mix changes.  The pace continues.  It is no surprise that balls drop,  projects start and stop, and deans periodically flop B and that some deans do a better job than others.  Being a good dean anywhere is demanding.  In a high-need or underdeveloped academic unit,  it is backbreaking.  How do so many faculty miss this?   Until I became dean,  I know that I did.    

Academic administration has a different pace, focus, and rhythm from faculty life B and faculty largely attend to the pace, focus, and rhythms of their own professional and disciplinary domains.  Deans communicate and inform, but the words mean little to those who bring different priorities and another lens to the viewing.  And it is easy for deans to get caught up in the hectic pace of overfilled schedules, and assume that others recognize and appreciate all that they do.  Deans beware. Cohen likens the invisibility of academic leadership to the relationship between infrared light and the human eye, and warns that Awhat faculty can=t see can burn you@ (1996, p. 328).  Fukami (1996) adds a clarifying twist: academic administration is most invisible when things go well.  Disaster looms and uproar follows a disappointing administrative performance.  But a successful academic leader is a mere hygiene factor.  Like the doctors in Herzberg=s (1968) analogy whose hand washings before treating patients prevent the spread of illness but do not cause health,  administrative success for deans brings Athe absence of dissatisfaction@B but no guarantee of happiness or productivity.  Key constituents on the outside, especially those from corporate cultures, can be equally blind or demanding.  Bicultural living has its price. Good work ignored.  Can=t please everyone.  Life as a hygiene factor.  Is that all there is?  

The implications for a dean are stark.  The long hours, the juggling, the disappointments,  the need to satisfice more than satisfy, the pressures,  frustrations, countless meetings, dropped balls,  painful tradeoffs,  the downsides of confidentiality, the absence of appropriate and sympathetic ears, the new challenges, the recurring problems, and the endless complaints and requests are powerful daily forces in a dean=s life.  They may be barely seen by others.  Nonetheless, they take their toll.  Despite the crowds, the deanship is a lonely job.  Turnover rates are high and growing.  The AACSB reports (LeClair,  2002), for example,  that current business school deans serve an average of five years in the role (and expect to serve no more than five years in any deanship).  That number is down by 21% as compared to the tenure of those who filled the dean=s jobs before them.  It is easy for me to understand why.  Table 1 below summarizes the internal and external work worlds of academic deans.  A closer look at selected dynamics within each of these domains offers additional insights into the intensity and inevitability of the dean=s squeeze.  

.........................................

Insert Table I about here

.......................................

A Dean’s Internal World 
The dean=s internal school world is shaped by two sets of factors: (1) local issues, and (2) faculty perceptions of the dean=s role, responsibilities, and influence.  Both sets are largely driven by what individual faculty need to get their own work done effectively.  Both are also informed by the strong collegial culture of the academy, and by innate faculty disdain for bureaucracy, administrators, and hierarchy.  Frost and Taylor (1996) describe this anti-administrative stance as Athe most collectively socialized response across the academic population@ (p.310).  The intensity and sting of the disdain were a shock to me as a new dean, even after more than twenty years as a faculty member.  Other faculty who have assumed administrative responsibilities (e.g., Cohen, 1996;  Fukami, 1996;  Napier, 1996) report the same.  

The collegial culture of the academy (Bergquist, 1992) emphasizes academic freedom, diversity, collegiality, and consensus.  The paradoxes inherent in collegial culture add challenges to a dean=s work life.  Collegial culture, for example, advocates consensus and cooperative  relationships among colleagues.  At the same time,  it encourages faculty autonomy and individuality.  Autonomy and individuality impede consensus and collaboration.  They also hinder a dean=s capacity for strategic unit leadership, building a strong internal school culture,  and forging the collaborations and partnerships central to key constituents and to unit survival in these tightening economic times.   The paradox of collegial autonomy sets the stage for recurrent faculty-dean conflicts.  By the very nature of their jobs,  deans regularly ask faculty to do things inconsistent with faculty preferences, strengths, disciplines, and even professional reward systems.  Acting consistent with their professional socialization,  faculty predictably respond by ignoring, refusing, or opposing the requests.  Cohen (1996) reminds us of the rational basis for this conflict, and of the need for a compelling vision to overcome the strong and culturally institutionalized Acentrifugal forces@ of faculty autonomy.   

Scholars of management B some of whom have been academic administrators themselves B speak to my experience as dean when they describe academic leadership as akin to herding cats (e.g., Bennis, 1997, 1974; Fukami, 1993, 1996).  Good deans nurture individuality and the idiosyncratic strengths of faculty and staff in order to foster creativity and innovation.  At the same time, deans also need to make sure that the whole herd is moving roughly west;  that they are equitable and fair;  that they can respond in real time to the requests and demands of superiors, key constituents, and time-bound opportunities; and that the academic unit renews itself through organizational learning, change, support for new faculty, and the development of fresh talent.  Accomplishing all that requires a different dean=s role and stronger leadership than many faculty embrace.  

The collegial culture of the academy leads faculty to implicitly limit the dean=s role to facilitator of faculty governance and deliverer of needed resources.  Good deans in a strong collegial culture offer minimal intrusion, maximum support, and unwavering promotion of faculty freedoms and differences.  They foster an internal school environment characterized by informal and non-hierarchical relationships.  They sustain their scholarship and strong academic credentials.  The collegial dean is an encouraging buddy with a bottomless purse and good  list of current publications.  But this image of the deanship ignores the academic leadership and strategic unit management for which provosts and presidents hold deans accountable. 

Predictable boss-subordinate dynamics are an additional piece of a dean=s leadership challenge.  They fuel the traditional cultural conflicts within the academy and magnify tensions inherent in role-driven academic relationships.  Oshry (1995),  Kotter (1985), Bolman and Deal (1997,  2000) and others provide insights into the different perspectives of and pressures on bosses and subordinates.  The bottom line from their work:  the world just looks different from where you sit, what you see, and what others want from you.  

The common challenges and responses of classic middle managers, for example, account for much of a dean=s life and behavior B and for faculty response to it.  Deans and faculty are caught in a system blindness that Barry Oshry (1995) labels Athe dance of blind reflex.@  Dean and faculty instinctively enact age-old scripts that serve neither well, then blame the other for the dysfunction.  Frustrating?  Absolutely.  Unique to the Academy?  No.  Oshry (1995) and others see boss and subordinate behaviors B responses seemingly driven by politics, personal preferences, moral weakness, questionable motivations, or personality traits and failures B as predictable responses to hierarchy.   It=s all in the structure:  we interact role-to-role, not just person-to-person,  and Oshry reminds us that Amuch that feels personal is not personal at all@ (1995,  p.13).  A different position in the chain of command means different organizational demands, available information, and job responsibilities.   

Those at the top, for example, are overwhelmed by responsibilities, complexity, pressures, and decisions that can mean organizational life or death.  The buck stops at the top. The burdens and obligations are heavy.  Stress, burnout, and early deaths characterize the scene.  Middles, on the other hand,  need to please both bosses and subordinates to survive: as a result, they are torn, stressed, indecisive, seemingly weak, and unable to satisfy anyone adequately.  Those at the bottom feel powerless, invisible, vulnerable, and sure that their bosses are incompetent.  They see little beyond the scope of their own jobs, and regularly wonder why those above them can=t seem to get it right.  These behavioral scripts are recreated and played out every day in organizations around the world.   The same scripts, in fact, can be powerfully and quickly recreated in simulations, despite the best efforts of participants to avoid them (Bolman and Deal, 1979; Oshry, 2002).   The routes to change are simple: appreciation for the power of systems dynamics,  tolerance, and a willingness to walk in the other=s shoes.  Dean and faculty both share a responsibility for this.  Intolerance, negative and untested attributions, systems blindness, and an instinctive disdain for academic administrators sustain the destructive cycle.  And so does a view of the dean as unit CEO.  

Schools and academic units seem like self-governing fiefdoms to those who have not sat in the dean=s chair.  Each school, for example, has its unique goals, focus, priorities, histories, budgets, internal governance structures, key constituents, and so on.  Many even have their own external sponsors, and are named in recognition of the support.  Faculty and staff can interpret all this as unit independence.  Likewise, they can confuse the dean=s heavy responsibilities for  the day-to-day management of the academic unit with autonomy.  As a result, many envision deans as unit CEOs with power and prerogatives to make sweeping decisions that impact personal and professional lives.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  All deans have some wiggle room for minor decisions, implementation plans, and other administrative details B and this varies among universities.  However,  there is one constant that all deans understand.  Deans  Arecommend.@  Academic culture, institutional policies, and organizational reality dictate that.  Deans sit two levels down from the final say-so, and they serve at the discretion of their chancellor or president.  

The president or chancellor, the real chief executive officer,  for example,  makes all final decisions for faculty tenure, promotion, hiring, firing, and retiring.  And before the president=s final actions,  the provost, the university chief academic officer,  has also reviewed the dean=s recommendations and made his or her own.  In universities, little goes forward without those two top signatures.  And there is no shortage of stories across the nation of deans= recommendations reversed by one or another of these bosses for institutional, political, financial, or unknown reasons.  At many universities, such as mine, top leadership also approves final unit budgets, unit goals and priorities, searches for vacant faculty positions,  major expenditures, capital improvements, the submission of major grants that require university matching funds,  the creation of new faculty and senior staff positions, upgrades and reclassifications, access to donors and foundations, and more.  The provost and president are also a first source for quick capital needed to respond to a unit opportunity or an unexpected faculty request.  For academic units, such as mine where slack resources are tight and more than 96% of the general operating budget is committed to faculty and staff salaries,  the provost and chancellor play invisible yet powerful roles in shaping a dean=s decisions.   

A good working relationship with top campus leadership, and skills in what John Kotter (1985) refers to as Amanaging a boss@ are keys to a dean=s survival B and ability to support the needs and requests of his or her academic unit.  Strong relationships with the provost and president enable a dean to advocate easily and successfully.  However, even good advocacy skills, professional friendship, and a track-record of strong support do not guarantee a dean=s success at each entreaty.  For this reason, deans need to pick their priorities and requests wisely.  Resources and goodwill are both limited, and come at a cost.  More is expected when more is given.  And the pressure on deans to make sure faculty and staff deliver high quality outcomes increases with every dollar.  It is also important to remember that provosts evaluate a dean=s performance, and that all deans serve at the discretion of the president.  For deans, this translates into unwavering public support for bosses= final decisions B as well as their programs, initiatives, campus plans, and policies B whether a dean, behind closed doors, supported any or all of them.  

Approvals for dean recommendations can also extend beyond the provost and president to other campus administrators.  For example, deans at my institution were asked to submit unit fund-raising priorities for an upcoming capital campaign.  After a brief discussion in Academic Council, the vice chancellor for university advancement and his staff developed a plan for how the campaign pie would be sliced.  He then recommended to the chancellor both the relative amount each school would be permitted to raise (to keep the combined requests in line with the campaign total), as well as the specific unit projects with enough donor appeal and consistency with campus priorities to be included on the official campaign list.  What a powerful (and again largely invisible) influence this non-academic university officer had on each school and college.  Of course, deans can protest and advocate for changes in proposals like this one.   However,  they must do that while respecting a competing goal: maintaining good working relationships with all involved for the future.  Such balancing acts are tough calls, and deans are again in the middle.  They must communicate the university=s final decision to their faculty B including, in this example, those whose projects and priorities were cut from the campaign.  They also serve as an emotional buffer to manage disappointment (including their own), absorb non-productive anger, and maintain hope as priorities and plans reshuffle.  Dean as CEO?   Hardly.  There are many days when it seems as if everyone has more influence than the dean.  

John Kotter (1985) identifies an additional feature of boss-subordinate relationships that further exacerbates culturally anchored tensions between deans and faculty.  Kotter sees subordinates mired in counterdependence and overdependence which lead to unrealistic views of what a boss is and does.  Counterdependence and overdependence flow from subordinates= beliefs about their boss=s Agreat power@ B whether it is true or not.  And, while subordinates may complain about a boss=s power,  they often collude in maintaining it or its illusion.  They ingratiate themselves, withhold negative feedback, Adelegate up@ tough decisions through inaction,  or spread untested and distorted views about the boss.  Both counterdependence and overdependence  Aignore that most bosses, like everyone else, are imperfect and fallible. They don=t have unlimited time, encyclopedic knowledge, or extrasensory perception;  nor are they evil enemies.  They have their own pressures and concerns, and these are sometimes at odds with the wishes of subordinates B often for good reasons@ (p. 105).  Counterdependence and overdependence mirror subordinate ambivalence over a boss=s power,  and can keep deans in a Catch 22.   Faculty want powerful deans who can deliver swiftly and completely in response to individual needs and collective demands.  At the same time,  they resent powerful deans who lead in directions other than their professional and personal interests.  

An unexpected benefit from the deanship was the opportunity to work with and get to know other deans through campus and professional activities.  From these experiences,  I am struck by two things.  One,  for the most part,  deans are good people, working hard under tough conditions.  They understand the personal and professional costs of the job, and pay the price because they want to make a difference.  Deans have diverse styles and strengths, and some are better at the work than others.  But I saw all as trying hard despite their limitations and as generous in spirit B willing to share their experiences to help colleagues (and themselves) learn to do the job better.  My second observation is linked to the first: these deans are the same people often labeled as power-hungry, manipulative, close-minded, or arbitrary by their faculty and staff.  The irony in all this is poignant.  Although deans joke about the regular attributions of their intended evil B and need a good sense of humor to survive B the labels hurt.  They also limit a dean=s abilities to bring a full sense of self to the job.     

One of the biggest surprises of my deanship, for example, was general faculty intolerance for my humanity and learning.  Faculty expected me to know everything, see everything, understand everything as they did, and do everything as each had hoped from the moment I stepped into the job B whether or not they chose to update me or share information that only they had.  Faculty acted as if they could say anything that they wanted to me or about me in any way and at any time, and were genuinely surprised if I expressed or showed emotion.  Rarely did the endless stream of the needy who passed through the Dean=s Office ask about the constraints, pressures, or limitations that I faced in being able to respond to their requests B and they showed little interest in or appreciation for the authenticity of my constraints when I shared them.  Even rarer was faculty and staff willingness to see me as me B a somewhat irreverent, high-energy non-traditionalist.  The dean=s role got me pegged as a bureaucrat B  one of Athem,@ not us B even though I had worked side-by-side with many as a faculty colleague for seven years,  and saw myself as a dean toiling under tremendous constraints to improve our shared lot.   Faculty refused to see me as a tenured member of the senior faculty (which I was/am) with rights and responsibilities for academic programming and curricular decisions.  I was told B and in writing B by a faculty leader that my job as dean was plain and simple:  finances and staff supervision.  AThat=s what deans do,@  he informed me.  Deans keep resources and supports flowing B and out of faculty business, like the quality of doctoral education.  Another predictable by-product of academic culture?  Sure.  But it makes it hard to be spontaneous, and impossible for academic leaders to bring their full selves to very demanding jobs.  Besides, it just isn=t fun. Cohen (1996) poignantly writes: 

Academic culture is so powerfully anti-administration, anti-hierarchy, and anti-authority that even an undisciplined, spontaneous, and self-disclosing person like me has to learn to accept the insistence of faculty members that while I am in the role of academic vice president, I cannot just be me.  The role carries such potent expectations that no amount of goodwill, cajoling, or attempts to break the mold in which I have been cast allows me to escape insistence that, as one faculty member put it,  AWhen we talk you are not Allan Cohen, you are the vice president.@ (p. 325)  

A Dean’s External World 
The expectations, challenges, and pressures in a dean=s internal world are markedly different from those outside the academic unit.  The dean=s external world is large and diverse.  It includes senior campus leadership and administrators (who may or may not directly evaluate the dean=s performance), peers and colleagues, alumni, potential faculty and staff recruits, future students, parents, donors, accrediting bodies, government certifying agencies, professional associations,  peer and competitive institutions, collaborators and partnership organizations, the media,  state and local elected officials,  as well as community, philanthropic, and professional groups with vested interests in the academic unit or its products.  

These external players swirl in and out of the dean=s work day, controlling or influencing key resources that impact a wide range of unit programming and individual faculty and staff activities.  External constituents also bring diverse perceptions of the dean=s role and responsibilities, their own demands and requests, and expectations (or requirements) for dean involvements in campus, civic, and professional activities.  Some, like senior campus administrators, appreciate the traditional culture of the academy yet live with feet firmly planted in the administrative culture of performance with its corporate-like expectations for managerial efficiency and effectiveness.  Others,  like community, government, and philanthropic leaders,  understand little about the unique nature and culture of the university, and use traditional managerial values and traditions as a primary lens for understanding academic performance, processes, and leadership.  The diversity and large number of key external constituents add to the complexity of the mix, the demands on a dean=s time and attention, and the exhausting pace and unpredictable rhythm of the dean=s work.  

External expectations for deans are markedly different from internal demands for collegiality, support, and minimum intrusion.  Externally, deans are held accountable for two main outcomes:  the timely delivery of quality goods and relevant services, and the sound management of their academic units. Sound management includes fiscal solvency, the fair and equitable implementation of university and other relevant policies, and the creation of systems and a unit culture that foster and reward creativity and productivity.   It also includes Abettering the numbers.@  What numbers?   Students and dollars.  Outcome measures are increasingly important in university administration, and abstract variables like improved creativity and instructional quality are hard to quantify.  Students and dollars are easy to measure B but not always easy to get.  Deans, however, must keep their energies focused and eyes on those two indices because their bosses do.  A successful deanship is measured by more of both,  and deans are evaluated and rewarded (formally and informally) in the external domain for administrative competencies that increase funding and enrollments.  

External expectations for deans center on effectiveness, and are informed by a mix of the managerial culture of university administration (Bernquist, 1992) and the administrative culture of performance from the corporate world (Deal and Kennedy, 1982).  In this cultural mix,  the world is legal-rational,  and the goal is consistent quality.  Educational outcomes, for example, can be clearly specified and student learning assessed.  Criteria for judging performance can be identified and applied.  Strategic planning, goal setting, sophisticated budgeting, quality controls, outcome measures, assessment, outsourcing, enrollment management, commercialization,  and program evaluations are the names of the game.  Efficiency, accountability, consistency, equity, responsiveness, legality, and service drive administrative decision making.  Kezar (2002) reviews current trends in higher education, and identifies the major tension as the need to reconcile competing corporate and academic values in university administration.  The dean sits squarely on that fault line.  

The concept of academic goods and services is highly ambiguous, and definitions vary among external constituent groups.  They range from strong and relevant courses, to cutting-edge research and scholarship, to solutions and resources for social and technical problems,  to the delivery of faculty support for major campus initiatives and policies, and more.  For deans to deliver, they need their faculty and staff to do the same.  For deans to manage soundly in the context of collegial academic culture,  they need the support, energy, timeliness, and positive involvement of faculty and staff.  In short, deans will be largely judged by the products and efforts of quasi-independent others, many of whom are protected by the mantle of tenure.      

The ability to deliver, however, is essential to a dean=s credibility.  It evokes a Alogic of confidence@ (Meyer and Rowan, 1983) B the enduring good faith of others that all goes well even without current evidence to prove it B and gives the academic unit (and the dean) the freedom from close supervision and surveillance that both need to do their work well.  It also enables the dean to compete with others for scarce unit resources.  The credibility of an academic unit is directly linked to the credibility of its dean.  For most external constituents, the two are the same.  A dean=s scholarly credentials may afford respect from outsiders and their use of the appellation Adoctor.@  However, except in rare cases where academic leaders are national media figures, deans are evaluated for their administration and leadership.  For provosts and chancellors, this means demonstrated unit achievements (like more students and dollars), as well as productive involvements in senior campus leadership, planning, and policy development. 

How can deans bolster external credibility when they have little control over the goods and services that they are expected to produce, work in environments with organizational idiosyncrasies like nine month employee contracts and academic freedom,  and live with the reality that academic decisions and products take longer to design and deliver than outsiders understand?   Deans use themselves:  their time, energy, personal style, and goodwill to build key relationships, spread the word of current (and future) unit work,  and serve as a buffer to buy time or hold the competitive wolves (and waiting customers) at bay.  Every external contact or event is another opportunity for deans to place their academic unit=s name, credibility, and needs in the public eye.  Each holds the prospect for more students and dollars.  

The list of a dean=s opportunities is long: campus committees, civic councils,  professional associations, and various board memberships;  breakfasts, lunches, and dinners with current (and potential) unit supporters, student sources, and advocates;  speeches, conferences, and presentations;  civic, social, and sporting events;  and more.  All afford another occasion for a dean to engage in impression management and coalition building (Smith, 1988).  All keep deans in information loops and networks,  and ready to influence agendas and decisions that directly impact the academic unit.  To insiders, these public-interface activities may look like a taste for fluff and the good life.  For deans, it is an exhausting and necessary part of the job.  Good deans are always Aon.@  They recognize the symbolic power and possibilities of the role.  I have done, for example, important work for our school on a Sunday afternoon in the grocery store or at punch-and-cookie receptions after my children=s school assemblies or concerts.  The symbolic dimensions of the dean=s role are powerful.  In most cases, deans cannot delegate that to others.   

Higher education is in the midst of a major transition, and deans feel the pinch of change.  Budgets are shrinking.  Public confidence in higher education is diminishing.  And unit revenues are tied to enrollments.  Competition for students, except at the most elite institutions, is keener than ever.  Two-year institutions are now community colleges with a wide variety of good courses conveniently offered.  Colleges and technical institutes are all becoming universities, and marketing hype blurs distinctions.  Technological advances have weakened the academy=s hold on knowledge, and the proliferation of high quality distance education makes just-in-time learning convenient and economic.  For-profit enterprises like the University of Phoenix and others have moved into educational markets nationwide with guarantees for consistent learning outcomes.  Universities feel the sting of commercialization, and respond with their own entrepreneurial ventures that saturate educational markets even further. As options for students increase, many now shop for convenience, speed of program completion, and price.  

In such an environment, partnerships and collaborations take on new meaning for deans.  Contracts for custom degree programs, employee training,  literacy instruction, and professional development activities, for example,  guarantee a steady-stream of new students.  They also offer needed capital to invest in new course and program development; an impetus to review current curricula; and opportunities to cultivate potential donors, new sponsors, placement sites for student internships,  and jobs for graduates.  Corporate and civic partners, however, want real collaborations.  That translates into expected influence on course relevance, length, and content. Corporate values, like responsiveness, service to the customer, and timeliness inform these partnership expectations, as well.  The stage is set for another faculty-dean conflict.  

Course and degree contents are exclusive faculty territories.  New programs raise workload expectations or can squeeze out traditional curriculum favorites.  And faculty planning within the university proceeds at a different pace than program planning and design outside the academy.  Consensus drives the culture of the academy, and consensus in the context of faculty autonomy takes time.  Deans are squeezed to land that partnership contract while respecting the workings of the faculty.  It is easy to play out the tensions in the scenario.  Internally, deans cajole and push: they risk becoming ogres who overstep their bounds and tread on sacred cows, like faculty autonomy and academic freedom.  Externally, they cajole and stall: they risk looking disorganized and like weak leaders who cannot deliver the goods on time.  Win-win requires good skills in shuttle diplomacy B  and a large chunk of a dean=s free time which just isn=t there.  Almost every dean that I know has a parallel story of this maneuvering to respect local and external differences.  Another repeating scenario is external pressure to admit the child of a major donor whom faculty refuse to accept.  Deans see the merits of both sides in these kinds of issues, but that doesn=t necessarily assure a satisfactory resolution for all. 

Implications for Academic Leadership

This article sets out to provide realistic insights into the challenges of academic leadership in the middle and a portrait of the dean=s squeeze.  Living in the middle, deans span boundaries and conflicting cultures in an effort to shape productive learning and work environments for students, faculty, and staff.   The daily pressures of a life spent sandwiched between colliding cultures, local and global concerns, and internal and external expectations make it easy to lose track of the sacred nature of the work B facilitating learning.  They also push underground the personal and professional costs of such a stress- and pressure-filled lifestyle.  

Andre Delbecq (1996) identifies three jobs that take the greatest toll on body and spirit:  hospital president, combat general, and dean.  After ten years as dean, he chose to step out of the role and into sabbatical.  Delbecq was suddenly aware, as he describes it, of Afatigue that had penetrated deep into my very bones@ (p.437).  He established  Aphysical and mental recuperation@ as Athe first order of business@ for his leave, and set out to enjoy simple pleasures again,  like meals with his family (instead of with work-related folks), exercise,  reading,  resting and meditation.  Six years ago I read that passage.  Six weeks ago while on sabbatical after retiring from the deanship myself,  I read it again.  It means something different to me now:  I understand fully the depths of Delbecq=s needs and the wisdom of his plan.  I am using my sabbatical to do the same.  I remind current deans of the ongoing need for personal renewal and self-care, and institutions of the importance of unstructured, developmental sabbaticals for retiring senior academic leaders. 

As organizational theorists and educators, we have responsibilities both to influence the creation of organizational structures and institutions that foster a healthy quality of work life, and to prepare people well to work and lead in those organizations.  How can we better bring our skills and insights to bear on the university and the unique challenges of academic administration?  Strengthening our theories of academic leadership,  providing models and strategies to resolve the growing tensions between corporate and academy values in higher education,  and focusing new research on the central challenges of academic administrators are needed  contributions.  Adrianna Kezar (2002) suggests others, including meta-analyses of the rich body of existing research and literature on current higher education administrative trends,  the growing role and implications of commercialization and privatization in higher education,  and research to support better academic decision making in an era of competing university priorities and shrinking budgets.

In addition, I suggest renewed attention to general middle management issues.  How can we develop and teach better strategies for effectiveness in the middle?  Oshry (2002) points to a Wall Street Journal article about the growing exodus from middle management and supervisory positions in the corporate world.  People want out B just like many deans B because, as Oshry sees it,  the jobs are Atoo stressful, too demanding, unmanageable, and unrewarding.@ As organizational theorists and educators, we can and must do something about this.  Competent and satisfied middle managers are the mainstays of organizational effectiveness.  

This article began as therapy: a way to learn from and put closure on an exciting and exhausting set of professional experiences.  It succeeds, however, if it generates useful research and applied models,  new appreciation for the challenges of deans and academic leaders,  patience for their oversights and mistakes,  new paths for responsible action B and maybe even an expression of appreciation to a dean for hard work.    

The dean=s squeeze is a fascinating "framing" phenomenon.  Cultural and organizational perspectives provide powerful lenses through which we assign meaning and value to ongoing events and activities.  The same world can look very different from the perspectives of deans and  faculty B and both can be right.  The path to successful dean-faculty relationships is bridging that frame gap with responsibility for doing that equally shared by all involved.  Understanding systems theory helps B so do tolerance and a good sense of humor.  If faculty,  for example,  realize that their Asimple request@ means that a stressed and overworked dean has to go and get what they need from someone else,  they may respond to delays, dropped balls, or denials with sympathy.  If deans recognize that their Asimple request@ to faculty can be seen as intrusion, diversion from professional priorities, and another example of Athem doing it to us again,@ they may devise better strategies for communication and faculty involvement.  Fukami (1996) reminds us that it is easier to complain than to fix things that are wrong:  fixing things takes energy, planning, and resources that are in short supply in most professional lives.  In universities (and other organizations), we may need to learn how to complain less, talk more openly and directly,  and cut each other more slack.  

Robert Birnbaum (1992) ends his study of the college presidency with a powerful observation: there are no quick fixes or magic bullets for senior academic leadership.  The same may be said for deans.  There are no magic formulas for perfect deans.  Not every dean leads skillfully or even leads at all.  Nor do some deans bring the capacities or values needed to do a complex job well.  In those cases, faculty resistance and mobilization make good sense.  But many do possess the right skills and values, and others accept the job with hopes of learning and developing them in the role.  Those deans deserve our strong support.  
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TABLE 1:  THE DEAN=S WORK WORLDS

	KEY VARIABLES
	INTERNAL WORLD
	EXTERNAL WORLD

	Key Constituents
	faculty and staff, students
	senior campus leadership and administrators,  peers, colleagues, alumni, potential faculty and staff recruits, parents, future students, donors, civic leadership, community constituent and partnership groups,  philanthropic organizations, professional associations,  accrediting bodies, media, state and local elected officials, peer and competitive institutions, government certifying agencies  

	Dominant Culture(s)
	collegial (Bernquist, 1992) 
	administrative culture of performance,  managerial academic culture (Bernquist, 1992), corporate culture (Deal and Kennedy, 1982)

	Core Values
	academic freedom, diversity,  collegiality, consensus
	efficiency, accountability, consistency, equity, responsiveness, service      

	Locus of Attention
	local, personal, discipline-specific  
	university-level, regional/national,  interdisciplinary 

	Central Needs
	intra-school, university, and idiosyncratic supports for individual faculty and staff;  independence  
	quality, responsiveness, service, partnerships, funding, enrollments, effectiveness, meeting professional and national standards, accreditation,  interdependence 

	Governance and Accountability Processes
	faculty-created, based, and driven discussions and decision making; consensus; faculty peer review   
	managerial efficiency,  outcome measures, data-based decision making, administrative leadership 

	Expectations for Successful Unit Leadership
	minimal intrusion, maximum support, respect for autonomy and diversity, informal and non-hierarchical relationships  
	quality, strategic planning, successful external funding, balanced budget, creativity, productivity, responsiveness, collaboration and partnerships, enrollment increases, increased funding  

	Definition of the Dean=s Role
	facilitator, fountain of resources, colleague, community builder, communications conduit, scholar, Anot faculty@
	administrator, campus and unit leader, policy maker/implementor, manager of people and money, entrepreneur

	Dean=s Sources of Power
	resources and funding, scholarly productivity 
	administrative/managerial competence, charisma, information, relationships, networks, creativity, leadership, sponsors/mentors/funding sources, position 

	Dean=s Source of Authority
	faculty-given 
	legal-rational,  positional  



