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ABSTRACT 
 
 
KIMBERLY S. FLANDERS 
MANAGER IN THE MIDDLE: A VIEW OF STRATEGIC PLANNING IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION FROM THE MIDDLE MANAGEMENT PERSPECTIVE 
Under the direction of JOSEPH L. BALLOUN, PhD 
 
 
 Strategic planning is a process that can assist institutions in responding to and 

preparing for the myriad changes in higher education; however, a lack of communication 

and other challenges can hinder institutions’ ability to effectively engage in the process.  

Because middle managers serve as liaisons between organizational leadership and front-

line staff, this transcendental phenomenological investigation sought to understand the 

experiences of middle managers in the strategic planning process through the lens of 

path-goal theory.  Criterion and snowball sampling were used to identify twelve middle 

managers to participate in semi-structured, topical interviews.  The data were analyzed 

utilizing the modified Van Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data to 

develop a description of the phenomenon.   

Findings from this investigation indicated that middle managers experienced 

strategic planning as a top-down process implemented with a team approach and the goal 

of benefiting students and the institution.  The participants shared that they would like to 

be included in strategic planning discussions early in the process to help shape 



 
 

xiii 

institutional priorities and actions based on their experiences with students, parents, and 

other stakeholders.  Additionally, the participants agreed that their teams should be 

included in the strategic planning process to garner more buy-in and to provide a robust 

breadth of knowledge and experience in the discussions.  The middle managers in this 

study also noted that the attitude of the leadership and support from an institutional 

research, or similar, office impacted their experience with the strategic planning process.  

Strategic planning leaders can utilize the information gleaned from this study to more 

effectively engage middle managers in the process, such as by providing trainings and 

early involvement.  Future research in this area should study middle managers working at 

different types of institutions and should include more faculty participants. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Higher education is changing (King, 2008).  Shifting student demographics, 

funding changes, and industry competition represent some of the challenges that 

institutions must address to remain relevant (King, 2008).  The demographic makeup of 

college campuses is changing in that the average age of college students is rising, the 

population is becoming more diverse, and the academic preparedness of students is 

becoming a major concern (Flynn & Vredevoogd, 2010).  Additionally, students are 

becoming more consumer-like; students are viewing higher education as a service that is 

being provided and are selecting institutions that meet their needs and provide value as a 

consumer (Flynn & Vredevoogd, 2010).  Furthermore, the cost of higher education has 

risen rapidly since the early 1980s and is continuing this trajectory (Archibald & 

Feldman, 2008).  Although tuition is increasing, for some higher education institutions, 

revenue from federal, state, and local governments is decreasing (McFarland et al., 2017).  

The effects of this decrease were compounded in the Great Recession because, though 

government appropriations decreased, enrollment increased, which translated to a 26 

percent decline in state per-student appropriations over four years (Barr & Turner, 2013).  

In addition to decreasing funding, many states have begun linking institutional outcome 

measures to available dollars in the form of performance-based funding to heighten 

institutional accountability (Hillman, Tandberg, & Gross, 2014; McKinney & Hagedorn,
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2017).  Along with student and funding changes, competition in the form of for-profit 

institutions has grown because these “organizations are now mature, rationalized industry 

participants” (King, 2008, p. np).  Thus, instead of only competing with other non-profit 

institutions, colleges are now competing with for-profit institutions for student enrollment 

as well.  In light of these major changes in higher education, strategic planning has been 

touted as a method for assisting institutions in navigating the environmental changes and 

finding their niche in the new higher education landscape (Ellis, 2010; Flynn & 

Vredevoogd, 2010; Poister, 2010).   

Developed in the business sector, strategic planning formally entered the sphere 

of higher education in 1959 with the first formal meeting of higher education planners at 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology; however, the Society for College and 

University Planning was not formed until 1966 (Dooris, 2002).  The 1970s and 1980s 

saw strategic planning in higher education flourish as public support of higher education 

waned due to global competition, economic struggles, and the push for accountability 

(Dooris, 2002).  Additionally, Keller’s (1983) work, Academic Strategy: The 

Management Revolution in American Higher Education, further validated the need for 

strategic planning because it included predictions of a bleak future for institutions of 

higher education if planning, assessment, and environmental scanning were not 

implemented.    

According to Bryson (2011), strategic planning has been shown to benefit 

colleges and universities by improving organizational decision making, increasing 

organizational effectiveness, and enhancing organizational legitimacy.  Similarly, the 
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process assisted institutions with resource allocation for maximum benefit, helped 

institutions identify their niche in the market, drove organizational change, and provided 

a common purpose for diverse units (Ellis, 2010).  Although various models exist, 

strategic planning synthesizes environmental data, organizational outcomes, and 

institutional goals to develop a process to achieve those goals (Bresciani, 2010).  

Bresciani (2010) offered a nine-step, nonlinear process that includes establishing a 

strategic plan, gathering forecast and trend data, conducting a capacity review, 

articulating indicators of success, prioritizing action plans, aligning resources with 

priorities, implementing outcomes-based assessment, allocating resources, and making 

the process systematic.  Ellis (2010) posited that a strategic planning process must 

include the following components: preparing a context, developing a vision, identifying 

key stakeholders, conducting a SWOT analysis, establishing goals and performance 

indicators, identifying implementation strategies, and plan evaluation.  Porter (2008) 

argued that five competitive forces must be analyzed and prioritized to direct strategy 

formulation.   

When developing strategic plans, organizations must use their mission statement, 

vision, values, and institutional goals to ensure that the process moves the institutions in a 

direction that stays true to the organizations’ purposes (Hinton, 2012).  However, among 

other challenges, a lack of a receptive organizational culture (Sullivan & Richardson, 

2011), lack of campus awareness (Lovik, 2014), nonexistent or ineffective 

communication (Fleuriet & Williams, 2015; Kamarudin, Starr, Abdullah, & Husain, 

2014), and individual or organizational resistance to change (Delprino, 2013) can inhibit 
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the effectiveness of the strategic planning process.  These hindrances to change strategies 

can lead to losses in organizational momentum, reversal of previous institutional gains, 

and failure to make positive and lasting changes for future success (Kotter, 2007).  

Delprino (2013) offered four primary methods for dealing with resistance to change: "(1) 

understand the resistance and sensitivity, (2) provide communication and education, (3) 

facilitate participation, and (4) offer and encourage support" (p. 143).  Because of their 

unique role of having access to campus leadership while directly influencing the daily 

operations of the institution, middle managers’ participation is vital to the success of the 

strategic planning process (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997; Schaefer & Guenther, 2016; 

Wooldridge, Schmid, & Floyd, 2008).  Middle managers could also be effective in 

addressing resistance to change due to their positions within organizations.  

Understanding middle managers’ experiences with the strategic planning process and 

mitigating the hindrances prior to engaging in the process should improve institutions’ 

successes with the strategic planning process.  

Statement of the Problem 

 In order to maintain regional accreditation, satisfy external stakeholders, appeal to 

consumer-minded students, and compete with for-profit institutions, traditional colleges 

and universities must demonstrate that they can effectively plan for and implement 

organizational growth and change (King, 2008; Paraska, 2013).  However, institutional 

challenges including communication problems and a lack of receptiveness to change can 

hinder the effectiveness of strategic planning processes, thus, prohibiting institutions’ 

ability to grow and change in order to remain relevant as students and culture change 
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(Delprino, 2013; Fleuriet & Williams, 2015; Kamarudin et al., 2014; Kotter, 2007; Lovik, 

2014; Sullivan & Richardson, 2011). 

Research Questions 

In this investigation, I hope to answer the following research question: How do 

middle managers in higher education describe their experiences regarding implementing 

institutional strategic planning processes within their work unit?  Related to this question, 

I hope to identify answers to the following sub-questions:  

 a) How do participants describe institutional or individual factors that influence 

their engagement in strategic planning?  

b) How do participants describe their experiences and associated challenges and 

supports navigating the process of strategic planning within their institutions? 

Theoretical Framework 

 Initially developed by Georgopoulos, Mahoney, and Jones (1957), path-goal 

theory focused on “how leaders motivate subordinates to accomplish designated goals” 

(Northouse, 2013, p. 137).  House (1971, 1996) expanded upon and reformulated the 

theory to propose that leaders’ behaviors must be compatible with the institutional 

environment and subordinates’ ability levels in order to be most effective.  In addition to 

leader behaviors and subordinate characteristics, task characteristics and motivating 

factors are the primary components of path-goal theory (Northouse, 2013).  Summarized 

succinctly, “path-goal theory is designed to explain how leaders can help subordinates 

along the path to their goals by selecting specific behaviors that are best suited to 

subordinates’ needs and to the situation in which subordinates are working” (Northouse, 
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2013, p. 138).  As the goal of this investigation is to identify the supports needed by 

middle managers to effectively implement strategic planning processes in their work 

units, path-goal theory will guide the development of the research question, formulation 

of the interview protocol, and construction of the experiential description.   

Significance of the Study 

As higher education faces changes in student demographics (Flynn & 

Vredevoogd, 2010), reductions in funding (Barr & Turner, 2013; McFarland et al., 2017), 

and increased accountability requirements (Hillman et al., 2014; McKinney & Hagedorn, 

2017), institutions need strategic planning to contend with a competitive marketplace 

(Ellis, 2010; Flynn & Vredevoogd, 2010; Poister, 2010).  The current study will inform 

institutional and strategic planning leaders of middle managers’ experiences with the 

strategic planning process including motivations for participation, areas of deficiency, 

and needed support.  This knowledge, if acted upon by higher education administrators 

and planners, will increase institutions’ success in implementing a strategic planning 

process.     

Procedures 

 This qualitative investigation will utilize a transcendental phenomenological 

approach to investigate middle managers’ experiences in the strategic planning process.  

Once Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval is granted, semi-structured, topical 

interviews (Scheibelhofer, 2008) will be conducted with twelve higher education middle 

managers that are purposefully sampled due to their experience with strategic planning at 

their campuses within the last five years (Creswell, 2013).  The phenomenological 
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approach was selected so that a textural and structural description of middle managers’ 

experiences, including meanings and essences, could be constructed (Moustakas, 1994).  

The data from the interviews will be analyzed according to the modified Van Kaam 

method of analysis of phenomenological data (Moustakas, 1994) to create textural-

structural descriptions and a composite description of higher education middle managers’ 

experiences with strategic planning. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 A limitation of the transcendental phenomenological method is that the 

completely unbiased reception of data expected of researchers is extremely difficult to 

achieve (Moustakas, 1994).  My perceptions of strategic planning could color the 

interpretations of data received.  To avoid misinterpretations, I will audio record each 

interview so that actual statements can be revisited.  I will use original interview 

transcription comparisons and participant validation to ensure that descriptions are true to 

the participants’ experiences (Moustakas, 1994).  Additionally, I will employ bracketing 

(epoche) to mitigate the effects of bias in the investigative process. 

 A delimitation of this study is that the population of focus is middle managers.  

Though frontline staff and administration are integral to the strategic planning and 

implementation processes, they fall outside of the scope of this investigation.  I chose to 

limit the current study to the stated population because the literature identifies middle 

managers as the link between institutional strategic goals and daily organizational 

operations (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997).  A second delimitation is that I will focus on 

middle managers at community colleges.  I chose to limit the study to community 
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colleges to further stratify the sample in hopes of gaining a richer picture of the 

phenomenon in similar environments (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).  

Definitions of Terms 

 This section includes definitions of terms used in this investigation that may be 

uncommon or specifically defined for this area of study.   

   Composite description is defined as a comprehensive depiction of the “meanings 

and essences” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121) of an experience derived from the description of 

multiple individuals’ experiences with a phenomenon. 

The epoche process is a component of the transcendental phenomenological 

approach that requires the researcher to engage in “disciplined and systematic efforts to 

set aside prejudgments regarding the phenomenon being investigated” (Moustakas, 1994, 

pp. 21–22). 

Imaginative variation is the process of amalgamating data and possibilities into a 

“structural description of the essences of the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 35). 

Strategically aligned behaviors are behaviors taken to implement or are aligned 

with institution’s strategic goals (Van Riel, Berens, & Dijkstra, 2009). 

A textural-structural description is a depiction of the “meanings and essences” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 121) of an individual’s experience with some phenomenon. 

Transcendental-phenomenological reduction is a knowledge creation approach in 

which a researcher removes all prejudgments and reviews data multiple times and from 

multiple angles to reduce information into themes (Moustakas, 1994). 
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Summary 

Changes in higher education are requiring institutions to adjust in to remain 

relevant in the educational arena.  Strategic planning is a process that can guide 

institutions through these changes if all stakeholders are involved and supportive.  

However, a lack of communication and other challenges can hinder institutions’ ability to 

grow and change.  The current transcendental phenomenological study seeks to 

understand the experiences of middle managers in the strategic planning process through 

the lens of path-goal theory.  Through interviews and data analysis, the investigation 

seeks to identify factors that would increase these individuals’ ability and motivation to 

engage in the strategic planning process.  If armed with this knowledge, institutional 

leaders could address areas of concern prior to implementing the strategic planning 

process to improve the likelihood of attaining positive outcomes.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Beginning with the history of and rationale for strategic planning in higher 

education, this chapter will review the literature addressing strategic planning.  Research 

investigating the implementation of the strategic planning process as well as the roles of 

middle managers in these processes is discussed.  The chapter will end with an overview 

of the theoretical framework of this investigation. 

History of Strategic Planning in Higher Education 

The term strategy originated “from the ancient Athenian title strategos, denoting a 

supreme commander of the Athenian armed forces.  The position was created…in 508 

B.C. and combined the words stratos (‘army’) and agein (‘to lead’)” (Cummings, 1995, 

p. 23).  Thus, the strategic planning process was initially utilized by the military to 

prepare for large-scale operations long before being embraced by corporations (Dooris, 

2002).  Written in the 5th century B.C., The Art of War included a discussion of the 

factors that strategists must consider when planning successful military campaigns (Tzu, 

trans. 2011).  In addition to military use, strategy was used as a leadership tactic in the 

ancient world.  Moses has been touted as a visionary realist using the strategies of 

contractual relationships, a constructive approach, responsibility, and ethics to achieve 

his goal of leading the Israelites (Keren, 1988).   
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In recent times, strategic planning has been defined as “the formal process 

designed to help administrative units identify and maintain an optimal alignment with the 

most important elements in its environment” (Ellis, 2010, p. 6).  Similarly, Bryson (2011) 

explained the process as “a deliberative, disciplined approach to producing fundamental 

decisions and actions that shape and guide what an organization (or other entity) is, what 

it does, and why” (p. 8).  Porter (1996) posited that “strategy is the creation of a unique 

and valuable position, involving a different set of activities” (p.68).  Strategy differs from 

operational effectiveness in that “operational effectiveness (OE) means performing 

similar activities better than rivals perform them…  In contrast, strategic positioning 

means performing different activities from rivals’ or performing similar activities in 

different ways” (Porter, 1996, p. 62).     

Higher education’s initial adoption of strategic planning focused on its usefulness 

in preparing for institutional expansion and facilities planning (Dooris, 2002).  To this 

end, the first formal meeting of higher education planners occurred at the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology in 1959 with 25 attendees; members of this initial group formed 

the 300-member Society for College and University Planning in 1966 (Dooris, 2002).  In 

the mid-1980s, the focus of strategic planning in higher education shifted from facilities 

to systematic institutional management as public support for higher education decreased 

and the fears discussed in Keller’s 1983 work, Academic Strategy: The Management 

Revolution in American Higher Education, became widespread (Dooris, 2002).  

Considering declines in student enrollment and institutional financial concerns at the 

time, the book opened with the following statement: “A specter is haunting higher 
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education: the specter of decline and bankruptcy.  Experts predict that between 10 percent 

and 30 percent of America’s 3,100 colleges and universities will close their doors or 

merge with other institutions by 1995” (Keller, 1983, p. 3).  Strategic planning was touted 

as a possible solution for institutions to avoid such dismal outcomes and, instead, thrive 

(Keller, 1983).  The theorist postulated that “the fundamental aim of strategic planning is 

a Darwinian one of linking the forward direction of your organization with the movement 

of historical forces in the environment” (Keller, 1983, p. 152).  To achieve this goal, 

institutions’ academic strategies must analyze three internal elements and three external 

elements.  The internal elements were: 1) institutional traditions, values, and aspirations; 

2) academic and financial strengths and weaknesses; and 3) the abilities and priorities of 

campus leadership (Keller, 1983).  The external elements identified by the author were: 

1) threats and opportunities based on environmental trends; 2) market preferences, 

perceptions, and directions; and 3) threats and opportunities associated with competition 

between institutions (Keller, 1983).   

Strategic planning became more widely accepted in the 1980s and 1990s and was 

adopted as an accreditation standard by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation 

in 1998 (Dooris, 2002).  Though broadly implemented, there were and still are critics of 

the strategic planning process.  One theorist posited that the grand fallacy of strategic 

planning is that “because analysis encompasses synthesis, strategic planning is strategy 

making” (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 110).  This fallacy was supported by the fallacy of 

prediction, the fallacy of detachment, and the fallacy of formalization (Mintzberg, 1994).  

The concept of prediction was considered a fallacy for strategic planning because 
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innovations or environmental changes do not always adhere to specific schedules; thus, 

strategy must be able to occur at various, intuitive times (Mintzberg, 1994).  

Additionally, the fallacy of detachment was discussed in connection to strategic planning 

because strategy is generally led by top managers and planners who utilize data for 

decision-making; in contrast, the author described effective strategists as follows: 

Real strategists get their hands dirty digging for ideas, and real strategies are built 

from the occasional nuggets they uncover. These are not people who abstract 

themselves from the daily details; they are the ones who immerse themselves in 

them while being able to abstract the strategic messages from them. (Mintzberg, 

1994, p. 111)   

Lastly, Mintzberg ascribed the fallacy of formalization to strategic planning because 

planners hold that the process is rational and unidirectional and should adhere to specific 

steps.  In contrast, planning can stem from experiments and mistakes that trigger strategic 

thinking.  Mintzberg (1994) argued that strategic planning should not occur within a 

formal process; instead, strategic programming should occur as a method for 

communicating strategies determined by managers.  

Rationale for Strategic Planning in Higher Education 

 With 3,706 institutions of higher education operating during the 1995-96 

academic year and a 14% college enrollment increase from 1986 to 1996 (Snyder, 

Hoffman, & Geddes, 1998), Keller’s dire prediction did not come true.  However, 

American institutions’ current crisis stems from continuing to operate utilizing traditional 

modes rather than embracing innovative models (Christensen & Eyring, 2011).  The 
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rapidly changing demographics of college students coupled with other social changes (i.e. 

expanding technologies, globalization, and increased accountability) not only fuel the 

need for strategic planning but must be considered by institutions when engaging in the 

process (Letizia, 2013; Poister, 2010; Sullivan & Richardson, 2011).   

Changing Student Demographics 

The demographic makeup of the student population is shifting as older and more 

diverse students enroll in college (Flynn & Vredevoogd, 2010).  According to some 

higher education researchers, student population changes should stimulate innovative 

thinking and campus services because “the attributes and behaviors of colleges and 

universities that made them successful in the past may or may not … enable them to be 

successful in the future” (Falk & Blaylock, 2010, p. 15).  Student demographic changes 

including age, gender, race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status must be considered and 

addressed to ensure that institutions remain effective (Falk & Blaylock, 2010; Marine & 

Nicolazzo, 2014).   

Age.  Traditionally, an undergraduate student was a recent high school graduate 

between 18 and 22 years of age (Falk & Blaylock, 2010).  However, during the 2011-

2012 academic year, 20% of students who enrolled in their first or second year of college 

were age 25 or older (Ma & Baum, 2016).  In 2015, 31% of full-time undergraduate 

students and 63% of part-time undergraduate students were age 25 or older, and the 

majority of these students were enrolled in private, for-profit institutions (McFarland et 

al., 2018).  Students entering college directly following high school tend to enroll in 

college to prepare for gainful employment (Keup, 2008).  In contrast, adult students 



28 
 

 

enroll in higher education for a number of reasons including first or second degree 

attainment, career changes, or for additional skills; adult students may also experience a 

number of barriers to success such as full-time employment or family responsibilities that 

colleges may need to address (Hardin, 2008).      

Gender.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 56% of 

undergraduate students in 2016 were female, and the enrollment patterns of males and 

females were similar (McFarland et al., 2018).  However, research findings indicated that 

heterosexist discrimination against sexual minority students created a hostile environment 

that threatened academic performance as well as physical and mental health of Lesbian, 

Gay, Bisexual, Trans*, and Queer LGBTQ students (Hong, Woodford, Long, & Renn, 

2016).  The LGBTQ rights movement highlighted the necessity for institutions to develop 

policies and programs to support the needs of these students (Marine & Nicolazzo, 2014).  

The first professionally-staffed LGBTQ center opened in the United States in 1971 at the 

University of Michigan and, by 2014, 5% of four-year institutions hosted similar centers 

(Marine & Nicolazzo, 2014).   

Race and Ethnicity.  The racial breakdown of undergraduate students enrolled at 

public four-year institutions in fall 2015 was 60% White, 12% Black, 16% Hispanic, 7% 

Asian, 1% American Indian/Alaska Native, and 4% two or more races (McFarland et al., 

2017).  Non-White students enrolling in higher education tend to enter with more barriers 

to success than White students (Mellow & Heelan, 2015).  In analyzing the college-going 

behaviors of Hispanic students utilizing a logistic regression model, one researcher found 

that Black and Hispanic students entered college with lower high school GPAs and 
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reported lower socioeconomic statuses than White students (O’Connor, 2009).  In 

addition to these barriers, Hispanic students were less likely to hold a high school 

diploma and more likely to come from a non-English-speaking household than White 

students (O’Connor, 2009).  A quantitative analysis of student success in developmental 

math courses in Virginia found evidence to support the notion that White students were 

more successful than non-White students in these courses (Wolfle, 2012).  Additionally, 

non-White students tended to engage in high-impact educational experiences like service-

learning to supplement their educational experience less than White students (Schuh, 

Jones, Harper, & Associates, 2011). 

Socioeconomic Status.  Historically, individuals from low socioeconomic status 

(SES) backgrounds have been underrepresented in higher education; however, after 

World War II, the nation began a push to increase college access to this group (Bowen, 

Tobin, & Kurzweil, 2005).  The initial GI Bill of 1943, “provided up to four years of 

education and training …to GIs who had served at least ninety days, with the 

presumption that the schooling of all veterans who enlisted or were drafted before their 

twenty-fifth birthdays had been interrupted” (Altschuler & Blumin, 2009, p. 71).  

Critiques of the GI Bill’s benefits along with low enrollment by veterans led to increased 

eligibility spans, removal of the age requirements, and inclusion of correspondence 

courses in the 1945 revision (Altschuler & Blumin, 2009).  Following WWII, 2.2 million 

veterans enrolled into US colleges and universities (Altschuler & Blumin, 2009).  

However, low SES students continue to face obstacles once enrolled in college.  

Researchers found that students whose parents held bachelor's degrees or lower were 
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more likely to transfer from a four-year institution to a two-year institution (reverse 

transfer) due to academic difficulties during the first year decreasing the possibility of 

receiving a bachelor's degree (Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009).  In contrast, students from 

more advantaged backgrounds transferred to other four-year institutions independent of 

difficulties and with no influence on the receipt of their degrees (Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 

2009).  Low SES students may also struggle with feelings of not belonging in programs 

of higher education (Nelson, Englar-Carlson, Tierney, & Hau, 2006; Ostrove, Stewart, & 

Curtin, 2011).  However, the presence of and interaction with professors from similar 

backgrounds could assist the students in dealing with these issues (Oldfield, 2007; 

Stricker, 2011).  Other researchers found that low SES students did not struggle with 

integrating into educational programs of study but were less likely to seek advice from 

their peers and felt less academically prepared (Warnock & Appel, 2012). 

Shifts in Higher Education 

 Not only are college student demographics changing, but student motivation for 

enrolling in college is changing.  Herndon (2008) shared that higher education had four 

general types of benefits: private economic, public economic, private social, and public 

social.  Similarly, Abowitz (2008), theorized that instead of attending college for personal 

growth or the love of learning, individuals now attend publicly-funded institutions to 

attain private success in the form of social mobility.  An analysis of the websites of 12 

institutions supported the idea that, no longer considered solely a place to gain 

knowledge, higher education was being promoted as a product with the outcomes of 

career preparedness and financial success (Saichaie & Morphew, 2014).     
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 In The Innovative University, authors argued that many colleges and universities 

are in crisis because, in adhering strictly to Harvard’s model of success, accessibility has 

decreased, tuition has increased, and faculty priorities have shifted from students to 

research while, globally, the demand for higher education is growing (Christensen & 

Eyring, 2011).  According to Christensen and Eyring, “Harvard…succeeds not only 

because of its wealth, but because it has limited its choice of students to serve to only the 

most elite graduate and undergraduate students” (2011, p. 347).  However, most other 

institutions lacked an endowment rivaling Harvard’s and served student populations with 

varying needs and ability levels.  The authors proposed that institutions should reconsider 

their stance on issues such as online learning, modular majors, faculty research, and 

measures of success to remain competitive in the changing higher education climate 

(Christensen & Eyring, 2011). 

Increase in Cost of Higher Education 

 Along with changes in student characteristics and expectations, the cost of higher 

education has risen rapidly since the 1980s (Archibald & Feldman, 2008).  The average 

cost of a college education in 2012 was 2.3 times higher than the average cost in 1975 

(Cahalan & Perna, 2015).  The average cost of attendance in 1975 was $9,203; in 2012, 

this cost was $21,222 (Snyder, 2018).  According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics, attendance costs continued to increase with a 2016 figure of $23,091 (Snyder, 

2018).  Decreasing state funding (Ehrenberg, 2006), aspirations of institutional 

excellence, increased costs of private institutions, institutional rankings, and technology 

costs have fueled this tuition surge (Ehrenberg, 2012).  According to some researchers, 
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“to a significant degree, colleges and universities have become expensive as a result of 

attempting to attract the most capable and discerning student-customers” (Christensen & 

Eyring, 2011, p. xxi).  Similarly, other theorists claimed that as education becomes more 

consumer-like, competition among colleges will require colleges to adapt to student 

wants; the theorists argued,   

Ultimately, if a student sees himself or herself as a customer—paying the bills and 

having high expectations of receiving educational value for the money—the 

student will go, or log on, to the institution that fulfills an immediate learning 

need. (Flynn & Vredevoogd, 2010, p. 8)   

High-achieving students that are targeted by public and private institutions are also in a 

position to negotiate tuition costs and amenities due to their buying power as the most 

sought after demographic (King, 2008).  Additionally, because “most state supported 

universities within a specific state have similar tuition rates and largely, the state tuition 

structure is equivalent for potential students” (King, 2008, p. np), students can easily 

transfer between institutions with few cost-associated difficulties.     

Funding and Accountability Changes   

 Although institutional revenue from student tuition is steadily increasing, income 

from federal, state, and local governments is decreasing (McFarland et al., 2017).  Public 

institutions experienced a 2% decrease in government funds from 2009 to 2014 while 

private, non-profit institutions saw an 11% decrease (McFarland et al., 2017).   In a 

statistical analysis of data from 1985 to 2004 for all states except Alaska, researchers 

found that, when compared to other major spending areas, higher education received 



33 
 

 

larger increases during good economic times and larger cuts during bad economic times 

(Delaney & Doyle, 2011).  The cuts during economic downturns were more detrimental 

to institutions because of the positive relationship between unemployment rates and 

college enrollment (Barr & Turner, 2013).  Figures from the Great Recession illustrate 

this problem:  

Constant dollar state appropriations to higher education fell by 17 percent from … 

2007-2008 to 2011-2012, from $87.7 billion to $72.5 billion…  Because 

enrollment increased at public institutions, this amounted to an even larger decline 

on a per student basis, with appropriations per student falling from about $9,000 

to $6,651. (Barr & Turner, 2013, p. 181) 

Regardless of the economic climate, low college completion rates and a national push for 

educational attainment have led to increased attention to institutional outcomes (Hillman 

et al., 2014).  As of 2015, 32 states had implemented some form of performance-based 

funding to connect state funding to outcomes such as graduation rates (McKinney & 

Hagedorn, 2017).  Additionally, the reauthorized Higher Education Act “requires the U.S. 

Department of Education to publish annual lists of the schools with the highest tuition 

rates and rate increases.  These schools must report their plans for becoming frugal” 

(Christensen & Eyring, 2011, p. 206).   Though some critics argue that the push for 

accountability and the assessment strategies used in higher education have become 

market-focused and emphasize monetary gains and institutional prestige rather than the 

public good (Wall, Hursh, & Rodgers, 2014), some campuses have begun formulating 

their strategic plans around the state goals to which funds are allocated because state 
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appropriations can greatly impact institutional operating budgets (Nwosu & Koller, 

2014).   

No matter the catalyst, engaging in a strategic planning process that identified 

desired goals, assessed the fit and feasability of goals, and developed action steps to meet 

the goals, led to positive organizational changes including increased capacity and 

performance (Poister, 2010).  Similarly, Ellis (2010) theorized that strategic planning 

benefits institutions in five specific ways: 1) allowing leaders to allocate resources 

according to the needs of students; 2) providing recruitment and retention data; 3) 

allowing organizations to find their niche; 4) driving change; and 5) allowing diverse 

individuals to work together for a common purpose.   

Strategic Planning in Practice 

 Although, some theorists concur that strategic planning is necessary to manage 

the changes occurring in higher education (Letizia, 2013; Poister, 2010; Sullivan & 

Richardson, 2011), strategists do not agree on how the process should be executed.  This 

section includes a discussion of some strategic planning models that were developed to 

assist institutions with implementing the process.  Additionally, factors associated with 

successful strategic planning and challenges related to implementation will also be 

discussed in this section.    

Models of Strategic Planning 

    To facilitate the change process, several theorists developed implementation 

models for the strategic planning process.  Ellis (2010) offered that institutional vision 

and mission statements, organizational values, a SWOT analysis, key goals, an action 
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plan, and evaluation and assessment were basic elements of the strategic planning 

process.  However, the following discussion of strategic planning models suggests that 

the inclusion of certain elements depends on the priorities of the theorists.     

Bresciani’s (2010) data-driven planning model.  Developed to provide a strategic 

planning guideline for student affairs departments, Bresciani (2010) defined data-driven 

planning as “a systematic process that gathers programmatic outcomes-based assessment 

data … and merges those data with trend, forecast, and capacity data, as well as 

institutional goals and vision” (2010, p. 39).  The nine steps postulated for data-driven 

planning are:  

1. establish a strategic plan, 

2. gather forecast and trend data, 

3. conduct a capacity review, 

4. articulate indicators of success, 

5. prioritize action plans to meet the strategic goals, 

6. align division resources with institutional priorities, 

7. implement outcomes-based assessment program review, 

8. allocate and reallocate resources to help realize the goals, and 

9. make the process systematic (Bresciani, 2010).   

Though described as steps, the data-driven planning model is not a linear process; 

institutions can modify, revisit, reorder, or skip steps as they see fit (Bresciani, 2010). 

Kotter’s (2007) change theory.  Kotter (2007) developed his change theory by 

analyzing the successes and failures of more than 100 companies over a ten-year span.  
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He argued that to be successful, organizational leaders should adhere to the following 8-

step model:  

1. establish a sense of urgency, 

2. form a powerful guiding coalition, 

3. create a vision, 

4. communicate the vision, 

5. empower others to act on the vision, 

6. create short-term wins, 

7. consolidate improvements, and 

8. institutionalize the new approaches (Kotter, 2007). 

The author argued that the steps must be completed in order to truly 

institutionalize the change being sought (Kotter, 2007). 

Porter’s (2008) five forces.  The author theorized that there are five competitive 

forces that should be considered when determining an organization’s strategy:  

1. established industry rivals, 

2. customers, 

3. suppliers, 

4. potential entrants, and 

5. substitute products (Porter, 2008, p. 79).   

Once all five forces are analyzed, institutions should develop a strategic plan 

primarily focused on combating the strongest or most salient competitive force (Porter, 

2008).  The theorist also stressed that institutions must accurately define the industry in 
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which they operate to clarify relevant forces, profitability, and planning strategies (Porter, 

2008). 

Manger’s (2015) vision integrated plan (VIP).  Developed to guide the planning 

process of Anne Arundel Community College, the vision integrated plan (VIP) helped 

institutions "map out their strategic, marketing, and learning environment opportunities 

and goals within the context of the institution's vision" (Manger, 2015, p. 86). VIP 

focused on ensuring that campus facilities and learning environments were conducive to 

ensuring student success in the academic programs most conducive to the institution’s 

future growth (Manger, 2015).  VIP offered five steps for the planning process: 

1. environmental scan,  

2. academic assessment, 

3. enrollment and space needs analysis, 

4. learning environment analysis, and 

5. campus master planning (Manger, 2015).   

Bryson’s (2011) strategy change cycle.  The strategy change cycle was a process 

designed to “lead deliberatively to actions, results, evaluation, and learning” (Bryson, 

2011, p. 46).  The author identified the following ten steps as necessary for organizational 

leaders when spearheading change processes: 

1. initiate and agree on a strategic planning process, 

2. identify organizational mandates,  

3. clarify organizational mission and values, 
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4. assess the external and internal environments to identify strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, 

5. identify the strategic issues facing the organization, 

6. formulate strategies to manage the issues, 

7. review and adopt the strategic plan or plans, 

8. establish an effective organizational vision, 

9. develop an effective implementation process, and 

10. reassess strategies and the strategic planning process (Bryson, 2011, p. 46). 

Regarding implementation requirements, the strategy change cycle only 

necessitated that organizations identify a guiding coalition to sponsor and champion the 

process from start to finish (Bryson, 2011). 

Communication based strategic planning.  Communication based strategic 

planning developed from the premise that communication is crucial to the success of 

strategic planning (Fleuriet & Williams, 2015).  Data gleaned from tracking executive 

decision making of 356 companies over 19 years indicated that including all employees 

in the decision-making process had strategic plans averaging an 80% success rate, 

whereas simply telling people what would happen had a 44% success rate (Fleuriet & 

Williams, 2015).  One such model was a nine-step process that included the following 

steps:  

1. review previous planning process, 

2. conduct environmental scan, 

3. bottom up feedback process, 
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4. develop planning categories, 

5. review mission statement, 

6. administrative division planning, 

7. creating a living plan, 

8. development of university goals, and 

9. developing plan draft (Fleuriet & Williams, 2015).   

The model’s bottom up feedback step that includes clear feedback loops ensured 

that all institutional stakeholders had an opportunity to participate in the planning process 

(Fleuriet & Williams, 2015).  

Sullivan and Richardson’s (2011) strategic planning and outcomes assessment 

integrated model.  Sullivan and Richardson (2011) argued that institutions must be able to 

incorporate their daily operations into their visions and strategic plans.  In developing an 

integrated model of strategic planning and outcomes assessment, the authors identified 

five components key to creating a culture receptive to strategic planning:  

1. regular meetings/planning sessions to discuss progress, setbacks, and possible 

changes to the plan, 

2. setting individual goals that are interconnected with the plan, 

3. including plan progress into the performance evaluation process, 

4. providing continuous assessment of plan progress, and 

5. providing education and training to staff to ensure that they have the 

knowledge/skills to implement the plan (Sullivan & Richardson, 2011). 
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Capacity Reviewing in Strategic Planning 

 Though each of the aforementioned planning models vary regarding the number 

of steps necessary, the order that steps should be completed, and which steps are integral 

to the process, each model requires a capacity review or internal analysis of some kind 

(Bresciani, 2010; Bryson, 2011; Fleuriet & Williams, 2015; Kotter, 2007; Manger, 2015; 

Sullivan & Richardson, 2011).  The data-driven planning model proposed that institutions 

conduct a capacity review as step three of the planning process (Bresciani, 2010).  The 

suggested capacity review involved “identifying meaningful data that indicate whether an 

institution or division has key institutional resources, structures, and processes in place to 

fulfill its institutional or divisional mission and strategic plan” (Bresciani, 2010, p. 43).  

The author cited financial records and capital assets as types of data that should be 

reviewed to ensure the feasibility of strategic goal attainment (Bresciani, 2010).  Like the 

data-driven planning model, the vision integrated planning model recommended that 

institutions assess academic programs, analyze enrollment and space needs, and conduct 

a learning environment analysis in steps two through four of the process to guide the 

development of strategic priorities (Manger, 2015).   

Instead of conducting a capacity review, Bryson (2011) encouraged institutions to 

conduct an analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT analysis) 

as step four of the strategic planning process.  The analysis of strengths and weaknesses 

focused on internal organizational aspects such as resources, processes, and performance 

outputs, and the analysis of opportunities and threats focused on areas external to the 

institution (Bryson, 2011).  Like Bryson’s model, the communication-based strategic 
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planning model proposed that institutions conduct a SWOT analysis of some sort during 

step two of the process; however, individual departments should conduct their own 

analyses and provide reports documenting their needs to the college for a more thorough 

process (Fleuriet & Williams, 2015).   

 Kotter (2007) advocated for “empowering others to act on the vision” (p. 99) in 

step five of his process.  The empowerment included removing obstacles such as 

organizational structures and performance-appraisal systems that counter the changing 

direction of the organization (Kotter, 2007).  This step also involved “encouraging risk 

taking and nontraditional ideas, activities, and actions” (Kotter, 2007, p. 99).  The author 

stated that leaders or supervisors who engage in behaviors that undermine change efforts 

can significantly impede the process (Kotter, 2007).  Much like Kotter, Sullivan and 

Richardson (2011) stressed the importance of individuals in the strategic planning 

process by citing the need for individual goals to be linked to the strategic plan by 

“incorporating the plan into the performance evaluation process” (p. 7) and developing “a 

culture of strategic planning and assessment in which all members of the organization 

either possess or are developing the knowledge and skills needed to adapt to change” (p. 

7) as three of the five critical components for creating a culture of strategic planning. 

Factors of Successful Strategic Planning 

 Cohen (2006) used mixed methods to investigate the nature of and develop a 

theory for public sector strategic planning.  Through surveying and interviewing strategic 

planners from government, non-profit, and private sectors, the researcher identified 

leadership as the dominant theme for a successful strategic planning process because 
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leadership was involved in the process, served as the catalyst for the process, determined 

the methods used in the process, and influenced the success of the process (Cohen, 2006).  

Cohen (2006) concluded that leadership is important to strategic planning implementation 

and that changes in leadership can lead to inconsistency in the planning process.  

Similarly, Starsia (2010) identified top-down planning as a predictor of success of 

strategic planning within athletic departments by conducting a content analysis of 

strategic plans and surveying 130 athletic directors.  According to Auld (2010), “the 

president of the institution plays the pivotal role in the process of strategic planning.  

She/he must perform roles as cheerleader, negotiator, communicator and evaluator” (p. 

221).      

Along with leadership, additional factors for successful strategic planning were 

identified in an action research investigation.  Kezar, Glenn, Lester, and Nakamoto 

(2008) examined institutional factors that prevent or enable the implementation of 

initiatives aimed at increasing diversity on college campuses.  The researchers analyzed 

field notes gleaned from project implementation meetings across 14 institutions over 3 

years (Kezar et al., 2008).  Through data analysis the themes of "knowledge capacity; 

physical capacity; institutional willingness to reflect; project connection with institutional 

operations; leadership within both the team and the institution; and racial climate" (Kezar 

et al., 2008, p. 140) were associated with successful initiative implementation.  Another 

theorist argued that gaining consensus of key organizational members is "essential for 

success" (Poister, 2010, p. s248) of the strategic planning process.  In addition, Reeves 

(2007) offered that monitoring, evaluation, and expectations are the three dimensions of 
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strategic planning associated with student achievement and that simple, one-page plans 

with accompanying action plans are most effective in implementing change.  Similarly, 

other theorists pose that budgeting and assessment processes should be integrated with 

the strategic planning process to ensure that plans can be assessed and institutional 

resources are allocated appropriately (Salem, Itani, & El-Haff, 2020).  

Researchers from the University of San Diego utilized Bresciani’s data-driven 

planning model to lead a university sanctioned stress task force charged with developing 

a strategic plan to address the “high levels of student stress” (Baker & Sgoutas-Emch, 

2014, p. 116).  The task force employed a mixed-methods approach of focus groups and 

surveys to gather data associated with student stress (Baker & Sgoutas-Emch, 2014).  The 

information was used to strategically brainstorm, plan, and implement institutional 

programs or initiatives to address the identified areas (Baker & Sgoutas-Emch, 2014).  

The authors indicated that the data-driven strategic planning process was successful; 

however, varying levels of commitment from task force members and turnover were 

identified as challenges to the process (Baker & Sgoutas-Emch, 2014).  According to the 

researchers, “without a core group of individuals who were willing to stay with a process 

for several years, the task force would not have been as effective” (Baker & Sgoutas-

Emch, 2014, p. 125).  

Nwosu and Koller (2014) described Tennessee State University's strategic 

planning process during a time of legislation changes, economic downturn, and uncertain 

leadership.  The authors concluded that the key components of strategic infrastructure 

were university-wide planning and assessment; centralized responsibility for planning 
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and implementation; faculty and staff representation on committees associated with 

implementation; and a uniform process for all departments/units (Nwosu & Koller, 

2014).  Additionally, deficiencies in any of these areas amplified difficulties with the 

strategic planning process (Nwosu & Koller, 2014).  Likewise, Squires (2013) conducted 

a case study of the establishment of a joint program between two universities and found  

that it was necessary to integrate the entire campus community and to hire external 

consultants to assist in the process.  The author also noted that that it was critical to get 

faculty support for the merger to take place (Squires, 2013).  Strategic planners at another 

institution recognized the importance of faculty involvement in the strategic planning 

process and identified methods to engage this group even though all team members 

worked virtually (Cooper & Scheg, 2020).  These practitioners utilized virtual meeting 

rooms, an intranet site, regular email communications to engage online faculty in 

assisting with the creation of a new institutional vision, completion of a SWOT analysis, 

and identifying strategic objectives (Cooper & Scheg, 2020).  In addition to faculty 

involvement, Lorenzo and Sanford (2019) stressed the importance of including students 

and staff in the planning process; the authors argued that it was important to gather input 

through various methods (i.e. focus groups, surveys, meetings) because the campus 

community could offer a depth of insight based on their experiences. 

 Researchers with McKinsey and Company interviewed college leaders, conducted 

site visits of two colleges that had undergone transformations, and reviewed data from 

previous consulting experiences to identify opportunities for higher education institutions 

to incorporate analytics into strategic planning (Krawitz, Law, & Litman, 2018).  The 
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authors identified five areas in which institutions could utilize analytics to transform the 

organizations (Krawitz et al., 2018).  First, analytics must be utilized to drive innovation 

rather than solely for running compliance reports; second, the analytics team should be a 

stand-alone department that supports the entire campus rather than reporting to 

institutional research or some other area (Krawitz et al., 2018).  Additionally, the 

institution should hire an analytics team instead of outsourcing and build a “culture of 

data-driven decision making” (Krawitz et al., 2018, p. np).  Lastly, institutions should be 

patient with the process and accept that transformation will take time (Krawitz et al., 

2018).  Similar to analytics, one institution adopted the process of monitoring strategic 

planning outcomes through the use of key performance indicators (KPIs), operational 

performance indicators (OPIs), and compliance performance indicators (CPIs) (Saygin, 

2019).  The categories provided indicators for institutional effectiveness, efficiency, and 

compliance and supplied the institution with quantitative data that were used in 

determining priorities, target outcomes, and timelines (Saygin, 2019). 

Challenges in Strategic Planning 

Though ideal, institutions do not always meet the goals set forth in strategic plans 

(Langham & Fifolt, 2014).  Researchers conducted a pre-experimental, quantitative 

investigation to determine whether an institution achieved the goals of increased 

interdisciplinarity, increased student services/strategic investments, and improved 

financial efficiency set forth in an academic realignment (Langham & Fifolt, 2014).  

However, planners “failed to articulate a time line or measurable outcomes for the 

process” (Langham & Fifolt, 2014, p. 20).  When revisited 2 years following plan 
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implementation, researchers could not determine if interdisciplinarity had increased, and 

“there were no statistically significant results related to enhanced student 

services/strategic investments and no financial efficiencies” (Langham & Fifolt, 2014, p. 

20). 

To gain an understanding of how governmental regulation impact strategic plans, 

Cooke and Lang (2009) conducted a content analysis of Canadian community college 

strategic plans developed between 1950 and 2005. The researchers concluded that the 

strategic plans were more similar than different; the contents of the plans were weak; and 

"strategic planning is too often seen as an end in itself rather than as an instrument for 

thinking systematically about these influencers and to make decisions about their future" 

(Cooke & Lang, 2009, p. 624).  Likewise, researchers investigating the impact of 

strategic management on institutional performance in Italy noted that the strategic plans 

lacked measurable objectives and focused on outputs instead of outcomes (Angiola, 

Bianchi, & Damato, 2019).  Similarly, Starsia’s (2010) investigation of strategic planning 

in athletic departments yielded results indicating that planning model type (linear, hybrid, 

or chaos) had no impact on process success rates. 

Chance and Williams (2009) noted that there were no tools available to assess the 

quality of strategic plans in higher education and developed a rubric to assess the success 

and utility of university strategic plans. The rubric was formatted to assess how plans 

address their objectives and to identify gaps or discontinuity within plans; additionally, to 

assess the effectiveness of strategic plans based on content, the authors incorporated 

questions surrounding five critical issues: the current status of the institution, future 
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aspirations, plan of action, assessment measures, and the sustainability plan (Chance & 

Williams, 2009).  Upon evaluating the strategic plans of two universities, the researchers 

found that the plans studied had low probabilities of success because they lacked too 

many critical components; the authors concluded that, with more testing, the rubric could 

prove useful for assessing strategic plans in higher education (Chance & Williams, 2009). 

Fleuriet and Williams (2015) conducted a case study of an institution that engaged 

in communication-based strategic planning under a new president.  The researchers 

identified challenges campus leadership experienced when engaging in the process.  First, 

trust and buy-in needed to be established between campus stakeholders and leadership 

through consistent inclusion in the process; additionally, leadership experienced 

difficulties engaging faculty in the process because the faculty were more invested in 

departmental goals than institutional goals (Fleuriet & Williams, 2015).  Leaders also 

experienced challenges concerning incorrect or negative interpretations of messages from 

managers to their subordinates; relatedly, some managers did not share the message 

effectively because they lacked knowledge of effective communication principles 

(Fleuriet & Williams, 2015).  Lastly, the communication based process was also time-

consuming in that it took two years for the campus to complete the strategic planning 

process (Fleuriet & Williams, 2015).   

Like the Fleuriet and Williams (2015) investigation, Lovik (2014) completed a 

case study of an institution engaged in the strategic planning process.  In preparing for the 

planning process, institutional leaders led discussions and reviewed archived meeting 

information to identify possible explanations as to why the previous strategic plan had 
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been unsuccessful (Lovik, 2014).  Having too many initiatives; posing strategic initiatives 

that were analogous to operational tasks; unclear oversight; immeasurable objectives; 

invalid initiatives; and a general lack of campus awareness were determined to have 

played a role in only completing one of 61 initiatives in a three year period (Lovik, 2014).  

To improve opportunities for success of the new strategic plan, leaders were intentional 

in garnering campus-wide participation in the planning process as well as providing 

regular communication regarding status updates from administration and unit leaders 

(Lovik, 2014).  

Communication issues as barriers to strategic planning were also cited by 

researchers engaged in a case study and constructivist grounded theory approach to 

investigate the process of combining two academic departments (Kamarudin et al., 2014).  

Investigators interviewed campus leadership and campus staff to understand the change 

process from both perspectives (Kamarudin et al., 2014).  Campus leadership believed 

that communication efforts were good and indicated that “there was effort by the 

university leadership to get feedbacks from the staff of …  However, the faculty 

leadership failed to communicate this to the staff to get their feedbacks” (Kamarudin et 

al., 2014, p. 498).  Institutional leaders also posited that some faculty leaders did not 

share the information because they did not fully support the change (Kamarudin et al., 

2014).  In contrast, campus staff members felt that communication efforts were poor in 

that the information shared was insufficient and led to feelings of uncertainty (Kamarudin 

et al., 2014).   
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Middle Managers in Strategic Planning 

 Planners must understand the politics of the institution and work within their 

parameters in order to effectively lead the strategic planning process (Delprino, 2013).  

Some planning scholars posited that middle managers fulfill unique roles in organizations 

in that they have access to upper management while maintaining knowledge of the daily 

operations of an organization (Wooldridge et al., 2008).  Other theorists argued that 

“middle managers perform a co-ordinating role where they mediate, negotiate, and 

interpret connections between the organization’s institutional (strategic) and technical 

(operational) levels” (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997, p. 466).  Similarly, research findings 

suggested that communication, goal setting, and participative management were among 

the middle management tasks identified to positively impact organizational performance 

(Johansen & Hawes, 2016).  In further support of middle managers’ importance to the 

strategic planning process, researchers surveyed 164 top and middle managers at large 

firms in Germany to determine which levels of management were most influential in the 

success of strategic planning implementation (Schaefer & Guenther, 2016).  The 

researchers found that a balance of participation between top and middle managers is 

“necessary to enable the strategically aligned behavior of subordinates to result in better 

implementation of intended strategies and in improved performance of the strategic 

process itself” (Schaefer & Guenther, 2016, p. 238).  

Instead of identifying the levels of management that should be involved in the 

strategic planning process, Jarzabkowski and Balogun (2009) chose to investigate the 

type of participation that influenced strategic planning process implementation.  These 
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investigators conducted a longitudinal case study of the strategic planning process of a 

multinational company  (Jarzabkowski & Balogun, 2009).  Through interviews and 

document analysis, the researchers found that managers required different types of 

participation activities dependent upon their level of knowledge and experience to truly 

feel engaged in the process.  Managers with little strategic planning experience preferred 

the role of strategy implementers, and managers with more experience with strategic 

planning preferred more involvement in strategy development as strategy formulators 

(Jarzabkowski & Balogun, 2009).  The authors found that managers were more likely to 

view the process as negative and resist initiatives if they were not participating according 

to their preferred role (Jarzabkowski & Balogun, 2009). 

To determine how perceived organizational support affected the performance of 

middle managers as well as the organizational citizenship behaviors of their subordinates, 

researchers surveyed 90 Chinese middle managers of a hotel management company 

(Way, Simons, Leroy, & Tuleja, 2018).  Findings indicated that middle managers 

exhibited higher behavioral integrity when they perceived high levels of support from the 

organization; additionally, the subordinates' organizational citizenship behaviors were 

directly related to the middle managers’ behavioral integrity (Way et al., 2018).  The 

investigators recommended that senior managers should provide middle managers with 

arguments and clearly defined areas of authority as support to middle managers “as they 

are tasked to present, implement and persuade subordinates of the wisdom of policies 

crafted by senior managers” (Way et al., 2018, p. 774).  Similarly, investigators 

conducted online surveys, interviews, and document analyses of strategic plans of three 
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large companies to identify interventions that enhance strategically aligned behavior 

amongst employees (Van Riel et al., 2009).  The findings indicated that strategically 

aligned behavior was higher when employees felt that managers attempted to “(1) 

stimulate employee motivation to contribute to the strategy, (2) stimulate the 

development of employee capabilities needed to implement the strategy, and (3) inform 

employees about the strategy (both in general and with respect to their roles” (Van Riel et 

al., 2009, p. 1219).  

Theoretical Framework    

Path-goal theory centers around enhancing the performance and satisfaction of 

employees by addressing employee motivation (Northouse, 2013).  First introduced to 

explain productivity differences in industrial settings, Georgopoulos, Mahoney, and Jones 

(1957) surveyed 621 employees of an appliance manufacturing company to test their 

hypotheses.  The findings supported their supposition that employees’ levels of 

productivity are directly related to their perceptions of whether productivity will lead to 

personal goal attainment.  The researchers also found that the level of importance, or 

need, of the goal and the lack of barriers to productivity increased this relationship 

(Georgopoulos et al., 1957).   

House (1971) used the path-goal approach developed by Georgopoulos et al. 

(1957) along with multiple empirical studies on the expectancy theory of motivation to 

develop a path goal theory of leader effectiveness.  This theory postulated the following: 

The motivational functions of the leader consist of increasing personal pay-offs to 

subordinates for work-goal attainment, and making the path to these pay-offs 
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easier to travel by clarifying it, reducing road blocks and pitfalls, and increasing 

the opportunities for personal satisfaction en route. (House, 1971, p. 324)  

House (1996) expanded upon his initial theory to provide additional leader behaviors and 

other variables associated with subordinate goal attainment.  The reformulated path-goal 

theory’s primary premise was that “leaders, to be effective, engage in behaviors that 

complement subordinate’s environments and abilities in a manner that compensates for 

the deficiencies and is instrumental to subordinate satisfaction and individual and work 

unit performance” (House, 1996, p. 348).   

Northouse (2013) identified four primary components of path-goal theory: “leader 

behaviors, subordinate characteristics, task characteristics, and motivation” (p. 138).  The 

following subordinate characteristics can impact the type of leadership approach that will 

lead to the highest performance outcomes: “needs for affiliation, preferences for 

structure, desires for control, and self-perceived level of task ability” (Northouse, 2013, 

p. 141).  Similarly, the task design, organizational formal authority system, and primary 

work group norms are task characteristics that can affect leaders’ impact on subordinate 

motivation (Northouse, 2013).   

 Path-goal leadership theory did not address organizational leadership, but focused 

on the leader’s impact on his or her direct subordinates within a specific work group 

(Hayyat Malik, 2012).  The theory outlined eight types of leadership behaviors that can 

be used by leaders based upon the nature of subordinate and task characteristics 

(Northouse, 2013).  Directive leaders provided subordinates with clear instructions and 

expectations while participative leaders sought subordinate input when making decisions 
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(Northouse, 2013).  Leaders who engaged in group-oriented decision processes engaged 

their subordinates in higher-level decision making by including them in discussions to 

brainstorm, evaluate, and select the solutions to organizational problems (House, 1996).  

Supportive leaders focused on subordinate needs and relationship building, and 

achievement-oriented leaders set high performance standards for subordinates and trusted 

that subordinates would be able to accomplish the goals (Northouse, 2013).  Leaders 

focused on work facilitation personally engaged in planning, organizing, and 

coordinating the completion of tasks, whereas leaders focused on representation and 

networking ensured that the work-group was viewed as necessary and legitimate within 

the organization (House, 1996).  Value-based leaders drew upon subordinate’s values, 

morals, and nonconscious motives to secure an uncommon level of follower commitment 

(House, 1996).   

Summary 

Initially utilized by the military and business sector (Dooris, 2002), strategic 

planning is a formal process through which an institution develops goals and objectives 

based on environmental needs (Bryson, 2011; Ellis, 2010).  Changes in student body 

characteristics such as higher ages at enrollment (Hardin, 2008), broader gender 

categories (Hong et al., 2016), increasingly diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds 

(McFarland et al., 2017), and more historically underrepresented students (Bowen et al., 

2005) are requiring institutions to make changes to effectively serve all of their students 

(Falk & Blaylock, 2010).  Shifts in the perceived purpose of higher education and 

changes in funding and accountability measures have also necessitated strategic planning 
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processes in higher education (Abowitz, 2008; Hillman et al., 2014).  Multiple models of 

strategic planning exist, and they differ regarding the number and type of steps critical to 

the process; however, all of the models include some type of capacity building or SWOT 

analysis process (Bresciani, 2010; Bryson, 2011; Fleuriet & Williams, 2015; Kotter, 

2007; Manger, 2015; Sullivan & Richardson, 2011).  

 In reviewing the successes and challenges associated with strategic planning, 

communication and leadership were themes identified as critical impact areas for process 

outcomes (Baker & Sgoutas-Emch, 2014; Cohen, 2006).  Additionally, middle managers 

were essential to the strategic planning process because they serve as the conduit for 

transmitting the organizational strategy developed by leaders to their subordinates who 

operationalize the objectives (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997).  To investigate the role of 

middle managers in strategic planning, path-goal theory will be utilized as the theoretical 

framework.  The path-goal leadership theory addressed leader impact on their immediate 

work group by targeting leader behaviors, subordinate and task characteristics, and 

motivation (Hayyat Malik, 2012; Northouse, 2013). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

  The goal of the strategic planning process is to integrate internal and external 

data, trends, and institutional goals to create an action plan to assist in goal attainment 

(Bresciani, 2010). Among other advantages, strategic plans benefit institutions by 

increasing institutional effectiveness (Bryson, 2011) and providing verification of 

institutional undertakings in outcomes-based funding and evaluation (Nwosu & Koller, 

2014).  However, as in most change processes, change cannot occur without the 

assistance of a large number of organizational members (Kotter, 2007).  In fact, the lack 

of a receptive organizational culture has been identified as one of the hindrances to the 

implementation of a strategic plan (Sullivan & Richardson, 2011).  Middle managers 

serve as the intermediary between leadership and employees, and their participation in or 

support for the strategic planning process are positively associated with successful plan 

implementation (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997).  The current study sought to explore 

middle managers’ experiences with strategic planning by investigating the phenomenon 

through the lens of the path-goal leadership theory.  

Path-goal theory holds that leaders should reduce obstacles and compensate for 

individual and institutional deficiencies to create work environments in which work-goal 

attainment is connected to their subordinates’ individual goals and personal satisfaction 

in order to improve departmental performance (House, 1971).  Due to their positions in
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organizational hierarchies, middle managers simultaneously occupy the role of leader and 

subordinate (Hayyat Malik, 2012).  Thus, I posited that if campus leadership can identify 

and address obstacles and motivating factors to middle managers’ engagement in and 

encouragement of strategically aligned behaviors within their work unit, then strategic 

priorities will more likely be met as more institutional stakeholders accept roles as active 

participants in the strategic planning and implementation processes.  Understanding and 

addressing middle managers’ positions regarding strategic planning and process 

implementation prior to engaging in any planning activities will allow planning leaders 

and administration to assess, intervene, and enhance the institution’s capacity for a 

successful strategic planning and implementation process.   

This chapter describes the research methodology used to investigate the area of 

interest.  The chapter begins by revisiting the rationale for the study and the research 

questions that I hoped to answer through the investigation.  The chapter will then discuss 

the research design utilized including sample selection information, the statement of 

subjectivity, as well as how data were collected, analyzed, and reported.  The chapter will 

end with a comprehensive summary of the research design used. 

Rationale for Research Study 

The aim of qualitative research is to make meaning of social phenomena (Tuli, 

2010).  In this study, I hoped to gain an understanding of higher education middle 

managers’ obstacles to and motivations for participating in and implementing strategic 

planning processes.  Additionally, I hoped to ascertain themes identifying how leadership 

can best support middle managers in this area.  Therefore, as the study sought to 
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understand middle managers’ experiences regarding the social phenomenon of strategic 

planning, a qualitative research design was appropriate. 

Research Questions 

 In this investigation, I focused on answering the following research question: 

How do middle managers in higher education describe their experiences regarding 

implementing institutional strategic planning processes within their work unit?  Related 

to this question, the following sub-questions were also investigated:  

 a) How do participants describe institutional or individual factors that influence 

their engagement in strategic planning?  

b) How do participants describe their experiences and associated challenges and 

supports navigating the process of strategic planning within their institutions?   

Research Design 

 To answer the research question and sub-questions, I engaged in qualitative 

inquiry utilizing a transcendental phenomenological approach.  “Qualitative research 

begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/theoretical frameworks that inform 

the study of research problems addressing the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a 

social or human problem” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44).  Qualitative research methods share 

commonalities including searching for meaning in social phenomena by studying whole 

experiences rather than reviewing specific parts and allowing investigator interests to 

influence the development of research questions and problems (Moustakas, 1994).   

According to Crotty (2015), there are four elements of a research proposal: 

epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods.  Epistemology is “a 
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way of understanding and explaining how we know what we know” (Crotty, 2015, p. 3).  

To understand middle managers’ perspective of strategic planning in higher education, 

this investigation utilized the constructivist epistemology which holds that “truth, or 

meaning, comes into existence in and out of our engagement with the realities in our 

world” (Crotty, 2015, p. 8).  Schwandt (2007) stated  that when utilizing constructivism 

“we invent concepts, models, and schemes to make sense of experience, and we 

continually test and modify these constructions in the light of new experience” as well as 

construct “our interpretations … against a backdrop of shared understandings, practices, 

[and] language” (p. 38).  As constructivism describes individuals engaging with objects 

in the world, phenomenology focuses on the meanings that participants directly 

experience.  Transcendental phenomenology allows researchers to “set aside all previous 

habits of thought, see through and break down the mental barriers which these habits 

have set along the horizons of our thinking…to learn to see what stands before our eyes” 

(Husserl, 2013, p. 43).  As a methodology, the transcendental phenomenological 

approach shares these commonalities with other approaches but diverges from other 

models by incorporating the following core processes: epoche, transcendental-

phenomenological reduction, and imaginative variation (Moustakas, 1994).  The epoche 

process was the first step in the research method and necessitates that “everyday 

understandings, judgments, and knowings are set aside, and phenomena are revisited, 

freshly, naively, in a wide open sense, from the vantage point of a pure or transcendental 

ego” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 33).  This practice required that concentrated, nonjudgmental 

attention is given to a specific issue through bracketing (Moustakas, 1994).  The 
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transcendental-phenomenological reduction process required that researchers consider 

each experience and develop a “textural description of the meanings and essences of the 

phenomenon, the constituents that comprise the experience in consciousness, from the 

vantage point of an open self” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34).  Researchers reviewed and 

described experiences multiple times.  Once textural descriptions for each experience 

were created, researchers used intuition and fantasy to fully comprehend the structural 

essences of a phenomenon through imaginative variation (Moustakas, 1994).  The 

textural and structural descriptions are then synthesized to create a full picture of the 

meanings and essences of a phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).     

Sample 

 For the purpose of this study, middle managers are defined as individuals at or 

below the associate dean level who supervise a work unit (Pepper & Giles, 2015; Way et 

al., 2018).  For organizational structures that do not include associate dean positions, 

individuals who are responsible for overseeing a department or unit while also reporting 

up to a more senior-level position were included in the sample.  Job titles included 

directors, coordinators, registrars, managers, department chairs, assistant deans, and 

associate deans.  Criterion sampling, a form of purposeful sampling, was the initial 

method used to identify participants; this sampling strategy was chosen because, in a 

phenomenological study, “it is essential that all participants have experience of the 

phenomenon being studied” (Creswell, 2013, p. 155).  However, snowball sampling was 

also used as respondents shared the names of other potential participants.  For this 

investigation, the individuals selected to participate must have worked as a middle 
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manager at a community college while the institution was engaged in the strategic 

planning process and into implementation.  A sample size of twelve participants was 

utilized for this investigation.  This sample size fell within the range of suggested 

participants for phenomenological research (Creswell, 2013).  Additionally, research 

indicated that data saturation can usually be achieved within twelve interviews (Guest et 

al., 2006).    

Subjectivity Statement 

 A common component of qualitative research is the formulation of “questions and 

problems that reflect the interest, involvement, and personal commitment of the 

researcher” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 21).  I developed a passion for strategic planning when 

introduced to the phenomenon in my doctoral studies; this enthusiasm has not waned and 

prompted the current inquiry.  When the study was conceptualized, I was working at a 

community college in the southwest that was in the formative phase of the strategic 

planning process due to the arrival of a new campus president.  Additionally, I had served 

as a higher education middle manager for over four years.  To mitigate the possibility of 

bias, I embraced the epoche process by “setting aside prejudgments and opening the 

research interview with an unbiased, receptive presence” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 180).  

During interviews, questions were bracketed to keep any prior knowledge or experience 

from surfacing, to avoid influencing the participants’ responses (Hamill & Sinclair, 

2013).  As data were analyzed, I reviewed the original interview transcriptions to confirm 

that the themes identified were explicitly expressed or compatible (Moustakas, 1994).  I 
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also submitted the individual textural-structural description to each participant for review 

and correction to ensure that it was true to their experience (Moustakas, 1994). 

Validation 

 Research methodologists identified four criteria for trustworthiness: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  To establish 

credibility, member checking was conducted; in member checking, participants had the 

opportunity to review transcripts and interpretations for accuracy (Creswell, 2013).  

Transferability of qualitative research applies with the “transfer” of the results to a 

similar context or situation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Transferability was enhanced by 

rich thick descriptions.  For dependability, I described the setting and any changes that 

occurred that would enable the study to be replicated.  Researchers defined confirmability 

as “the extent to which the data and interpretations of the study are grounded in events 

rather than the inquirer’s personal constructions” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 324).  I 

conducted a confirmability audit by going back to the original sources in transcripts and 

reflective notes to ensure that the interpretations of the data were synthesized into the 

original data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Interviewing 

 Semi-structured, topical interviews were the method of data collection for this 

study.  Semi-structured interviews allowed me to reword and reorder questions to allow 

for probing and clarification, and the topic guide ensures that interview data from 

different participants could be compared (Scheibelhofer, 2008).  Additionally, because 

the goal of the investigation was to create a composite description of middle managers’ 
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experience with strategic planning, topical interviews were the best fit in that many 

investigators utilize them “with an objective to piece together a coherent story from what 

a variety of actors in a specific field are saying” (Scheibelhofer, 2008, p. 406).  Face-to-

face interaction was the preferred method of interviewing for this study (Creswell, 2013); 

however, phone and video conferencing were utilized when face-to-face interactions 

were not feasible.  Of the 12 interviews conducted, six were face-to-face, four were via 

video conference, and two were via phone.  As suggested by Creswell (2013), an 

interview protocol was developed to guide the interview sessions (Appendix A).   

Data Collection 

 The data collection process adhered to the phenomenological model outlined by 

Moustakas (1994).  To increase the likelihood that individuals contacted to participate 

met the selection of requirements of being a middle manager who had participated in an 

institution’s strategic planning process, I first contacted individuals at community 

colleges that had engaged in the strategic planning process within the last five years via 

email to invite them to participate in the study.  If the individual agreed, the interview 

date, time, and location were confirmed.  Prior to each interview, I engaged in the epoche 

process of releasing all preconceptions in order to enter the interview session able to hear 

the data with no judgment (Moustakas, 1994).  During the interview, I adhered to the 

predetermined, semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix A) utilizing open-ended 

questions (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).   

 The respondents were offered a $25 Barnes and Noble gift card as an incentive for 

participating in the study; one participant declined the incentive.  In talking through their 
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experiences with strategic planning and implementation and identifying necessary 

supports from their supervisors, participants may have experienced the added benefit of 

recognizing areas in which they could grow as a supervisor.  Similarly, participants may 

have identified areas of supervisory support that were still lacking and advocate for these 

provisions.    

Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval 

After the proposal presentation, I submitted the proposal to the Mercer University 

Institutional Review Board and was approved to move forward by the committee.  After 

receiving IRB approval, I began data collection.  All data were de-identified before 

analysis and kept in a password protected computer for confidentiality purposes. 

Data Analysis 

 The data gleaned from the interviews was analyzed according to Moustakas’ 

(1994) modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data.  

First, each interview was transcribed (Moustakas, 1994).  I transcribed the interviews for 

the first three participants.  However, due to time limitations, a transcription service was 

utilized for the remaining participants.  I compared all transcriptions to the interview 

recordings for accuracy before they were analyzed.  For each interview transcription, the 

following steps for data analysis occurred: 

1. horizonalization: every relevant expression was listed, 

2. reduction and elimination: each relevant expression was tested for two 

requirements to determine if it was an invariant constituent (Was the 
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expression necessary to understand the phenomenon?  Could the expression 

be abstracted and labeled?), 

3. clustering and thematizing the invariant constituents: the identification of 

themes from grouped invariant constituents that are core to the experience, 

4. final identification of the invariant constituents and themes by application: as 

a check for validity, core themes and invariant constituents had to meet two 

requirements when compared to the original transcript to remain (Was the 

theme or invariant constituent explicitly stated in the transcript?  Was the 

theme or invariant constituent compatible with the transcript if not explicitly 

stated?), 

5. construction of the individual textural description: incorporated themes, 

invariant constituents, and quotes from the interview, 

6. construction of the individual structural description: incorporated the 

individual textural description and information from the imaginative variation, 

and 

7. construction of the individual textural-structural description: combined 

information from the individual textural description and the individual 

structural description to create a robust description of the phenomenon. 

(Moustakas, 1994, pp. 120–121) 

I submitted each textural-structural description to the participant to review for 

accuracy when it was completed.  Once the individual textural-structural descriptions 

were approved by the participants, I developed “a Composite Description of the 
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meanings and essences of the experience, representing the group as a whole” (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 121).  The results of the investigation consisted of the textural-structural 

descriptions and composite description.  

Summary 

Understanding and addressing higher education middle managers’ experience 

with and support needed to actively engage in the strategic planning process can increase 

institutions’ success in this area.  This transcendental phenomenological investigation 

sought to answer the following question: What are the experiences of middle managers in 

higher education regarding implementing institutional strategic planning processes within 

their work unit?  Criterion and snowball sampling were used to identify twelve 

individuals to participate in semi-structured, topical interviews after IRB approval was 

received.  I engaged in the epoche process and bracketing to mitigate bias considering my 

position as a middle manager (Moustakas, 1994).  The modified Van Kaam method of 

analysis of phenomenological data (Moustakas, 1994) was utilized to create textural-

structural descriptions and a composite description of higher education middle managers’ 

experiences with strategic planning.   
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

As institutions navigate changes in student demographics, the purpose of higher 

education, and funding measures, strategic planning can channel the efforts of all 

stakeholders towards institutional goal attainment and effectiveness.  Within 

organizational structures, middle managers serve as the liaisons between college 

administration and staff.  The purpose of the present transcendental phenomenological 

investigation is to understand the essence of middle managers’ experiences with strategic 

planning at community colleges.  Twelve individuals, identified through criterion 

sampling, participated in semi-structured, topical interviews.  The data from the recorded 

interviews were analyzed using the modified Van Kaam method of analysis of 

phenomenological data to glean information regarding institutional contexts and personal 

qualities that impact middle managers’ experiences with the process while also 

identifying areas in which campus leaders can support middle managers during strategic 

planning.  If higher education administrators and planners utilize the knowledge gained 

from this study, strategic planning processes will become more entrenched throughout the 

organizations increasing the probability of institutional goal attainment. 

Research Questions 

The research question addressed with this investigation is: How do middle 

managers in higher education describe their experiences regarding implementing
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institutional strategic planning processes within their work unit?  The following sub-

questions were also addressed in this study:  

 a) How do participants describe institutional or individual factors that influence 

their engagement in strategic planning?  

b) How do participants describe their experiences and associated challenges and 

supports navigating the process of strategic planning within their institutions? 

Description of Study 

 Once approval was received from the Mercer University Institutional Review 

Board, I began criterion sampling by sending emails to individuals with middle manager 

job titles at community colleges that had engaged in the strategic planning process in the 

last five years.  Interview dates, times, and locations were confirmed with individuals 

who responded to the invitation to participate in the study.  As interviews occurred, some 

participants provided referrals to other middle managers who were eligible for the study, 

which led to participant identification through snowball sampling as well as criterion 

sampling.   

 Before each interview, I engaged in the epoche process to clear my thoughts of all 

expectations and preconceptions of middle managers’ experiences with the strategic 

planning process so that I could collect the data as shared and free from my bias 

(Moustakas, 1994).  The act of releasing preconceptions prior to interviews became even 

more important as the study progressed and saturation began to occur because, though 

there were many similarities in the experiences, I had to be open to each participants’ 

experience to identify nuances and additional information shared by each individual.  
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Each interview was conducted according to the semi-structured interview protocol 

(Appendix A) developed prior to the study’s onset.  The interview protocol consisted of 

ten questions including “What is the essence of strategic planning to you?” and “What 

have been your experiences with strategic planning as a middle manager?”  The questions 

in the interview protocol were open-ended to allow participants to answer broadly so that 

a rich picture of middle managers’ experiences with strategic planning could be created.  

At the beginning of the interview, introductory information including job title and years 

of experience were discussed to provide some background information about each 

participant.  Because the interviews were semi-structured, I was able to provide 

clarification when requested by the participants; additionally, I could alter the order of the 

questions based on the flow of the conversation and probe the participants for 

clarification when necessary.  Each interview was recorded; however, to protect 

confidentiality, the participant names were not said on recordings and data were saved 

according to participant number.  All respondents were offered a $25 Barnes and Noble 

gift card as an incentive for participating in the study, but one participant declined the 

incentive.  

Respondents 

 Twelve middle managers working at community colleges in the southern United 

States (nine females and three males; six African Americans and six European 

Americans) participated in this investigation.  The participants ranged in years of 

experience in higher education from 9 to 35 years (M = 18.08 years, SD = 7.91), and the 

participants ranged in number of higher education institutions at which they had been 
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employed from 1 to 8 institutions (M = 3.67 institutions, SD = 1.89).  Three Associate 

Deans, one Associate Registrar, two Coordinators, four Directors, one Manager, and one 

Senior Manager participated in this study.  The following campus departments were 

represented: Admissions, Registrar, STEM, International Student Services, TRIO, 

Veterans Services, and Educational Partnerships.  Four of the participants held doctoral 

degrees, and eight of the participants held master’s degrees.
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Table 1  

Respondent Information 

Pseudonym Job Title Years of 
Experience 

Number of 
Institutions 

Worked 

Carnegie Classification Student 
Population 

Adam Senior Manager of Admissions 21 3 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-High 
Nontraditional 

15,000 – 
20,000 

Brenda Director of Trio Talent Search 12 3 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-High 
Nontraditional 

15,000 – 
20,000 

Cameron Manager of Educational 
Partnerships 

19 4 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-High 
Nontraditional 

15,000 – 
20,000 

Denise Coordinator of International 
Student Office 

13 1 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-Mixed 

Traditional/Nontraditional 

30,000 – 
35,000 

Evelyn International Student 
Coordinator 

17 5 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-High 
Nontraditional 

15,000 – 
20,000 

Frederick Associate Dean of Student 
Enrollment Services 

35 8 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-Mixed 

Traditional/Nontraditional 

30,000 – 
35,000 

Grace Associate Registrar 9 2 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-Mixed 

Traditional/Nontraditional 

30,000 – 
35,000 

Harrison Interim Associate Dean 20 6 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-Mixed 

Traditional/Nontraditional 

30,000 – 
35,000 
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Table 1 - continued 

Pseudonym Job Title Years of 
Experience 

Number of 
Institutions 

Worked 

Carnegie Classification Student 
Population 

Isadora Senior Manager, Veterans 
Services 

30 4 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-High 
Nontraditional 

15,000 – 
20,000 

Juliette Associate Dean of STEM 9 4 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-High 
Nontraditional 

15,000 – 
20,000 

Karolina Director of Upward Bound 
Grant 

22 2 Baccalaureate/Associate's 
Colleges: Mixed 

Baccalaureate/Associate's 

55,000 – 
60,000 

Makeda Manager, International Student 
Services 

10 2 Associate's Colleges: High 
Transfer-High 
Nontraditional 

10,000 – 
15,000 

Note.  Carnegie Classification and Student Population are derived from The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education.  
Retrieved May 18, 2020 from http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/. 
The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education by Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research is licensed under 
a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode.   (The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, n.d.)    
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Data Analysis 

 Twelve semi-structured interviews of middle managers employed at community 

colleges served as the data for the study.  After the interviews were transcribed by a 

transcription service or me, I employed the modified Van Kaam method of analysis of 

phenomenological data (Moustakas, 1994) to construct a description of the middle 

managers’ experiences with strategic planning.  To capture the essence of the 

phenomenon for each participant, I completed the following process to systematically 

analyze the qualitative data: 

1. horizonalization, 

2. reduction and elimination, 

3. clustering and thematizing the invariant constituents, 

4. final identification of the invariant constituents and themes by application, 

5. construction of the individual textural description, 

6. construction of the individual structural description, and  

7. construction of the individual textural-structural description. (Moustakas, 

1994, pp. 120–121) 

Every expression (or “horizon”) that was considered relevant to the middle 

manager’s experience with strategic planning was identified during the horizonalization 

stage.  Then, I tested each relevant expression identified in the horizonalization stage for 

two requirements to determine if it was an invariant constituent of the participant’s 

experience with the strategic planning process.  The two criteria for categorization as an 

invariant constituent were: 1) Was the expression necessary to understand middle 
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managers’ experience with strategic planning?  2) Could the expression be abstracted and 

labeled as an invariant constituent for middle managers’ experience with strategic 

planning?  Once identified, I grouped the invariant constituents into themes that formed 

the core components of the middle manager’s experience with strategic planning.  I then 

reviewed the invariant constituents and themes against the interview transcript as a check 

for validity.  The core themes and invariant constituents were required to meet the 

following two criteria when compared to the original transcript for continued inclusion in 

the analysis to understand the middle manager’s experience with strategic planning: 1) 

Was the theme or invariant constituent explicitly stated in the transcript?  2) Was the 

theme or invariant constituent compatible with the transcript if not explicitly stated?  

Once the identified themes and invariant constituents were validated, they, along with 

direct quotes from the interview, were used to create a narrative of the participant’s 

experience with strategic planning as a middle manager.  This narrative, the individual 

textural description, combined with ideations from the imaginative variation were used to 

create the individual structural description of the underlying factors influencing the 

middle manager’s experience with strategic planning.  Lastly, I combined information 

from the individual textural description and the individual structural description to create 

the individual textural-structural description; the individual textural-structural description 

was a robust description of the essence of the participant’s experience with strategic 

planning in a community college setting (Moustakas, 1994). 

As each individual textural-structural description was completed, I shared it with 

the participant to review for accuracy.  Once the participants approved their completed 
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individual textural-structural descriptions, I developed “a Composite Description of the 

meanings and essences of the experience, representing the group as a whole” (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 121).  Figure 1 illustrates my conceptualization of the modified Van Kaam 

method of analysis of phenomenological data (Moustakas, 1994) utilized to develop the 

textural-structural descriptions for each participant (Appendices B – M) as well as the 

composite description of middle managers’ experiences with strategic planning at 

community colleges. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Conceptualization of Modified Van Kaam Method of Analysis.  
Note.  Adapted from Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
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Findings 

 By analyzing the interviews of the twelve respondents through the modified Van 

Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data, I was able to synthesize the 

information to capture the essence of middle managers’ experiences with the strategic 

planning process at community colleges.  In alignment with the transcendental 

phenomenological approach, the composite textural-structural description of the essence 

of middle managers’ experience with strategic planning is provided later in this chapter.  

Additionally, the individual textural-structural descriptions for each participant are shared 

in Appendices B through M.  However, this section will begin with the individual textural 

and structural descriptions of two participants whose experiences with strategic planning 

differed, yet their responses included common horizons.  The horizons identified in the 

analysis are italicized.  Although the descriptions below are not interview transcripts, the 

textural and structural descriptions include excerpts from transcripts, and lengthy 

participant passages are identified by block quotes. 

Example 1 Adam: Supported by the Institution and a Knowledgeable Supervisor 

 Adam’s individual textural description illustrated how a supportive institutional 

context relates to a positive strategic planning experience: 

My most recent experience with strategic planning as a middle manager 

“was a positive experience all the way around.”  The process began with the 

executive leadership’s creation of an institutional education plan.  My supervisor 

then “took time and set the division’s goal so that they perfectly lined up and 

were in complete alignment with the overarching institutional goals.  Then her 
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charge to each of her direct reports was to do the same for our units.”  With this 

directive, “… I took my dean’s strategic plan, and I provided it to them [my direct 

reports].  And I said, now what I want you to do is, I'm going to give you some 

guidance here, I want you to sit with your people.  And I want you to go through 

this and I want you to brainstorm.  Nothing’s off the grid brainstorm on this.”   

I believed that, “if there was gonna be an embracing and a buy-in, then 

everybody needed to be involved in it because it's really hard to blow a hole in the 

boat if you’re in the boat.”  To gain this buy-in and cooperation, I informed my 

team of why particular processes needed to be changed as well as how strategic 

planning could make their jobs easier and directly benefit the students.  I shared 

general information about the process at monthly meetings and, during Friday 

morning meetings, I: 

Devoted time for them to be in there and their teams.  And then I would go 

and work with them and help them to pull that together into a cohesive 

deal.  Now once I had that from them, then I sat down and pulled all that 

information together to write the strategic goals and objectives for my 

unit.  So, … all I did was connect it, make sure that it was grammatically 

correct and that it flowed in the way that it needed to, but the idea and the 

planning was really theirs. 

“As far as understanding the process from start to finish, understanding the 

timeline, being able to do it electronically having the tools to be able to do that, 
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and the support [from the institution],” the entire process was a “team effort.”  I 

met:  

With my dean on a weekly basis.  So, when this process was coming 

about, it was covered in depth as a part of our one-on-one meeting; so, the 

expectations were laid out.  I had the opportunity to ask questions.  It was 

thoroughly explained to me.  My communications with the institutional 

effectiveness office were very thorough and complete.  The directions that 

were emailed out were sufficient to be able to access the system and go 

through it.  And so, I had everything that that I needed to be able to 

complete the process. 

I was also confident that I could contact my supervisor or institutional 

effectiveness personnel at any point in the process to receive clarity or assistance.  

I appreciated the support I received from my campus because, though I 

understand and value the importance of strategic planning, my primary function is 

that of an enrollment manager.  The tools and support allowed me to engage in the 

strategic planning process while also being able to continue the work of my unit. 

My experience with and understanding of strategic planning have grown 

over my 21-year career.  With “no formal training in strategic planning,” my 

initial understanding of strategic planning was that it consisted of jotting down 

plans on a “yellow notepad… or maybe putting it in a memo form.”  However, 

through working with individuals who were knowledgeable of the strategic 

planning process and patient enough to teach me about the process, I now hold 
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that all plans and projects must directly align with the mission and purpose of the 

institution, and the essence of strategic planning is “recognizing that you have 

limited resources, that you have limited personnel, and that you have to study and 

plan so that you're getting the maximum benefit from the limited resources that 

you have.” (Adam) 

Adam’s individual structural description is below: 

For Adam, engaging in strategic planning as a middle manager required 

understanding what the process is and what it means for the individual, the unit, 

and the institution.  In Adam’s words, “the strategic planning process is one that 

you have to be able to put your head around.”  However, if he had not had prior 

knowledge of the process, knowledgeable supervisors or supportive planning 

personnel could assist Adam through the process.  In addition to understanding 

the process, the materiality of the strategic planning process is important to the 

experience.  Adam needed to know that the institution’s leadership would utilize 

the process to effect change to benefit the institution, his team, and the students 

thus making it “worthy of our attention and our effort and it validated what we’re 

doing.”  Adam’s relationship to others was an integral structure in the strategic 

planning phenomenon.  Adam’s team-oriented relationship to others not only 

prompted his need to garner buy-in from his team, but it impacted the type of 

support he desired from his campus.  When discussing his interactions with the 

institutional effectiveness personnel, he stressed how having support from 

personable and accessible experts enhanced his confidence in his ability to 
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complete the strategic planning process to the satisfaction of his institutional 

leadership.  Adam’s prior experiences of frustration when leaders or team 

members did not buy-in to the process could also be explained by his relationship 

to others.  Time also arises as an important structure in Adam’s experience with 

strategic planning as a middle manager.  Adam had adequate time to learn about 

the institutional process, ask questions, educate his team, allow his team to 

cultivate goals, finalize goals, and receive feedback prior to the institutional 

deadline.  This timeline allowed Adam and his team adequate time to engage in 

the process while also ensuring that their primary function of student enrollment 

management was not hampered.  

Example 2 Isadora: Not Supported, Nevertheless Engaged 

 Isadora’s individual textural description contrasted with Adam’s experience of 

support. However, it illustrated how personal characteristics influence middle manager’s 

experiences with the strategic planning process: 

My experience with strategic planning as a middle manager generally 

begins with “being given a vision and told to implement it.”  However, one of my 

institutions “focused on SWOT analysis (strength, weaknesses, opportunities, 

threats) and the strategic planning would be developed through” that process.  

It is important to engage and acknowledge my work unit for participating 

in the strategic planning process: 

Getting the buy-in of the work unit is critical when there's going to be a 

heavy lift, and usually in strategic planning and institutions of higher 
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learning, the pace is a little faster especially at a community college than 

university, or if you're grant funded, or if it's something that has a tight 

timeline.  So, getting the buy-in of the staff is critical.  Also, if you're 

going to be demanding long hours, heavy lift, and your unit is going to be 

held to a different standard than what might be held to every other 

employee of the institution, meaning you might be expecting more of them 

for a duration of time than other people will have to meet, then there has to 

be some recognition and reward for that level of dedication that you're 

trying to elicit from those individuals.  So, it's really critical to include 

them in the vision and decisions and the development of how to 

implement.  It does not mean that, as a decision maker, that we have to 

spend all of our time on that, but there has to be an amount of time 

dedicated to that. 

I am also intentional in my approach to engaging my work unit in the 

strategic planning process: 

So, at each institution, understanding … where their peers are at in that 

structural plan so you know how much to expect of them or what not to 

expect of them. … For example, it would be looking at where their 

positions are in relation to other positions at the institution and aligning 

that.  And then from there, you'll have a better sense of what the 

educational level … of those individuals and those positions are, what 

their abilities are, but also what is expected of those positions.  
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Sometimes, we expect more of people than what their position 

compensates them to do, and I try never to do that.  They're here and 

compensated at a certain level, and I want them to work within the 

functions of that position.  If they want to contribute more on their own 

time, that's their decision.  So, I make sure I lay that kind of groundwork.  

It's really important. 

Instead of holding formal discussions, I engage my team in the strategic 

planning process in creative ways such as: 

having color-coded Google Docs to allow them to contribute as the ideas 

pop into their mind.  Having giant stickies on the back wall to allow them 

to contribute as the ideas pop into their mind.  Providing a very loose 

framework for what, how the vision might be implemented because they're 

not there to create the vision, they're there to decide, “how can I contribute 

and what can I do to make this portion of the vision come to life?”  I think 

it's really critical also that you keep in mind the age group with which we 

work with.  I have from baby boomers down to Gen I’s, and it is a 

challenge to help them all communicate their own way and to assign tasks 

that they understand. … I also think we forget to move.  People sitting at 

their desk all day long is not conducive to collaboration.  So, we 

physically get up and go.  We physically get up and walk to other parts of 

the campus to envision what it will feel like, what it will look like, what it 
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will smell like, and what other senses we can bring to life when we're 

implementing a portion of our vision. 

The amount of support that I received from my supervisor or campus 

leadership can be captured in one word, “None.”  However, “I'm a very strong 

individual.  So, it didn't really impact me personally, but I had to really advocate 

for supervisory interaction because of how that's perceived across the institution.  

Therefore, you have to facilitate that and manage up constantly in order to 

effectively represent your unit.” (Isadora) 

Isadora’s individual structural description is below: 

For Isadora, strategic planning is, “the deliberative dialogue to create a 

framework for where we will move forward to.”  Though she received limited 

formal training in strategic planning, Isadora’s experiences in both the business 

and higher education arenas shaped her approach to the phenomenon.  Instead of 

using subjective information to guide the development of her strategic plans, 

customer demand and financial outcomes drive Isadora’s identification of 

strategic priorities and goals.  In addition to considering the fiscal outcomes of 

strategic planning, Isadora’s commitment to serving others impacts her experience 

with the process as well as with the institutions she chooses to work for.  She 

chooses to work in the community college setting so that her work has an impact 

on a broader population than just her students, and she strives to ensure that the 

action plans developed through the strategic planning process do not adversely 

affect her team. 
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Although she supports the general mission of community colleges, she 

holds that support from institutional leaders is declining as individuals focus more 

on personal success rather than supporting and developing others.  However, 

Isadora desires a supervisor who can effectively create and communicate a vision.  

Additionally, the ideal supervisor would be competent in guiding a team through 

the entire strategic process, including the assessment and evaluation components.  

In addition to holding institutions and leaders to a high standard, Isadora is “a 

very values-based person with very strong moral and ethical standards.”  When 

engaging in the strategic planning process, Isadora must support the vision of the 

institution; if institutional priorities do not align with her ethical standards, 

Isadora will resign rather than moving through a process that she cannot 

wholeheartedly support. 

Horizons and Themes Identified in Middle Managers’ Experiences with Strategic 

Planning 

Although Adam’s and Isadora’s experiences with strategic planning as middle 

managers at community colleges differed, the following seven horizons were identified in 

both experiences: buy-in; timeline; critical to include team; aligning; brainstorming; 

communication; and collaboration.  Through data analysis, common or synonymous 

horizons were identified.  Table 2 lists common horizons identified, the themes derived 

from the horizons, and the number of participants who verbalized them when describing 

their experiences with strategic planning as middle managers.  
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Table 2 

Horizons and Themes Identified Through Data Analysis and the Number of Participants 
Including Them in Their Description 
 

Horizon Theme Number of Participants 
Time/Timeline Engaging Work Units 10 
Team Approach Engaging Work Units 9 

Shared Information Engaging Work Units 7 
Buy-In Engaging Work Units 5 

Brainstorm Engaging Work Units 4 
Innovative/Creative/Crafted Engaging Work Units 4 

Benefit Focus on Benefits 8 
Desired Outcomes Focus on Benefits 8 

Goals Focus on Benefits 8 
See Things Leadership Doesn't Focus on Benefits 4 

Customer Focus on Benefits 2 
Data-Driven Decisions Focus on Benefits 2 

No Formal Training Support 7 
Support Support 6 

Collaborate; Silo Support 5 
Hands-On Experience/Thrown Support 5 
Opportunity to Ask Questions Support 5 
Knowledgeable Supervisor/ 

Knowledge of Strategic 
Planning 

Support 4 

Top-Down Approach Top-Down Process 7 
Alignment Top-Down Process 6 

At the Table Top-Down Process 4 
Directions Top-Down Process 3 

Institutional Effectiveness 
Personnel 

Top-Down Process 3 

Just in Department Top-Down Process 3 
Expectations Laid Out Top-Down Process 2 

Prioritize Top-Down Process 2 

Communications Top-Down Process/ 
Engaging Work Units 6 
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 The four themes identified from categorizing the horizons along with analyses of 

the textural-structural descriptions for each participant (Appendices B-M) were used to 

organize and develop a composite textural-structural description of the essence of 

strategic planning as a middle manager at a community college. 

Essence of Strategic Planning as a Middle Manager at a Community College 

 Through data analysis, the essence of strategic planning as a middle manager at a 

community college was characterized as a top-down process implemented with a team 

approach and the goal of benefiting students and the institution.  The essence of middle 

managers’ experience with strategic planning at community colleges will be discussed in 

more depth through the following composite textural-structural descriptions of elements 

of the phenomenon: 

• essence of strategic planning, 

• strategic planning as a top-down process, 

• engaging work units in the planning process, 

• focus on benefiting students and the institution, and 

• personal characteristics that influence strategic planning experience. 

Essence of strategic planning.  The consensus among the middle managers in this 

study was that the essence of the strategic planning process was to identify goals and 

actions, based on data, to guide institutions toward pre-determined outcomes: 

The purpose of “strategic planning is to look ahead, both … short-term and long-

term, at what the goals are for … the institution as a whole, our division, or even a 

particular discipline, and mapping out what … our goals are and the action items 
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that align with those goals to meet them.”  In short, “the essence of … strategic 

planning is … matching your actions with your goals.” (Juliette) 

 For the participants, strategic planning was the process of connecting institutional 

actions with desired outcomes; however, leaders must be intentional when identifying 

goals and actions to ensure that the plans position the institution for future effectiveness.  

Goals must be data-driven and in alignment with the needs of the student and institutional 

populations.  Additionally, institutional teams must have the knowledge and resources to 

implement the suggested actions.  When describing strategic planning, Frederick stated, 

“Strategic planning is really about the anticipation of what you know is coming; what you 

think will come.”  Frederick went on to describe that this anticipation stems from student 

trends, environmental influences, or other factors; it is “looking at your population, 

finding out what they need, and planning what you're going to do for those groups of 

students.”  

 When anticipating future needs, institutions cannot rely on subjective or anecdotal 

information; instead, Harrison shared that, when strategic planning, “decisions are data-

driven. …. I think that you can't make decisions based on gut feel.  [I] think you have to 

… do what you can to put your biases aside, take a look at the numbers.”  Nevertheless, 

when identifying institutional priorities and actions, Brenda offered that strategic 

planning offers institutions the ability to “think outside of the box” to develop innovative 

initiatives to meet goals within institutional limitations.  When implementing the strategic 

planning process, not only is it important for staff to be able to communicate with 

leadership, but it is important for cross-departmental collaboration to occur.  According 
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to Evelyn, strategic planning serves to make “sure that everyone is on board, we’re on the 

same plane, and … we're not working in silos; that we're all moving towards the same 

goal.” 

Strategic planning as a top-down process.  Though institutions implemented the 

strategic planning process in various ways, all twelve respondents shared that the process 

was driven by the pre-determined decisions of campus leadership.  However, some 

middle managers would like to be included earlier in the campus goal development.  The 

following excerpt from a textural-structural description addresses this desire: 

Though I would like to be “at the table from the beginning for the discussion,” I 

have “no illusions that I would ever want to be, or need to be, at the President-VP 

discussion level.”  However, at some point in the initial discussion phase, the 

“leadership team has to say, ‘okay, we're about to impact these people and so they 

should come in and be part of the discussion.’” (Frederick) 

At some institutions, the leadership hosted meetings or focus groups to gather 

information from some or all campus community members to consider when determining 

institutional priorities.  In contrast, other institutions utilized information gathered from 

the campus community through documents or reports.  Regardless of institutions’ 

processes for gathering information, many respondents shared that middle managers 

should be included in strategic discussions early because they are in a unique position to 

see what is currently happening within the institution as well as to understand student and 

staff needs.  When describing middle managers’ experiences reacting to top-down 

planning activities, Grace said, “I think when … leadership makes decisions on what's 
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going to happen in my department … without fully getting my input first, that … affects 

where we're going because then we have to start over.”  Grace continued on to explain 

that the team conversations then pivot to discussions of “they're saying we have to do X, 

Y, and Z in the next five years, and we don't know how we're going to do that.” 

 In some cases, it is the responsibility of middle managers to manage up to 

leadership when decisions made are not feasible.  Though an important role, middle 

managers must navigate this process carefully to avoid causing offense to their leaders: 

You have to be careful of how you ask your questions to upper management and 

leadership.  You can't come off as too demanding or acting like … you know 

what is best because that'll get you in trouble every single time.  So, … if you 

have questions or you're not sure how something can be accomplished, it's best to 

go into it, letting them know, “while I understand … everything you laid out in 

the strategic plan, I just have a few questions about this, and, together, how can 

we accomplish this goal?”  Always make it seem like you're on a team and you're 

not trying to tell them that something can’t be done. (Grace) 

 Though most of the respondents accepted strategic planning as a top-down 

process that they would like to be involved in earlier, one participant advocated for 

strategic planning from the bottom up: 

I think it might be beneficial sometimes to go from bottom up in terms of giving 

each area an opportunity to say what they need and where they see themselves 

going in the future.  Departments with similar or overlapping objectives and goals 

might be grouped together for greater efficiency.  Then, I think you garner more 
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buy-in because it comes from the people who are actually going to be 

implementing the plan.  Certainly, you have the opportunity for the president or 

whomever to make changes as they see fit, but I think it, to me, it makes more 

sense that you look at the reverse.  I strongly believe there is value in the … 

leadership understanding the employees’ vision for their department and/or the 

college as a whole based on real-time changes that staff witness on a daily basis.  

If the department staff’s vision differs from the leadership’s vision, the leadership 

can take one of two actions: provide a sound rationale for why college must go in 

a different direction, or provide staff with clarity regarding any shortcoming 

identified in staff’s vision which could negatively impact the strategic plan 

envisioned by the … leadership. (Karolina) 

Although the consensus of participants is that they experienced strategic planning 

as a top-down process, implementing strategic planning using a bottom-up method could 

benefit institutions.  The creation of institutional priorities based on input from front-line 

staff experiences and insight could cause more employees to embrace the strategic goals 

and more willingly engage in the actions necessary to achieve those goals. 

Engaging work units in the planning process.  In analyzing the data provided, 

every respondent agreed that engaging their work units in the strategic planning process 

was important.  One respondent described her experiences strategic planning with and 

without the input of her work unit: 

There were sometimes when I worked on the strategic plan alone, meaning that I 

didn't get input from the rest of my staff.  It felt like the exercise was one that was 
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meant for me to do.  But then there were other times when I have included my 

staff, and it was much more co-operative, and it made much more sense for what 

the staff could do and what was more meaningful for the students we were serving 

than me just looking at it by myself. (Makeda) 

It was important for middle managers to engage work units because their team 

members would be responsible for the implementation of the final plan.  The middle 

managers wanted their team members to have the rationale for institutional decisions to 

better understand why specific actions or changes were implemented.  Including team 

members in the strategic planning process was also important to middle managers 

because their knowledge and expertise could better direct the planning process.  

Frederick explained, “we've got these professionals that we've hired to do a job; and so 

when it comes to strategic planning if they give us some insider understanding or 

direction of what can and can't happen then you need to take that into account.”  

Additionally, team members who were engaged in the planning process were more 

invested in the outcome, and thus, more likely to engage in the actions necessary to meet 

the goals.  However, the strategic planning process was not instantaneous, and including 

their teams in the strategic planning process increases the time needed for middle 

managers to implement the process with their teams.  

Although the respondents were unanimous in their preference to include their 

teams in the strategic planning process, the methods of introducing and engaging the 

teams differed based on institutional processes.  One participant worked at an institution 

where she learned of the strategic planning process alongside her staff.  However, once 
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information has been disseminated to the campus community by the leadership, she 

holds: 

A small team meeting to discuss what changed.  If they have any questions and 

then we kind of go from there.  If it's something I can't answer, I will go above 

and ask for clarification.  But for the most part, there is a small meeting involved 

just to make sure we all understand what the change is.  So, I do try to make sure 

that we do get some kind of training if it is complicated or difficult to understand 

what's next. (Denise) 

In contrast, another middle manager worked at a college at which it was her 

choice of how or if she introduced the process to her team after receiving strategic 

planning directives from campus leaders.  She describes her approach in the excerpt 

below: 

I … did it in stages.  So, we had a staff retreat, and … I started us off with some 

activities where we talked about things we wanted to work towards in the office.  

And so, we … crafted those things and came up with … our goals. … So, the first 

time we met, we figured out what we wanted to do.  The second time we met, … I 

kind of took what we had, and I finessed it a little bit … because I had already 

figured out what the three goals were that I wanted to touch on.  I just needed to 

know if there was gonna be buy-in for them. … Everything was strategic.  So, I 

built them up to get to “what do you think about this?”  …  And then the next 

time we met, … I added some things, and I said, “now, this is what we said 

initially, this is what we’ve done, but now what about this?” … So now, the way 
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they looked at it, at the time was, “well, this is us becoming better.”  So, they 

began to look at, so what can we do to increase the number of students that we 

work with?  How can we collaborate with the other offices within the college?  … 

Then, I went back, and I … assessed it.  So, these are the things that we talked 

about; now, let’s prioritize them.  And then by the time we met within our 90 

days, … it was … these are the goals that I think we can strategically work for.  

And then I began to lay out how we got there, what it looked like getting there, 

and then how we would proceed to complete these goals.  And how, not only 

would we proceed to complete them, but how they would be ongoing.  …  So, 

then, that’s when they, they realized, okay so this is my part in the strategic plan.  

This is what I have to do to achieve this.  So, as they began to write out what they 

were gonna do, I then had buy-in because they knew what their role was, what 

their responsibility was, and how we would collectively, as a team, work to [attain 

the goal]. (Cameron)  

Though Cameron included her team in the strategic planning process, her motive 

for including them was to gain buy-in for the priorities that she had already identified.  

She utilized a structured approach to steer her team towards accepting her pre-determined 

goals but allowed them to outline the implementation plan.  Regardless of how the 

strategic planning process is introduced to teams, middle managers’ attitudes can impact 

their teams’ response to the strategic planning process.  No matter the middle manager’s 

perception of the decision or plan, it is their role to ensure that it is implemented: 
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It's not uncommon to have a supervisor or leadership come and say this is what 

needs to be done.  I think it's real important, particularly with an idea that you 

don't support, that you don't say, “this is leadership and we’re gonna do it.”  I 

think the sign of a good employee is one who can take somebody's idea, even if 

they don't agree with it, and be able to sell it to the team and still have the team 

work for it. … Just because I don't agree with it doesn't make it bad, and so then 

my challenge is, how do I take that, share it with the staff and at the same time 

take responsibility for it and not throw the supervisor or the leadership team under 

the bus. (Frederick) 

 Though the middle managers’ attitudes directly influenced their teams, campus 

leaders’ approach to the strategic planning process also impacted how work units 

received and responded to middle managers’ strategic planning efforts.  One participant 

shared how his efforts to garner buy-in for the strategic planning process were hindered 

by the attitude of campus leadership:  

The institution takes on the persona and the personality of the chief executive.  If 

the chief executive is a fly by the seat of their pants, sees no value in strategic 

planning and is just kind of a talking piece, then that’s the persona and the 

personality the institution begins to reflect.  While I dearly loved the president in 

that situation, a very personable person, they had no concept of strategic planning.  

So, therefore, the strategic planning efforts of the institution as we headed into a 

reaccreditation, it was like priming an old-fashioned pump.  It was hard, it was, 
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you couldn’t get buy-in because the president paid it lip service but didn’t really 

embrace what was going on. (Adam) 

If allowed, the role of middle managers is to engage their teams in understanding, 

accepting, and implementing the strategic plan for the institution.  However, campus 

leadership must model the importance of the process to reinforce the work of the middle 

managers.  If campus leadership lacks regard for the strategic planning process, then the 

campus employees will discount its importance as well.   

Relatedly, an area of desired support that was identified by one of the participants 

focused on communication from the leadership to reinforce the importance of the 

strategic planning process: 

I think it probably would have been useful [for leadership] to give that same 

direction or call to action for the area that I was responsible for in addressing the 

strategic plan.  I think that most of the staff that work under my supervision would 

be somewhat familiar with a mission statement and the goals of the university, but 

probably not as much when it came to the strategic plan.  So, to give that 

information would have been useful, I think it would have also stressed the 

importance of a thoughtful response when considering … our objectives and all 

that we were going to create.  I think if you know how important it is to upper 

management, then it would warrant a lot more discussion instead of something 

that might be fairly simple because there are so many other tasks that people have 

to do on a day to day basis. (Karolina) 
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Focus on benefiting students and institution.  Materiality, or relevance, of the 

strategic plan was an important structure for middle managers’ experience with strategic 

planning, but it also highlighted the frustrations of those in these roles:  

I think it's sometimes difficult as a middle manager to try to get things that you 

really want, things that you know you need because you are at that point, you're in 

the middle there.  So, you … see things that [leadership] don't see, but a lot of 

times … it is driven by money, numbers.  And a lot of times it's not driven by 

need.  It's not driven by student need.  Sometimes it's not driven by staff needs, 

and it's not driven by, again, the middle … managers’ needs.  It may be driven by 

something that's coming from the president and is trickling down to that manager. 

(Evelyn) 

Many of the respondents approached the strategic planning process from a 

student-advocate perspective.  For them, the purpose of the process was to identify 

student needs and redirect institutional priorities and resources towards meeting those 

needs.  To ensure that student needs were heard, some of the middle managers sought 

feedback from their students before sharing information with campus leadership. 

 In addition to desiring favorable student outcomes from the strategic planning 

process, the middle managers in this investigation also sought confirmation that their 

strategic plans would impact their institutions.  When discussing the rationale for the 

goals set forth in her strategic plan, one individual stated she: 

Picked goals that … were attainable.  I didn’t pick these lofty things that didn’t 

align to anything.  So, one of the things that I looked at was, the goals that I 
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picked, they aligned to, at that time, the mission for the department or the vision 

of the department, which then aligned to what our dean was looking at, which also 

aligned to what our VP was looking at to then align to the college overall to then 

align to the district.  So, they weren’t just random things, but they were also 

things that I valued within the district and within the college.  So, I picked things 

that I would say, from what I hear, from the sessions I’ve attended, these are the 

top three to five things that are trending within the district. (Cameron) 

Although middle managers selected their outcomes to align with the missions and 

visions of their institutions, the middle managers also need validation from their 

leadership that the work they were doing was beneficial to the institutional goals.  

Makeda shared that it is important for her to understand how the work of her “unit, being 

part of the organization, matters.”  She stressed the importance of positive or negative 

plan progress feedback in the statement below: 

I think once we’re starting to implement the plan and then reporting back at the 

end of the year, it never feels like there’s feedback on if we were on the right 

track.  It's just …, it goes somewhere, and it feels like it never, like it doesn't loop 

around again to say that was a good idea. … That is definitely something that I 

feel like is not specific to any one organization I've been a part of.  It feels like it's 

just one of those process things that a lot of organizations don't do well.  It's 

closing the loop or really using that information for something else.  You know, I 

just again, I feel like a lot of times these are exercises that we can't see the 

result… There may be unit results, like I can see something that allows us to learn 
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from what we've done and to make changes or whatever at a unit level, but I never 

quite see what it means for an organization. (Makeda) 

 For most of the middle managers in this investigation, the primary goal of 

strategic planning was to guide the institution towards outcomes that benefit the students 

or the campus.  They and their teams planned and implemented initiatives to move the 

institution toward these outcomes.  However, units needed feedback from leadership to 

validate that their efforts were pertinent to the institution. 

Personal characteristics that influence strategic planning experience.  With the 

exception of one individual, none of the middle managers in this study had received 

formal strategic planning training.  These individuals learned how to engage in the 

process, as described by Juliette, through “trial by fire.”  However, the formal strategic 

planning training received by one participant afforded her the opportunity to practice, 

discuss, and study best practices for engaging in the process.  This experiential learning 

along with the resources that were shared through the program provided her with 

knowledge and skills that guided her strategic planning decisions.  In addition to 

engaging in the strategic planning process, working at multiple institutions provided 

another of the middle managers with an increased breadth of experiences that can be 

introduced to the current campus.  Similarly, the number of years in the workforce could 

influence how middle managers engage in the strategic planning process: 

I would say through the years of professional and personal growth and maturity.  

You know, early in the career, looking at it as, “why do I have to do this?”  To the 

older you get, and the more years you have in the profession, and the higher up 
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the food chain you go, the more you see why we do this and, for me, it's not just 

been an acceptance of, an embracing of, it’s actually a desire to know it, to 

understand it, to use it more effectively and to grow in it, and that’s where I find 

myself at right now. (Adam) 

In addition to training and experience, the participants identified other personal 

characteristics that influenced their engagement with the process.  Evelyn shared that 

“my forward thinking and trying to think out of the box” guided her strategic planning.  

Similarly, Makeda attributed her success with strategic planning to “being able to see a 

full picture.  Being able to have an understanding of what the organization was wanting 

to do and then taking that to a micro level. … Having good communication skills.”  

Additionally, Harrison offered that being “organized to a fault” assisted him with 

participating in his institution’s strategic planning process.   

In addition to enjoying “being a part of the solution” (Brenda), middle managers 

were responsible for supervising their teams and ensuring the successful completion of 

those responsibilities while also managing up to ensure adequate support for their teams 

and students.  Thus, one middle manager shared: 

I don't have time to waste doing the same thing over and over again, and so I 

definitely want to try to find the most efficient processes and ways to do things so 

that next time it can … go a little more smoothly …  and then I've got time for 

vision and implementation of new initiatives. (Harrison) 

 The middle managers in this investigation possessed organizational and creative 

skills that shaped their ability to lead their units.  These individuals also possessed 
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knowledge and experience specific to their areas as well as the desire to act in the best 

interest of their students and institution.  The same characteristics that guided how they 

led their teams also influenced how these knowledgeable and motivated individuals 

engaged in the strategic planning process.   

Summary 

 This transcendental phenomenological investigation describes the essence of 

middle managers’ experience with strategic planning at community colleges.  Semi-

structured interviews of twelve middle managers from community colleges in the 

southern United States were analyzed to create a composite textural-structural description 

of the phenomenon to answer the research question: What are the experiences of middle 

managers in higher education regarding implementing institutional strategic planning 

processes within their work unit?  The essence of this phenomenon was characterized by 

middle managers as a top-down process implemented with a team approach and the goal 

of benefiting students and the institution.  More specifically, the five major structures 

identified through data analysis were: the essence of strategic planning; strategic planning 

as a top-down process; engaging work units in the planning process; a focus on benefiting 

students and the institution; and personal characteristics that influence the strategic 

planning experience. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 To conclude this transcendental phenomenological investigation of middle 

managers’ experience with strategic planning at community colleges, this chapter begins 

with a summary of the study and the major findings.  A discussion of the findings within 

the context of the previous literature and path-goal theory will follow.  The chapter will 

end with implications and recommendations for future research in this area. 

Summary of the Study 

By effectively engaging in the strategic planning process, institutions can 

demonstrate their ability to meet the changing needs of students, accrediting bodies, and 

external stakeholders (King, 2008; Paraska, 2013).  However, internal issues such as 

communication problems and resistance to change can hinder the strategic planning 

process and an institution’s ability to create and act upon priorities that would benefit the 

campus and stakeholders (Delprino, 2013).  As the liaison between campus leadership 

and frontline team members, middle managers have a unique perspective of and place in 

the strategic planning process.  The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological 

study was to understand middle managers’ experiences with the strategic planning 

process through the lens of path-goal theory.  The information gleaned from this study 

will inform campus leadership of opportunities for supporting middle managers during 

the strategic planning process to enhance institutional outcomes.
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Twelve middle managers employed at community colleges in the Southeast 

participated in semi-structured interviews for this study.  Prior to each interview, I 

engaged in the epoche process to dispel any pre-conceived notions or expectations 

regarding strategic planning.  Once I transcribed the interviews, the data were analyzed 

using a modified Van Kaam method to develop descriptions of each middle manager’s 

experience with strategic planning.  Lastly, I developed a composite description of the 

middle manager experience with strategic planning.  The analysis of the data revealed 

that middle managers experienced strategic planning as a top-down process, preferably 

implemented through a team approach, with the goal of benefiting students and the 

institution.  

Summary of Major Findings 

The goal of the investigation was to answer the following research question: How 

do middle managers in higher education describe their experiences regarding 

implementing institutional strategic planning processes within their work unit?  Related 

to this question were two sub-questions:  

 a) How do participants describe institutional or individual factors that influence 

their engagement in strategic planning?  

b) How do participants describe their experiences and associated challenges and 

supports navigating the process of strategic planning within their institutions? 

According to the middle managers in this study, strategic planning was generally 

a top-down process that focused on outcomes that benefit the student or the institution.  

Strategic planning offered institutions the opportunity to set goals or priorities and to 
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identify the actions that would likely assist the institution in achieving those goals.  The 

participants also agreed that their entire team should be included in the strategic planning 

process to garner more buy-in and to include a robust breadth of knowledge and 

experience in the discussions.  In addition to including their teams in the process, middle 

managers shared that they would like to be included in the discussions early on to help 

shape institutional priorities and actions based on their experiences with students, parents, 

and other stakeholders. 

When discussing institutional contexts that influenced their experience with 

strategic planning, participants noted that the attitude of the leadership was a primary 

factor.  The participants shared that if institutional leadership were not invested in the 

process, then they had difficulty motivating their team members to engage in the process.  

Conversely, if campus leaders stressed the importance of strategic planning to the entire 

campus, then more frontline staff would be willing to actively engage in the process.  

Additionally, participants shared that support from an institutional research, or similar, 

office enhanced their experience of the strategic planning process.  Assistance from 

individuals who were knowledgeable of the strategic planning process and the 

expectations of campus leadership increased middle managers’ confidence in their ability 

to guide their teams through the process. 

Discussion of Findings 

 As aforementioned, the purpose of this study was to understand middle managers’ 

experiences with the strategic planning process at community colleges.  The following 

elements of the phenomenon were identified in this investigation: 
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• essence of strategic planning, 

• strategic planning as a top-down process, 

• engaging work units in the planning process, 

• focus on benefiting students and the institution, and 

• personal characteristics that influence strategic planning experience. 

In this section, the primary findings of the study will be considered through the lens of 

path-goal theory and in relation to previous literature.   

Essence of Strategic Planning 

 Strategic planning can be defined as the process that allows leaders to establish an 

institution’s identity by discerning environmental needs, identifying institutional 

priorities, and determining actions to be implemented (Bryson, 2011; Ellis, 2010; Porter, 

1996).  To successfully engage in this process, institutions must have campus leaders 

who initiate, communicate, and support the process (Cohen, 2006; Starsia, 2010).  

However, in addition to the active involvement of leadership, campus-wide engagement 

is critical for the strategic planning process to be adopted by and implemented throughout 

the organization (Nwosu & Koller, 2014; Squires, 2013).   

The description of the phenomenon provided by the middle managers in this study 

aligns with the previous literature.  According to the participants, the strategic planning 

process was an opportunity for institutions to identify goals and actions, based on data, 

that the organization should adopt and implement for the benefit of the students and 

campus.  The participants experienced strategic planning as a top-down process but 

stressed the importance of including their work units in the process.  The middle 
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managers also noted that their ability to engage their teams in the process was directly 

impacted by campus leadership’s attitude regarding the strategic planning process.  For 

the study participants, the strategic planning process was primarily an opportunity to 

identify institutional changes that would allow them to better serve the students; thus, the 

process was generally viewed positively.  This positive opinion is not surprising when 

considered through the lens of path-goal theory.  One tenet of the theory is that employee 

motivation and productivity regarding a specific task are directly related to the 

employee’s attainment of personal goals (Georgopoulos et al., 1957).  Many of the 

participants shared that they entered higher education and the community college realm 

with the intent of helping students.  Engaging in a process that guides the institution to 

best meet student needs is in direct support of this personal goal. 

Strategic Planning as a Top-Down Process and Engaging Work Units in the Planning 

Process 

 Although previous literature supported the need for leadership and campus 

communities to be involved in the strategic planning process (Kotter, 2007; Sullivan & 

Richardson, 2011), models varied as to how or when leaders should engage middle 

managers or the campus community.  Porter’s (2008) model made no mention of 

engaging the community, and Sullivan and Richardson’s (2011) model involved the 

campus community after the actual plan was completed.  Kotter (2007) suggested 

utilizing a guiding coalition of senior managers and influential stakeholders, but middle 

manager involvement was not addressed.  Other strategic planning models included some 

type of environmental assessment or capacity review that leaders could engage middle 
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managers and other community members in if they chose (Bresciani, 2010; Bryson, 2011; 

Manger, 2015).  However, Fleuriet and Williams’s (2015) communication-based strategic 

planning model described how the differing layers of employees were engaged in the 

process.  The bottom-up feedback described in the communication-based model could 

provide the type of engagement desired by the middle managers in this investigation.      

The middle managers in this study shared that their experiences with the strategic 

planning process began after campus leadership had identified the institutional priorities 

and goals.  The participants’ roles in the process focused on identifying how their work 

units could fit into those priorities.  However, this study found that middle managers 

would like to be included earlier in the process so that their knowledge and experience 

can inform the creation of institutional priorities.  In alignment with path-goal theory, the 

middle managers in this study held a sense of affiliation with the institution or the 

students served by the institution but wanted to control how their work unit would 

operate to best serve students (Northouse, 2013).  Based on their desired level of 

participation, the middle managers would thrive with a leader who made decisions 

utilizing group-oriented processes by engaging the participants directly to assist with 

solving organizational problems (House, 1996).  It is important to note that the middle 

managers in this study attempted to utilize participative leadership when engaging their 

teams in the process to promote buy-in regardless of when the managers were brought 

into the strategic planning process (Northouse, 2013).  Thus, including middle managers 

earlier in the process would offer more insight into institutions’ capacities to implement 

initiatives because the expertise of the middle managers and their teams would be shared 



106 
 

 
 

with campus leaders sooner.  However, the support, guidance, and communication from 

their leaders would still be necessary for the middle managers to successfully engage 

their teams in the strategic planning process.    

Focus on Benefiting Students and Institution 

 Among other demographics, the age, gender, race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic 

status of the college student population are changing (Falk & Blaylock, 2010; Marine & 

Nicolazzo, 2014).  Additionally, students’ motives for enrolling in college are shifting 

(Abowitz, 2008).  Because most of the teams supervised by the middle managers work 

directly with students, the participants could see the changing needs of their students and 

developed interventions to meet these needs.  Additionally, because many of the 

participants self-identified as student-centered, they were motivated to act in the best 

interest of their students.  However, the participants also shared that they needed to 

receive feedback from campus leaders regarding how their work impacted institutional 

effectiveness.  Unlike faculty in previous research who were more interested in 

departmental outcomes than institutional performance (Fleuriet & Williams, 2015), the 

middle managers in this study were invested in the success of their department and the 

institution and recognized that the two were related.  The middle managers’ positions can 

be explained by path-goal theory.  The participants entered higher education due to 

personal goals of assisting students; thus, engaging in the strategic planning process to 

increase departmental and institutional effectiveness for the benefit of students directly 

relates to the attainment of their personal goals.   
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Personal Characteristics that Influence Strategic Planning Experience 

 According to Kotter (2007), individuals must be encouraged to take risks and 

think creatively to successfully engage in the strategic planning process.  Similarly, 

Sullivan and Richardson (2011) posited that adapting to change is a skill that all members 

of an institution must possess.  Most of the middle managers in this study received little 

to no training in strategic planning but, instead, relied on personal characteristics such as 

professional experience, out-of-the-box thinking, communication skills, organization 

skills, and macro-level thinking as they engaged in the strategic planning process.  

Additionally, the level of support received from supervisors and the institution varied 

from no support to the availability of designated assisting personnel across the 

participants.  Nevertheless, the middle managers were able to complete the requirements 

of their institutions’ strategic planning processes.  According to path-goal theory, along 

with their personal traits, the support provided by direct supervisors or institutions 

removed barriers to the process and allowed them to engage appropriately.  However, the 

success of the middle managers who did not receive support cannot clearly be explained 

by path-goal theory because of the importance of the leader’s role in supporting goal 

attainment. 

Implications 

 Higher education institutions must grow and change to meet the needs of a 

shifting student demographic and regional accreditation requirements (King, 2008; 

Paraska, 2013); strategic planning provides the framework through which campuses can 

identify needs, set priorities, and create action plans.  However, strategic planning 
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processes can be hindered by communication issues and resistance to change (Delprino, 

2013).  If engaged properly, middle managers can assist strategic planning leaders with 

managing these and other issues.  The middle managers in this study considered strategic 

planning to be an important function for determining goals and actions to benefit students 

and the institution.  These individuals shared a desire to engage in early discussions of the 

strategic priorities and stressed the importance of gaining buy-in from their teams.   

 When preparing to engage in a strategic planning process, campus leaders could 

first provide middle managers with strategic planning training.  This training could 

include potential methods for engaging teams, suggestions for collaborating across teams, 

instructions for communicating about the process, the timeline, and the campus 

expectations for the process.  A manual covering the information from the training could 

be provided as a reference for middle managers as well.  Once middle managers are 

trained, planning leaders could encourage middle managers to work with their teams to 

brainstorm potential strategic priorities, which could then be shared with campus 

leadership.  Including the middle managers early on could increase campus participation 

and buy-in; additionally, because they were included early, the middle managers could 

serve as champions for the process to help combat resistance.  The communication 

training could also alleviate issues of incorrect or inadequate information sharing.   

Throughout the strategic planning process, campus leaders could also ensure that middle 

managers had access to support so that they could ask for clarification or assistance as 

needed to complete the process according to the institution’s guidelines. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 Through data collection and analysis, this investigation provided a description of 

middle managers’ experience with strategic planning at community colleges.  To gain a 

more comprehensive description, I recommend that future researchers engage middle 

managers at four-year colleges and universities as well as at community colleges in areas 

other than the southeast.  Additionally, most of the participants in this study worked in 

student services areas.  A future study focused on faculty experiences would provide data 

to explore whether differences exist between faculty and student services professionals.  

Summary 

 Twelve semi-structured interviews of middle managers from community colleges 

in the southeast were analyzed to capture the essence of their experiences with strategic 

planning.  The findings suggested that middle managers experience strategic planning as 

a top-down process but would prefer to be included in the conversations to set 

institutional priorities.  The participants also shared that engaging their work units in the 

process was important to gain team member buy-in and to ensure that all potential ideas 

and perspectives were considered because the goal of strategic planning was to benefit 

students and the institution.  The implications from this investigation center around 

suggestions to campus planning leaders for engaging middle managers in the process 

such as providing trainings and early involvement.  Future research in this area should 

study middle managers working at different types of institutions and include more faculty 

participants.    

 



 
 

110 

REFERENCES 

Abowitz, K. K. (2008). On the public and civic purposes of education. Educational 
Theory, 58(3), 357–376. 

 
Altschuler, G. C., & Blumin, S. M. (2009). The GI Bill: The new deal for veterans. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy-
s.mercer.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=273843&site=ehost-live 

 
Angiola, N., Bianchi, P., & Damato, L. (2019). How to improve performance of public 

universities? A strategic management approach. Public Administration Quarterly, 
43(3), 372–400. https://doi.org/10.35940/ijrte.c1204.1083s219 

 
Archibald, R. B., & Feldman, D. H. (2008). Explaining increases in higher education 

costs. The Journal of Higher Education, 79(3), 268–295. 
 
Auld, D. (2010). Strategic planning and the principal-agent issue in higher education. 

Academic Leadership, 8(3), 220–224. 
 
Baker, M. A., & Sgoutas-Emch, S. A. (2014). Evidence-based strategic planning: Using 

mixed methods and the social ecological model to target student financial stress. 
College Student Affairs Journal, 32(1), 113–128. Retrieved from 
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.proxy-
s.mercer.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=8&sid=70f3ecec-5a51-492c-b1c5-
2f7405c0238b%40sessionmgr114&hid=110 

 
Barr, A., & Turner, S. E. (2013). Expanding enrollments and contracting state budgets: 

The effect of the Great Recession on higher education. The Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, 650(1), 168–193. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716213500035 

 
Bowen, W. G., Tobin, E. M., & Kurzweil, M. A. (2005). Equity and excellence in 

American higher education. Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press. 
 
Bresciani, M. J. (2010). Data-driven planning: Using assessment in strategic planning. 

New Directions for Student Services, 2010(132), 39–50. 
 
Bryson, J. M. (2011). Strategic planning for public and nonprofit organizations (4th ed.). 

San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 



111 
 

 
 

Cahalan, M., & Perna, L. (2015). Indicators of higher education equity in the United 
States: 45 year trend report, 2015 revised edition. Pell Institute for the Study of 
Opportunity in Higher Education. 

 
Chance, S., & Williams, B. T. (2009). Assessing university strategic plans: A tool for 

consideration. Educational Planning, 18(1), 38–54. Retrieved from http://proxy-
s.mercer.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eft
&AN=508033566&site=ehost-live 

 
Christensen, C. M., & Eyring, H. J. (2011). The Innovative University. San Francisco, 

CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Cohen, M. P. (2006). Public sector strategic planning: Is it really planning or is it really 

strategy or is it neither or both? University of Maryland University College. 
 
Cooke, M., & Lang, D. (2009). The effects of monopsony in higher education. Higher 

Education, 57(5), 623–639. Retrieved from http://proxy-
s.mercer.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h
&AN=37371471&site=ehost-live 

 
Cooper, T., & Scheg, A. G. (2020). Totally virtual: Northcentral University’s School of 

Business succeeded in integrated strategic planning in an all-distance environment. 
Planning for Higher Education, 48(2), 36–45. 

 
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 

CA: SAGE Publications. 
 
Crotty, M. (2015). The foundations of social research. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 

Publications. 
 
Cummings, S. (1995). Pericles of Athens - Drawing from the essence of strategic 

leadership. Business Horizons, 38(1), 22–27. Retrieved from https://doi-org.proxy-
s.mercer.edu/10.1016/0007-6813(95)90100-0 

 
Delaney, J. A., & Doyle, W. R. (2011). State spending on higher education : Testing the 

balance wheel over time. Journal of Education Finance, 36(4), 343–368. 
 
Delprino, R. P. (2013). The human side of the strategic planning process in higher 

education chapter 3: The challenges of change as part of strategic planning. 
Planning for Higher Education, 41(4), 138–154. 

 
Dooris, M. J. (2002). Two decades of strategic planning. Planning for Higher Education, 

31(2), 26–32. 
 



112 
 

 
 

Ehrenberg, R. G. (2006). The perfect storm and the privatization of public higher 
education. Change, 38(1), 46–53. 

 
Ehrenberg, R. G. (2012). American higher education in transition. Journal of Economic 

Perspectives, 26(1), 193–216. https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.26.1.193 
 
Ellis, S. E. (2010). Introduction to strategic planning in student affairs: A model for 

process and elements of a plan. New Directions for Student Services, 2010(132), 5–
16. 

 
Falk, C. F., & Blaylock, B. K. (2010). Strategically planning campuses for the “newer 

students” in higher education. Academy of Educational Leadership Journal, 14(3), 
15–38. Retrieved from http://proxy-
s.mercer.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eft
&AN=52989259&site=ehost-live 

 
Fleuriet, C. A., & Williams, M. L. (2015). Improving institutional credibility: 

Communication as the centerpiece of planning in the age of accountability. 
Educational Planning, 22(1), 67–84. 

 
Floyd, S., & Wooldridge, B. (1997). Middle management’s strategic influence and 

organizational performance. Journal of Management Studies, 34(3), 465–485. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-6486.00059 

 
Flynn, W. J., & Vredevoogd, J. (2010). The future of learning: 12 views on emerging 

trends in higher education. Planning for Higher Education, 38(2), 4–10. 
 
Georgopoulos, B. S., Mahoney, G. M., & Jones, N. W. (1957). A path-goal approach to 

productivity. Journal of Applied Psychology, 41(6), 345–353. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0048473 

 
Goldrick-Rab, S., & Pfeffer, F. T. (2009). Beyond access: Explaining socioeconomic 

differences in college transfer. Sociology of Education, 82(2), 101–125. Retrieved 
from http://search.proquest.com.proxy-
s.mercer.edu/pqrl/docview/216484274/abstract/141B81F79F512C2ECEB/1?account
id=12381 

 
Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many interviews are enough? An 

experiment with data saturation and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59–82. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903 

 
Hamill, C., & Sinclair, H. A. (2013). Bracketing – practical considerations in Husserlian 

phenomenological research. Nurse Researcher, 17(2), 16–24. 
https://doi.org/10.7748/nr2010.01.17.2.16.c7458 



113 
 

 
 

Hardin, C. J. (2008). Adult students in higher education: A portrait of transitions. New 
Directions for Higher Education, (144), 49–57. https://doi.org/10.1002/he 

 
Hayyat Malik, S. (2012). A study of relationship between leader behaviors and 

subordinate job expectancies: A path-goal approach. Pakistan Journal of Commerce 
& Social Sciences, 6(2), 357–371. Retrieved from 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bth&AN=85354498&site=e
host-live 

 
Herndon, M. C. (2008). The public benefits of higher education: Examining the 

relationship between state spending on higher education and the formation of 
human capital. Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. 

 
Hillman, N. W., Tandberg, D. A., & Gross, J. P. K. (2014). Performance funding in 

higher education: Do financial incentives impact college completions? The Journal 
of Higher Education, 85(6), 826–857. 

 
Hinton, K. E. (2012). A practical guide to strategic planning in higher education. 
 
Hong, J. S., Woodford, M. R., Long, L. D., & Renn, K. A. (2016). Ecological covariates 

of subtle and blatant heterosexist discrimination among LGBQ college students. 
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 45(1), 117–131. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-
015-0362-5 

 
House, R. J. (1971). A path goal theory of leader effectiveness. Administrative Science 

Quarterly, 16(3), 321–338. https://doi.org/10.2307/2391905 
 
House, R. J. (1996). Path-goal theory of leadership: Lessons, legacy, and a reformulated 

theory. Leadership Quarterly, 7(3), 323–352. 
 
Husserl, E. (2013). Ideas: General introduction to pure phenomenology. New York, NY: 

Routledge. 
 
Jarzabkowski, P., & Balogun, J. (2009). The practice and process of delivering 

integration through strategic planning. Journal of Management Studies, 46(8), 1255–
1288. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00853.x 

 
Johansen, M., & Hawes, D. P. (2016). The effect of the tasks middle managers perform 

on organizational performance. Public Administration Quarterly, 40(3), 589–616. 
 
Kamarudin, M. F., Starr, K., Abdullah, A. N., & Husain, K. (2014). Communicating 

change in organizational restructuring: A grounded theory case study. Procedia - 
Social and Behavioral Sciences, 155, 496–501. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.10.329 



114 
 

 
 

Keller, G. (1983). Academic Strategy: The Management Revolution in American Higher 
Education. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

 
Keren, M. (1988). Moses as a visionary realist. International Political Science Review, 

9(1), 71–84. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org.proxy-
s.mercer.edu/stable/1600817 

 
Keup, J. R. (2008). New challenges in working with traditional-aged college students. 

New Directions for Higher Education, (144), 27–37. https://doi.org/10.1002/he 
 
Kezar, A., Glenn, W. J., Lester, J., & Nakamoto, J. (2008). Examining organizational 

contextual features that affect implementation of equity initiatives. Journal of 
Higher Education, 79(2), 125–159. Retrieved from http://proxy-
s.mercer.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h
&AN=29388359&site=ehost-live 

 
King, M. A. (2008). A strategic assessment of the higher education industry: Applying 

the Porter’s five forces for industry analysis. In Proceedings of Southeastern 
Decision Sciences Institute Annual Conference. 

 
Kotter, J. P. (2007). Leading change: Why transformation efforts fail. Harvard Business 

Review, 85(1), 96–103. 
 
Krawitz, M., Law, J., & Litman, S. (2018). How higher-education institutions can 

transform themselves using advanced analytics. Retrieved April 16, 2019, from 
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/social-sector/our-insights/how-higher-
education-institutions-can-transform-themselves-using-advanced-analytics 

 
Langham, A. T., & Fifolt, M. (2014). Connecting institutional goals with measurable 

outcomes: Lessons from an academic realignment initiative. Planning for Higher 
Education Journal, 42(4), 13–22. 

 
Letizia, A. (2013). Strategic blunder? Strategic planning for changing demographics in 

higher education. Educational Planning, 21(1), 18–31. 
 
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA: SAGE 

Publications. 
 
Lorenzo, A. W., & Sanford, K. (2019). Engage with purpose: Seek broad, deep, and 

diverse perspectives in your planning process. Planning for Higher Education 
Journal, 47(2), 1–5. 

 
Lovik, E. G. (2014). Revitalizing strategic planning at community colleges. Planning for 

Higher Education, 42(2), 62–71. 



115 
 

 
 

Ma, J., & Baum, S. (2016). Trends in community colleges: Enrollment, prices, student 
debt, and completion. Retrieved from 
http://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/trends-in-community-colleges-
research-brief.pdf 

 
Manger, B. (2015). Vision integrated planning. Planning for Higher Education, 43(2), 

86–94. 
 
Marine, S. B., & Nicolazzo, Z. (2014). Names that matter: Exploring the tensions of 

campus LGBTQ centers and trans∗ inclusion. Journal of Diversity in Higher 
Education, 7(4), 265–281. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037990 

 
McFarland, J., Hussar, B., de Brey, C., Snyder, T., Wang, X., Wilkinson-Flicker, S., … 

Hinz, S. (2017). The Condition of Education 2017. Washington, DC. 
 
McFarland, J., Hussar, B., Wang, X., Zhang, J., Wang, K., Rathbun, A., … Bullock 

Mann, F. (2018). The condition of education 2018 (NCES 2018-). Washington, DC: 
U.S. Department of Education National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved 
from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_csb.asp 

 
McKinney, L., & Hagedorn, L. S. (2017). Performance-based funding for community 

colleges: Are colleges disadvantaged by serving the most disadvantaged students? 
The Journal of Higher Education, 88(2), 159–182. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2016.1243948 

 
Mellow, G. O., & Heelan, C. M. (2015). Minding the Dream: The Process and Practice 

of the American Community College (2nd ed.). Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield. 

 
Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 

implementation (4th ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Mintzberg, H. (1994). The fall and rise of strategic planning. Harvard Business Review, 

72(1), 107–114. 
 
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 

Publications. 
 
Nelson, M. L., Englar-Carlson, M., Tierney, S. C., & Hau, J. M. (2006). Class jumping 

into academia: Multiple identities for counseling academics. Journal of Counseling 
Psychology, 53(1), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.53.1.1 

 
Northouse, P. G. (2013). Leadership: Theory and Practice (6th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

SAGE Publications. 



116 
 

 
 

Nwosu, P. O., & Koller, J. (2014). Strategic planning and assessment in an outcomes-
based funding environment. Planning for Higher Education Journal, 42(3), 58–72. 

 
O’Connor, N. (2009). Hispanic origin, socio-economic status, and community college 

enrollment. The Journal of Higher Education, 80(2), 121–145. 
 
Oldfield, K. (2007). Expanding Economic Democracy in American Higher Education: A 

two-step approach to hiring more teachers from poverty- and working-class 
backgrounds. Journal of Higher Education Policy & Management, 29(2), 217–230. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13600800701351785 

 
Ostrove, J. M., Stewart, A. J., & Curtin, N. L. (2011). Social class and belonging: 

Implications for graduate students’ career aspirations. Journal of Higher Education, 
82(6), 748–774. Retrieved from http://proxy-
s.mercer.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h
&AN=67123530&site=ehost-live 

 
Paraska, S. E. (2013). Connecting your institution’s achievements to demonstrate a 

culture of compliance. Planning for Higher Education Journal, 41(3), 1–10. 
 
Pepper, C., & Giles, W. (2015). Leading in middle management in higher education. 

Management in Education, 29(2), 46–52. 
 
Poister, T. H. (2010). The future of strategic planning in the public sector: Linking 

strategic management and performance. Public Administration Review, 
70(December), s246–s254. 

 
Porter, M. E. (1996). What is strategy? Harvard Business Review, 74(6), 61–78. 
 
Porter, M. E. (2008). The five competitive forces that shape strategy. Harvard Business 

Review, 86(1), 78–93. 
 
Reeves, D. B. (2007). Making strategic planning work. Educational Leadership, 65(4), 

86–87. 
 
Saichaie, K., & Morphew, C. C. (2014). What college and university websites reveal 

about the purposes of higher education. The Journal of Higher Education, 85(4), 
499–530. 

 
Salem, D., Itani, H., & El-Haff, A. (2020). A guide for optimizing resource allocation: 

Link assessment, strategic planning, and budgeting to achieve institutional 
effectiveness. Planning for Higher Education, 48(2), 8–19. 

 
 



117 
 

 
 

Saygin, C. (2019). KPIs drive strategic planning and execution: And feedback steers the 
institution in the right direction. Planning for Higher Education Journal, 47(4), 10–
19. Retrieved from 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eue&AN=139026682&site
=ehost-live 

 
Schaefer, T., & Guenther, T. (2016). Exploring strategic planning outcomes: The 

influential role of top versus middle management participation. Journal of 
Management Control, 27(2–3), 205–249. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00187-016-0230-
9 

 
Scheibelhofer, E. (2008). Combining narration-based interviews with topical interviews: 

Methodological reflections on research practices. International Journal of Social 
Research Methodology, 11(5), 403–416. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645570701401370 

 
Schuh, J. H., Jones, S. R., Harper, S. R., & Associates. (2011). Student Services: A 

Handbook for the Profession (5th ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Schwandt, T. A. (2007). The SAGE dictionary of qualitative inquiry (3rd ed.). Los 

Angeles, CA: SAGE Publications. 
 
Snyder, T. (2018). Digest of Education Statistics: 2017. Washington, DC. 
 
Snyder, T., Hoffman, L., & Geddes, C. (1998). State comparisons of education statistics: 

1969-70 to 1996-97. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education National 
Center for Education Statistics. 

 
Squires, V. (2013). “Be prepared” for policy windows: Cultivating campus change. 

Planning for Higher Education Journal, 41(3), 34–44. 
 
Starsia, G. (2010). Strategic planning in higher education: An examination of variation in 

strategic planning practices and their effect on success in NCAA division I athletic 
departments (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations & 
Theses Global. (Order No. 3435995) 

 
Stricker, K. (2011). Class consciousness and critical mass: Exploring the practice and 

scholarship of academics from the working class. Race, Gender & Class, 18(3/4), 
372–384. Retrieved from http://proxy-
s.mercer.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=sih
&AN=69798035&site=ehost-live 

 
Sullivan, T. M., & Richardson, E. C. (2011). Living the plan: Strategic planning aligned 

with practice and assessment. Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 59(1), 2–9. 



118 
 

 
 

The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. (n.d.). About Carnegie 
Classification. Retrieved May 18, 2020, from http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/ 

 
Tuli, F. (2010). The basis of distinction between qualitative and quantitative research in 

social science: Reflection on ontological, epistemological and methodological 
perspectives. Ethiopian Journal of Education and Sciences, 6(1), 97–108. 

 
Tzu, S. (2011). The art of war. Vook, Inc. 
 
Van Riel, C. B. M., Berens, G., & Dijkstra, M. (2009). Stimulating strategically aligned 

behaviour among employees. Journal of Management Studies, 46(7), 1197–1226. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00837.x 

 
Wall, A. F., Hursh, D., & Rodgers, J. W. (2014). Assessment for whom: Repositioning 

higher education assessment as an ethical and value-focused social practice. 
Research & Practice in Assessment, 9, 5–17. 

 
Warnock, D. M., & Appel, S. (2012). Learning the unwritten rules: Working class 

students in graduate school. Innovative Higher Education, 37(4), 307–321. 
Retrieved from http://proxy-
s.mercer.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eric
&AN=EJ972624&site=ehost-live 

 
Way, S. A., Simons, T., Leroy, H., & Tuleja, E. A. (2018). What is in it for me? Middle 

manager behavioral integrity and performance. Journal of Business Ethics, 150(3), 
765–777. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-016-3204-9 

 
Wolfle, J. D. (2012). Success and persistence of developmental mathematics students 

based on age and ethnicity. Community College Enterprise, 18(2), 39–54. Retrieved 
from 
http://ezproxy.umsl.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tru
e&db=eric&AN=EJ1001026&site=ehost-
live&scope=site%5Cnhttp://www.schoolcraft.edu/cce/search.asp 

 
Wooldridge, B., Schmid, T., & Floyd, S. W. (2008). The middle management perspective 

on strategy process: Contributions, synthesis, and future research. Journal of 
Management (Vol. 34). https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206308324326 

 

 



 
 

119 

APPENDICES 

 



 
 

120 

APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 



121 
 

 
 

Interview Protocol 

Interviewee: _____________________________     Interviewer: ___________________ 

Date of Interview: ________________________     Time of Interview: ______________ 

Location of Interview: _____________________________________________________ 

Interviewee Title: _________________________________________________________ 

• Introductions 
• Brief Description of the Investigation 
• Informed Consent 
• Request to Record 

Questions: 

1. What is your background? 
2. What is the essence of strategic planning to you? 
3. What kind of training have you had with strategic planning? 
4. What have been your experiences with strategic planning as a middle manager? 
5. What institutional contexts or situations affected your experience of strategic 

planning as a middle manager? 
6. What personal qualities affected your experience of strategic planning as a middle 

manager? 
7. What were your experiences with introducing and implementing the strategic 

planning process to your work unit? 
8. Describe the support you received from your campus leadership or direct 

supervisor for introducing and implementing the strategic planning process to 
your work unit? 

9. What support did you desire from your campus leadership or direct supervisor for 
introducing and implementing the strategic planning process to your work unit? 

10. Is there anything you would like to add? 
 

• Thank the individual for his/her participation 
• Assure of confidentiality 
• Inform of possible contact for follow up questions 
• Inform of textural-structural synthesis validation 
• Provide incentive 
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Textural-Structural Description: Adam 

For Adam, the materiality of the process was essential to his experience with 

strategic planning as a middle manager.  Adam needed to know and trust that the 

institution’s leadership would utilize the process to effect change to benefit the 

institution, his team, and the students thus making it “worthy of our attention and our 

effort.”  Materiality was supported in that, at his institution, there was “an embracing of 

strategic planning” and evidence of “becoming a strategic culture” epitomized by the 

executive leadership’s creation of an institutional education plan.  In contrast, Adam’s 

prior experiences of frustration with strategic planning as a middle manager were fueled 

by a lack of materiality:  “you’re pulling all this stuff together, and you see how it all fits 

together, and you get excited, and you want to move this thing through to it, but … it’s 

just not received by those farther up the administrative ladder where it’s just a 

requirement.  It’s just something we have to say we do.  It’s ticking off a box instead of 

becoming an institutional way.”   

Once the institution’s educational plan was solidified, Adam’s supervisor “took 

time and set the division’s goal so that they perfectly lined up and were in complete 

alignment with the overarching institutional goals.  Then her charge to each of her direct 

reports was to do the same for our units.”  However, this directive required that Adam 

have an understanding of what the process is and what it means for the individual, the 

unit, and the institution; in Adam’s words, “the strategic planning process is one that you 

have to be able to put your head around.”  Adam had gained an understanding and 

appreciation of the strategic planning process over his 21-year career.  With “no formal 
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training in strategic planning,” his initial understanding of strategic planning was that it 

consisted of jotting down plans on a “yellow notepad… or maybe putting it in a memo 

form.”  However, through working with individuals who were knowledgeable of the 

strategic planning process and patient enough to teach him about the process, Adam 

understood that all plans and projects must directly align with the mission and purpose of 

the institution.  Additionally, his definition of strategic planning is “recognizing that you 

have limited resources, that you have limited personnel, and that you have to study and 

plan so that you're getting the maximum benefit from the limited resources that you 

have.”  Nevertheless, his supervisor and institutional leadership set structures in place to 

ensure that he understood the process.  Adam met with his “dean on a weekly basis.  So, 

when this process was coming about, it was covered in depth as a part of our one-on-one 

meeting; so, the expectations were laid out.  I had the opportunity to ask questions.  It 

was thoroughly explained to me.”  In addition to the discussions with his supervisor, 

Adam’s “communications with the institutional effectiveness office were very thorough 

and complete.  The directions that were emailed out were sufficient to be able to access 

the system and go through it.  And so, I had everything that that I needed to be able to 

complete the process.”  Adam was also confident that he could contact his supervisor or 

institutional effectiveness personnel at any point in the process to receive clarity or 

assistance because he had “an immediate supervisor that is well-versed in it…  You know 

it’s not just being able to ask questions, but knowing that you can ask a question and get a 

truly factual in-depth answer to it and knowing that, beyond the division, being able to go 

to an office that’s dedicated to that with personnel that make themselves available.” 
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In describing his interactions with the institutional effectiveness personnel, Adam 

states,  “sometimes institutional research institutional effectiveness gets a bad rap because 

they never smile, they’re number crunchers, they stay behind doors and all that, but the 

personnel involved in this were very personable, willing to meet with people, willing to 

answer questions.  I think that makes all the difference in the world…”  This emphasis 

indicates that relationship to others was another integral structure of Adam’s experience 

with strategic planning as a middle manager.  Adam needed to feel that the process was a 

“team approach” and not thrust solely on him to complete without support.  His team-

oriented relationship to others also influenced his need to garner buy-in from his team.  

According to Adam, “if there was gonna be an embracing and a buy-in, then everybody 

needed to be involved in it because it's really hard to blow a hole in the boat if you’re in 

the boat.”  After receiving his dean’s charge of creating unit goals, Adam “took my 

dean’s strategic plan, and I provided it to them [my direct reports].  And I said, now what 

I want you to do is, I'm going to give you some guidance here, I want you to sit with your 

people.  And I want you to go through this and I want you to brainstorm.  Nothing’s off 

the grid brainstorm on this.”  To gain buy-in and cooperation, Adam informed his team of 

why particular processes needed to be changed as well how strategic planning could 

make their jobs easier and directly benefit the students.  Adam shared general information 

about the process at the monthly division-wide meetings and, during Friday morning unit 

meetings, “… devoted time for them to be in there and their teams.  And then I would go 

and work with them and help them to pull that together into a cohesive deal.”   
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After Adam had worked through the process with each of his units, he “sat down 

and pulled all that information together to write the strategic goals and objectives for my 

unit.”  Adam shared that, in creating his unit goals, his role was to “connect it, make sure 

that it was grammatically correct and that it flowed in the way that it needed to, but the 

idea and the planning was really theirs.”  Adam’s relationship to self in the planning 

process was that of selflessness.  He described himself as a “guide” and “kept it on task,” 

but he bestowed the ownership of the plan to his team.  Thus, time was also an important 

structure in Adam’s experience with strategic planning as a middle manager.  Adam 

required adequate time to learn about the institutional process, ask questions, educate his 

team, allow his team to cultivate goals, finalize goals, and receive feedback prior to the 

institutional deadline.  The timeline given allowed Adam and his team adequate time to 

engage in the process while also ensuring that their primary function of student 

enrollment management was not hampered. 
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Textural-Structural Description: Brenda 

According to Brenda, strategic planning answers the following questions: “What 

is the purpose? What is the meaning? What do you want your desired outcomes to be?”  

However, in addition to serving as a requirement for accreditation or assessment 

purposes, for Brenda, strategic planning is “your opportunity to be innovative.  It’s your 

opportunity to be creative.  And I guess, depending on what you’re strategically planning 

for, it’s your opportunity to connect to your staff, to the people who you’re serving.”  

Strategic planning “gives you an opportunity to create and brainstorm and then create a 

plan so that you’re just not lost.”  Regarding formal training in strategic planning, Brenda 

says, “I don’t feel like I had any direct training.  My training, I guess you could say, 

comes from hands on experience.  Being thrown on the committees.”  Because Brenda 

likes “being a part of the solution… and at the table making decisions,” and superiors 

know that she takes all assignments seriously, she was thrust into strategic planning 

leadership roles even before she had a managerial title. 

Brenda’s most lasting experience with strategic planning centers around her time 

at a community college where the process was very organized and institutional support 

was adequate.  Because the strategic plan was associated with the reaccreditation process, 

the institution had a clear road map, priorities, and timeline.  The institution: 

had the info sessions for us to go to to ask questions. …They had the group work 

sessions…where you could come and work on this together in groups and also be 

able to ask questions.  Then they had a person designated… where you could 
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email her, call her if you were working on it and she would come and spend one-

on-one time with you.  And so that was super helpful.   

 Her organization hosted campus-wide meetings to explain “the overall plan and 

what’s about to happen. …For anybody to come to because if anybody was just interested 

in learning the process, then they could go.”  However, Brenda’s team’s response was not 

enthused: “None of my people wanted to go.  It was just like, you go, and then you tell us 

what you need from us, that’s how they were. … I really still tried to show them, but they 

were not interested …  because it wasn’t anything that they had to do.”  Nevertheless, 

Brenda worked to gain team member buy-in/input because “I just think it’s the best thing 

to do.”  Prior to sharing information with her team, Brenda ensured that she truly 

understood what was required of her by asking clarifying questions and requesting 

specific examples.  When reviewing directions, Brenda would reword “it to where I could 

understand it and showed it to that person and said, is this still saying the same thing to 

you? And she was like, oh absolutely.  I said, this, I understand better, and she was good 

with that.”  Additionally, Brenda is “also a person that needs specific examples so, if I 

can’t come up with one, I could ask her and she would give me an example and I’d be 

like, oh, okay.  I got you.  And now I know how to explain it to my team.”   

It is important to Brenda to offer the opportunity for her team to be involved in 

the strategic planning process because she believes “in finding their niche, and that stuff 

helps with this kind of stuff, with the strategic planning, with program planning.  If 

everybody gets to put their talent to use and put their input in, then everybody feels like 

they’re involved, and they have a part in creating something.”  To successfully gain buy-
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in, Brenda would work with her team members by saying, “look, I know you know this, 

and I need your expertise.  So, … we’re going to have this team meeting, I need you to 

come to the table with XYZ or whatever the case may be … because you rock.  You’ve 

been doing this for 10 years.  I know you can help me.  I know you can help this … 

team.”  

For a positive strategic planning experience, it was important to Brenda that her 

institution provide an organized experience with “clear-cut directions, … templates that 

made sense,” and access to support for questions and clarification.  Her relationships to 

self and others are integral structures in the strategic planning phenomenon.  Brenda’s 

“personality is like, okay, I’ve got to get this done.”  Additionally, she takes total 

responsibility for any assignment given to her as evidenced by the statement: “it was all 

on me.  100% on me.”  Even though there were some aspects of the process that should 

have been completed by someone in a more senior position than Brenda, she “didn’t tell 

anybody” that she wished they would help.  However, she did ask individuals on her 

team to assist her with goal development.  Additionally, having someone tasked by the 

institution to be readily accessible throughout the process “who knew and understood this 

like the back of her hand …and was really good at it and passionate about education” 

eased some of the burden “so it didn’t … seem like a daunting task even though it kind of 

was a daunting task.”     
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Textural-Structural Description: Cameron 

Early in her career, Cameron “didn’t get the gist” of strategic planning; her 

understanding was limited to “you just want me to turn in my stuff.”  However, formal 

training in a year-long program embedded in her doctoral studies focused on strategic 

planning and assessment “was the first time that I really had to connect all of the dots to 

say, oh what should it look like?”  During this program, “they gave us a notebook, we 

met once a week, I had homework and … it was really interesting to take what I learned 

in that particular professional development class and then … use it in my real world 

experiences.”  By the end of the program, Cameron had created a mini strategic plan and 

discussed best practices with other students across the southeast enrolled in similar 

programs.  Cameron’s experience with this course shaped her understanding of the 

essence of strategic planning as “really trying to figure out so we are here now and where 

do we want to go and what are the steps, the necessary steps, that we want to take to get 

there.”  

 Formal strategic planning training is a causal structure for Cameron’s effective 

implementation of the strategic planning process with her unit.  According to Cameron, 

“just being in that little program … helped me to think about it.  So, like, when I did the 

strategic planning, because I still have the notebook, I just dug it out … because it’s a 

good resource.” Cameron used her training to guide her implementation of the strategic 

planning process because it made her better “able to process all the moving parts.”  When 

setting her goals, Cameron was able to conceptualize the hindrances, the supports, and 
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other factors that could influence her outcomes and plan accordingly.  Cameron shared 

that she: 

picked goals that … were attainable.  I didn’t pick these lofty things that didn’t 

align to anything.  So, one of the things that I looked at was, the goals that I 

picked, they aligned to, at that time, the mission for the department or the vision 

of the department, which then aligned to what our dean was looking at, which also 

aligned to what our VP was looking at to then align to the college overall to then 

align to the district.  So, they weren’t just random things, but they were also 

things that I valued within the district and within the college.  So, I picked things 

that I would say, from what I hear, from the sessions I’ve attended, these are the 

top three to five things that are trending within the district. 

Cameron’s statement also highlights the importance of materiality in her 

experience with strategic planning in that her goals aligned with her personal values as 

well as district priorities.   

When introducing the strategic plan to her team, Cameron indicated that she “did 

it in stages … over the course of like 90 days.”  She first introduced the process to her 

team in a staff retreat where she “started us off with some activities where we talked 

about things we wanted to work towards in the office.  And so, we kinda crafted those 

things and came up with … our goals.”  Cameron then took what the team had come up 

with and made some revisions so that the team goals aligned better with what Cameron 

had already been considering as priorities.  In the second meeting, Cameron shared the 

revised goals to gauge team buy-in.  In the third meeting, Cameron framed the discussion 
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as “this is what we said initially, this is what we’ve done, but now what about this?  So 

now, the way they looked at it, at the time was, well this is us becoming better.”  

Cameron shared that, at this point her team “began to talk about what it would look like” 

to make departmental changes to meet the agreed upon goals.  Cameron then: 

went back and I kind of assessed it.  So, these are the things that we talked about 

now let’s prioritize them.  And then by the time we met within our 90 days, so 

when we hit day 89, and we came back and it was like, okay, so now we’ve done 

this, these are the goals that I think we can strategically work for.  And then I 

began to lay out how we got there, what it looked like getting there, and then how 

we would proceed to complete these goals.  And how, not only would we proceed 

to complete them, but how they would be ongoing.  

After explaining the strategic priorities to her team, “they began to write out what 

they were gonna do, I then had buy-in because they knew what their role was, what their 

responsibility was, and how we would collectively, as a team, work to” meet the agreed 

upon goals.   

Although her training helped her to conceptualize goals and gaining buy-in from 

her team occurred, Cameron did experience challenges with implementing the strategic 

planning process.  These challenges also highlighted the importance of the structures of 

relationship to self and others in Cameron’s experience with strategic planning.  Cameron 

and her supervisor’s differing views and understanding of aspects of the process 

contributed to conflict between the two in that the supervisor “wanted a strategic plan, 

but she wanted it to be a certain type of way.  And, I’m not gonna say like I had all of the 
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knowledge on how to do it, but I feel like, myself and a couple of other people, we had at 

the time, a little bit more knowledge than our supervisor.  So, while she wanted it, the 

level of support that we needed, it wasn’t there.”  Additionally, Cameron continually 

battled with her supervisor because the supervisor wanted Cameron to expand her 

strategic plan to directly impact other areas of the college, but Cameron held that she was 

“not concerned about that because I don’t work in that area.  I work right here.  This is all 

I’m concerned about in my strategic plan.”  Cameron also experienced challenges 

centered around ensuring that others, including her supervisor, had a clear understanding 

of the factors relevant to her goals as well as their place within her strategic plan: 

As I was going through the process and everybody was trying to give input, it was 

taking that and then saying, okay, I got these three goals, and this is where you fit 

in the goal.  So, when I fill this out like this is what I’m gonna do in this timeline, 

but this is the person that I need to talk to, this is where you go.  So, when I get to 

this third step, now I’ll talk to you.  Now I’ll pass this off.  Now I do this.  But I 

do this with you because this is what I did to get to you. 

In the face of unsolicited input, Cameron’s strong relationship to self and clear 

positions about the strategic planning process allowed her to stand firm in her decision-

making.  According to Cameron, “because I was very linear in how I wanted to approach 

it, people weren’t always happy with the strategy that I took to make my plan, but in the 

end, everybody got what they asked for.”  Regardless of the personal and professional 

conflicts that she experienced with her supervisor, Cameron shared that hers was the only 

department in her division that submitted a completed strategic plan at the end of the 
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process.  Additionally, Cameron was offered a professional opportunity, in part, because 

of the work that she did with strategic planning, and though she no longer works in that 

department, Cameron can still see the impact that her efforts continue to have on the area.  

Although Cameron indicated that “it would have been nice to have somebody who truly 

believed in what I was doing and just supported it in general,” her experience with this 

strategic plan “was a good experience.  I learned a lot.” 
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Textural-Structural Description: Denise 

 Denise has had no training in strategic planning and has only worked at one 

higher education institution in her career.  Her institution utilizes a top-down approach 

when engaging in the strategic planning process with input from the campus being 

primarily gleaned through large-group meetings.  Thus, for Denise, strategic planning is 

the opportunity for college administration to get “information from everyone that's going 

to be affected by the decision … because sometimes people higher up don't deal with the 

students as closely as the ones a little bit lower do to try to get a better perspective of how 

to assist the student.”  Participation in the strategic planning process at her institution 

involves participating in meetings of up to 80 people with administration: “we had a 

group from our department that had different people from student enrollment services 

meet as a group.  And they asked us questions about certain things and our feedback.”  In 

the meetings, administrators bring ideas based on pre-determined topics to employees.  

The employees are then asked their: 

idea of how to best serve the student that way. … And so, then the first 80 give 

their view or take on what could solve whatever issues we have or how to better 

serve the student. Then the second 80 go in with the same question for the same 

thing.  And then they take all the information up and then they kind of go through 

it and say, OK, we've heard this a lot.  Maybe we should start doing this. 

 Once the administration gathers feedback from the campus, the leaders determine 

the course of action to move toward the desired outcomes.  Once decisions are finalized, 

email communication sharing the information is sent to the campus.  This structure does 
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not require or seek buy-in from the campus community based on institutional needs; 

instead, the motivating factor for the campus is student benefit.  Denise’s relationship to 

others, particularly students, fits well into this structure: “I knew when I was getting my 

bachelors that I wanted to assist students in some kind of way.”  However, when Denise 

wants to suggest strategic priorities for campus implementation, she must gain buy-in 

from campus stakeholders prior to sending the information up the chain-of-command.  

She describes “the struggle with being middle management and trying to get things done 

to effectively help your students in your department and your staff” in the passage below: 

Right now, I'm … trying to get approval for it [a language program].  But I have 

one end of the spectrum saying, “we don't like the way it's run.”  And the other 

end of the spectrum is like, “oh, my gosh, this will be great for your student 

population.”  But the side that thinks it will be great … don't actually deal with 

my student population.  The side that doesn't like it, they do.  We depend on them.  

But they don't want to go against the grain of what other schools are doing when 

you're benchmarking.  So, it's like trying to find that middle ground to make it 

work.  So, I'm working on a proposal right now for this program, the software.  

So, we'll see.  I think I finally got the department that didn't like it on board, but I 

am going to present the pros and cons.  So that way the decision is truly up to 

higher management whether or not we proceed with this particular software.  … it 

saves the students money, but sometimes it’s not about that if it's not going to test 

for quality of learning or if they're going to have issues with learning.  So, money 

aside, we need to see if it actually is going to benefit them. 
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When asked how Denise prepared her team for plan implementation, she shared 

that, “it's not like I get told first and then I try to prepare my team for anything.  It's 

usually a we're all told at the same time; it could be my level of management because I do 

have one other manager right above me before the actual bigger manager of the 

department. … But usually I get it when everyone else gets that information on the 

floor.”  Denise shared that, once information has been disseminated, she holds: 

a small team meeting to discuss what changed.  If they have any questions and 

then we kind of go from there.  If it's something I can't answer, I will go above 

and ask for clarification.  But for the most part, there is a small meeting involved 

just to make sure we all understand what the change is.  So, I do try to make sure 

that we do get some kind of training if it is complicated or difficult to understand 

what's next. 

Denise shared that her “supervisor tries to be very supportive ... she allows me 

meetings with my team … so I can kind of work on my team and we can discuss the 

changes that are happening or what's going on.  So, I do feel like I'm supported as far as 

my manager, my direct supervisor is concerned.”  When discussing the support that she 

receives from the campus, Denise shared that, “I feel supported.  I feel that when we have 

things happen or change, that I do get the information that I need.  I do get the ability to 

assist the people under me with these with the changes.  We do get the training that we 

need.”  However, Denise also identified challenges with the strategic planning process on 

her campus.  Denise shared that the process can be “muddy” and “take longer” because 

the administration requires that chain of command be adhered to.  Denise shared that she: 
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can't go straight to the dean and say, hey, I think this would be a great idea.  I 

have to write something up.  Give it to the associate dean.  The associate dean 

looks over it.  Then they take it to the dean who looks over it.  And then they call 

us both in a meeting and then from there decide if they want to take it up to the 

next level.  And then that person takes it to the next level and then so on until we 

get a decision. 

Denise also shared that, sometimes, information is disseminated to students before 

employees are informed.  When this happens, “sometimes it can make us look like we're 

incompetent.”  Thus, Denise would feel better supported if her campus would ensure that 

employees are notified of institutional changes prior to students. 
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Textural-Structural Description: Evelyn 

According to Evelyn, strategic planning is “providing a plan for success moving 

forward. Making sure that everyone is on board, we’re on the same plane, and … we're 

not working in silos; that we're all moving towards the same goal.” Regarding formal 

training in strategic planning, Evelyn shared, “I think my training has basically been 

experience.”  She has garnered this experience by engaging in activities such as “sitting 

on committees, planning events, planning departmental goals, planning the vision for a 

department.”  Materiality of the strategic plan is an important structure for her experience 

with strategic planning but also highlights the frustrations she encounters as a middle 

manager:  

I think it's sometimes difficult as a middle manager to try to get things that you 

really want, things that you know you need because you are at that point, you're in 

the middle there.  So, you kind of see things that they don't see.  But a lot of times 

I'll just say from education outside of it is driven by money numbers.  And a lot of 

times it's not driven by need.  It's not driven by student need.  Sometimes it's not 

driven by staff needs, and it's not driven by, again, the middle … managers’ 

needs.  It may be driven by something that's coming from the president and is 

trickling down to that manager. 

However, Evelyn believes that strategic planning should be done in conjunction 

with other departments rather than individually.  Institutions should have retreats or 

forums with: 
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the right people at the table to discuss what the goals should be because, I'll just 

say in my line of work, in the area I work in, not everybody has the expertise or 

understand what's going on.  I can understand, say in one department, OK, this is 

what we want the division goals to be, but you have to include every department 

you have in those goals. Even though … it may seem like we're siloed and we're 

not doing the same thing, but in essence we are. 

For Evelyn, the strategic planning process is initiated when someone says, “I need 

you to create a plan, strategic plan for your department.  What are your goals?  What are 

your visions?”  When the directive is given, Evelyn and her team review student issues 

experienced over the previous year and consider questions such as: “What is going on?  

What is missing?  Is it a lack of academic support?... Is it a lack of programming?  So 

basically, what are we doing that’s working; and what are we doing that’s not working?”  

Once areas are identified, Evelyn develops departmental goals that meet student needs 

while also aligning with the divisional and/or institutional goals.  It is important for 

Evelyn to involve her team in the planning process “because sometimes when you're 

trying to do this on your own, you may forget something.”   

Once departmental goals are drafted, Evelyn “would talk to my supervisor about some of 

the implementations or processes or procedures or planning we were interested in doing.  

Lay it out.  Create it.  Outline it.  Submit it.  Of course, some things were approved.  

Some things were not. … Of course, there is funding involved, sometimes you don't get 

funding.  Sometimes things aren't quite approved.”  Evelyn shared that she has 

experienced instances in which the institutional priorities changed during the planning 
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process which required her to revise her goals or submit information that did not align 

with the institution.  Evelyn also shared that issues with alignment with the institution 

also occur when divisions or other overarching units have goals that do not align with the 

institutional goals.   

When working with others in the strategic planning process, Evelyn does 

experience some frustration due to her “forward thinking and trying to think out of the 

box and trying to put it back into the box to align with what everybody else wants.”  In 

some planning meetings, some colleagues focus solely on particular areas, when Evelyn 

sees that attention should be given to other areas as well.  

Time is also important structure in Evelyn’s experience with strategic planning.  

The two weeks that she is generally given to complete the process generally does not 

suffice.  According to Evelyn, “you need to at least have three months in advance, and I 

think you need to spend at least two hours, three times a week on trying to create a plan, 

reviewing it, and revising it. Speaking with your supervisor.  You know, reviewing it 

with your team just to make sure it's good, because once you submit it, there are almost 

certain that you're going to have to go back and make some corrections.” 
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Textural-Structural Description: Frederick 

For Frederick, “strategic planning is really about the anticipation of what you 

know is coming; what you think will come.”  This anticipation stems from student trends, 

environmental influences, or other factors.  It is “looking at your population, finding out 

what they need, and planning what you're going to do for those groups of students.”  

Additionally, “it's not uncommon to have a supervisor or leadership come and say, ‘this 

is what needs to be done.’” Though Frederick would like to be included “at the table from 

the beginning for the discussion,” Frederick has “no illusions that I would ever want to 

be, or need to be, at the President-VP discussion level.”  However, Frederick holds that, 

at some point in the initial discussion phase, the “leadership team has to say, ‘okay, we're 

about to impact these people and so they should come in and be part of the discussion.’”  

According to Frederick, “the sign of a good employee is one who can take 

somebody's idea, even if they don't agree with it and be able to sell it to the team 

and still have the team work for it.”  Regardless of his level of participation in 

initial discussions, when sharing information from leadership that he does not 

agree with, Frederick’s “challenge is how do I take that, share it with the staff 

and, at the same time, take responsibility for it and not throw the supervisor or the 

leadership team under the bus.”  When bringing the information to his team, 

Frederick recognizes that “you can tell your staff what you're gonna do, or you 

can introduce an idea and talk to them and hopefully guide them down a path to 

where they wanna do what you’re hoping they will wanna do.”  He facilitates the 

latter by providing “an opportunity to talk about what it is, or if it is something 
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that has to be done, then there's still discussion about how we can do it best.”  He 

shares that: 

Good strategic planning within a staff, it takes time to develop that and I would 

hope that I'm much better at it than when I started because I really do think once 

again, you know, I never really had any formalized strategic planning training, … 

but I think that it's a skill that you develop over time more than anything else.  

And I think it's a skill you develop in conjunction with your supervisor; you either 

watch to do something or they will try and guide and direct how you do it. 

Once the strategic planning process is in motion, Frederick also takes on the task 

of educating the appropriate stakeholders:   

It's having to help other people understand their role or why we're doing what 

we're doing, and so it might be educating leadership above you in terms of what's 

going on.  It might be educating peers at the same level as you.  It might be 

working with faculty to get them on board to what's going on.  So I think as much 

as you can anticipate things, you are still left with the challenge of going out and 

talking to people and making sure they understand what the issue is, what you're 

trying to resolve, and include those people in that strategic planning. 

It is important for Frederick to include all interested stakeholders, including his 

staff, when strategic planning because “we've got these professionals that we've hired to 

do a job and so when it comes to strategic planning if they give us some insider 

understanding or direction of what can and can't happen then you need to take that into 

account.”  Frederick gathers input from his team and stakeholders so that, if necessary, he 
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has the appropriate information “to share back with them, the leadership, in terms of 

those pros and cons.” 

With 35 years of experience in higher education, time is a significant structure for 

Frederick’s experience with strategic planning as a middle manager.  Frederick received 

no formal strategic planning training because when he “started in the mid 80's, we didn't 

really do much in the way of strategic planning training.  So, it's pretty much kind of been 

on the job training.”  In recounting the evolution of strategic planning during his career, 

Frederick shares:  

I think that I come from that period of time where we didn't think about that kind 

of stuff. … It was very similar to assessment; we didn't worry too much about 

assessment back then because we knew students were coming in and when 

students were going out.  So, we didn't worry about learning frameworks and 

things like that in the early 80s, and I guess I would say the same was probably 

true about strategic planning.  We just approached things as they came up.  It 

wasn't till later when legislative bodies asked, that leadership started asking, 

‘What was going to happen?  How is this going to play out?’ that we really started 

doing strategic planning. 

Frederick shares that “there was a time when everything was just top down, and I 

come from a time of the late seventies early eighties where there was still a little bit of 

that.  But I would definitely say that, at least in terms of higher education, the schools that 

I've been at have for the most part done the best they can to be that collaborative team.” 
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Relationship to self and others are structures important to Frederick’s experience 

with strategic planning.  However, time and experience influenced Frederick’s 

perspectives and approaches regarding the strategic planning process: 

I really had to work at letting things go.  I think that people who try to hold onto 

an idea or a vision as their own who says, you know, this is the way it's got to be.  

If they're not willing to compromise and work with others, it's gonna be a tough 

process for them to get through.  And I think probably as a young professional, I 

didn't have that, and I guess I would say, as I've gotten older and more mature and 

had more experience, I'm a lot more comfortable letting things go.  

In addition to learning to compromise with others when engaging in the strategic 

planning process, Frederick had to learn that the factors motivating individuals to work at 

colleges differed.  Frederick shares: 

I didn't realize that there were people who took jobs within a college because it 

was a good job. … So, someone in the finance area is working for us because it's 

a good finance job.  I had always thought of things in terms of we hire people to 

be higher ed professionals, and we do, but not everybody comes at it from the 

same way I do.  And I think that's that can be a very important part of that 

strategic planning at least it was for me. 
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Textural-Structural Description: Grace 

In sharing her experience with the strategic planning process, Grace holds that her 

involvement has occurred “on a pretty minor scale and mostly just within my department, 

not at an institution level.  We just discuss our goals, … where we want to be in five 

years, and what are we going to do to accomplish those goals as an entire department, and 

then … what can the institution do to help us accomplish those goals.”  Even though 

Grace has not “had a lot of training with strategic planning,” she recognizes that, because 

she has worked at other institutions, she can share previous experiences with her campus 

as potential methods of attaining goals.  Additionally, Grace’s “leadership training has 

taught me how to work with my team and how to work with upper management to 

accomplish shared goals.”  

According to Grace, “all institutions need a strategic plan.”  These plans are 

important because “without a strategic plan, without those … five-year goals that are laid 

out, we don't have anything to shoot for.  We're just … doing stuff blindly.”  However, 

plan feasibility is important to Grace’s experience with strategic planning.  For Grace, the 

process begins when her supervisor comes “to his staff and asks … ‘where we want to 

be? … Where do we think we're going?  What materials do we need?  What kind of 

support do we need to get there?’”  To best answer these questions, Grace gathers her 

team because: 

I want to know what they need. … I know how to do their jobs, but I don't do 

their jobs every day.  So, I don't know what it is that they're lacking and what they 

need.  So, I do meet with them and try to find out what's even feasible.  I don't 
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want to meet with the registrar and him go to leadership and the strategic plan end 

up being something that we can't accomplish.  Of course, we want big goals and 

we want to accomplish great things, but we also need to make sure we're being 

reasonable about it. 

Once she and her team determine how they would like to move forward, Grace 

submits the information to her supervisor, “and then he works with the leadership team to 

create that strategic plan.”  

After the strategic plan is developed by campus leadership, Grace shared that it is 

“sent back to me, and I see what pertains to my team and I.”  Once she has reviewed the 

institutional strategic plan, Grace reconnects with her team to “go over the whole thing 

together. … I'll let them read the strategic plan prior to meeting so that they're familiar 

with it and let them ask any questions that they have. … If I don't know the answer, then I 

can find out for them.  Before we move forward on anything, I want them to be 100 

percent clear on what the goal is.”  When her team has a clear understanding of the 

institution’s expectations, Grace and her team “set up guidelines.  We come up with 

processes.  Usually our part is streamlining something or automating something, just 

making it easier for the students.  And so, we discuss a plan on how to put that in place, 

… and it's usually in place within a couple of months.  And, hopefully, within five years 

we will have completed that goal.” 

In her role as a middle manager, Grace has found that her experience is negatively 

impacted if she and her team are not included in initial discussions.  She shared, “I think 

when … leadership makes decisions on what's going to happen in my department … 
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without fully getting my input first, that kind of affects where we're going because then 

we have to start over.”  The team conversations then pivot to discussions of “they're 

saying we have to do X, Y, and Z in the next five years, and we don't know how we're 

going to do that.”  In these instances, Grace shared, “I think that I pretty much get 

everything I need after I ask the questions and rebuttal back a little bit with ‘we can't do 

this without this.’ … My direct supervisor and leadership are pretty good about giving 

me, or any middle manager, what they need to accomplish something.” Grace goes on to 

say: 

My direct supervisor will provide me with whatever resources I need to 

implement a plan for my team.  He's very hands on and very resourceful, and I 

don't have any problems at all getting the extra assistance I need.  If I say, … 

these are all the things we have to get done, but I don't have enough people on my 

team to do it, he’ll find a way to get me the people that I need.  And so, I've had a 

great experience with my direct supervisor getting what I need to implement a 

strategic plan. 

However, Grace did share that she must be intentional about how she manages up 

in the strategic planning process: 

You have to be careful of how you ask your questions to upper management and 

leadership. You can't come off as too demanding or acting like … you know what 

is best because that'll get you in trouble every single time.  So, … if you have 

questions or you're not sure how something can be accomplished, it's best to go 

into it, letting them know, ‘while I understand … everything you laid out in the 
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strategic plan, I just have a few questions about this, and, together, how can we 

accomplish this goal?’  Always make it seem like you're on a team and you're not 

trying to tell them that something can’t be done.
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Textural-Structural Description: Harrison 

When discussing strategic planning, Harrison shares, “the essence of it is that 

decisions are data-driven. …. I think that you can't make decisions based on gut feel.  [I] 

think you have to … do what you can to put your biases aside, take a look at the numbers. 

… Try to get as much information as possible in order to make those decisions.”  In 

learning to plan strategically, Harrison’s training has been “more experiential, and I have 

had some very good supervisors. … There have been … some … workshops and things 

of that nature.  Nothing that really specifically was geared towards … that [strategic 

planning]; however, I think that there are some that had relevant points.” 

Harrison generally engages in the strategic planning process at the departmental 

level to schedule classes, to create space utilization plans, and for program design.  In 

implementing this process, Harrison has worked at institutions “where the upper 

management has a vision and wants you to implement it sometimes there's … detail and 

guidance … and sometimes it's ‘well here's the result we want and you need to figure it 

out.’”  Regardless of the attitude of his leadership, Harrison identifies “three contexts that 

influenced the design, the implementation.” He discusses those contexts in the passage 

below: 

The upper management was one context. … They have a vision of the goal; they 

know what the finish line should look like. … So, that's one context that I would 

need to … delve into to figure out a little bit more of what they're seeing, what 

they’re wanting.  The context of my … experience and past knowledge of what 
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has worked and what I think will work … comes in in terms of program design, 

and then, … the students. 

In addition to the three contexts that he identifies as being important to strategic 

planning, Harrison’s personal qualities influence his experience with the phenomenon.  

According to Harrison, he is “organized to a fault” which helps him to facilitate and 

implement the strategic planning process.  Harrison also works to “find the most efficient 

processes and ways to do things so that … I've got time for vision and implementation of 

new initiatives.” 

In implementing strategic planning, Harrison currently has a supervisor who 

“provides … a very balanced amount of guidance and support without micromanaging.”  

She provides guidelines, allows him to operate within those parameters, and then 

evaluates Harrison’s progress.  Harrison shares that: 

I would analyze and take a look at what I think was relevant and then … bring it 

to her and we review the schedule together.  She'll point out things that maybe I 

hadn't considered or … kind of review the positive changes that I've made. … So 

… there's that kind of … checks and balances and oversight which I think has 

helped. 

Although Harrison has a supportive supervisor, he desires standardized guidance 

from his leadership: 

I would say one … major thing that's missing here, quite frankly, is an official 

manual or guide. … Although the guidance and training that I received has been 

very helpful and beneficial it has been all through my direct supervisor and … in 
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a word of mouth type format.  So, I'm … going through and making notes on my 

own …, but yeah, I feel like a lot of this, again is not efficient, it's a bit redundant. 

… I think it would be much more efficient to take these guidelines that I've been 

given, put it in an official manual and have me read it first.  

When strategic planning, Harrison involves his work unit in the process “as much 

as possible since … they're the face of the program.”  Harrison shared that he 

communicated with his team “through email” with a message like, “here's the current 

schedule that we have in place … what do all of you think about … this proposed 

schedule of moving things a half hour earlier? … Please have a discussion with your 

students about what they would think about that schedule, and if there are any other 

suggestions to changes in the schedule … please … let me know and I'd be happy to 

consider them.”  Harrison was intentional about getting “the feedback of not only the 

instructors but also the students because, … and I am surprised to be honest with you, 

that one thing I've discovered here is that there isn't a whole lot of input taken in from the 

students in terms of scheduling classes.  It … kind of boggles my mind because …, 

essentially, they're the customer and we need to deliver to their needs.”  
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Textural-Structural Description: Isadora 

For Isadora, strategic planning is, “the deliberative dialogue to create a framework 

for where we will move forward to.”  Though her training has been “very limited in 

formal strategic planning,” Isadora’s experiences in both the business and higher 

education arenas shape her experience with the phenomenon:  

Strategic planning in business, and I think … institutions … [of] higher learning 

are beginning to focus on this more, and the area of veteran services definitely 

focuses on it more which is why I enjoy it so much, it focuses more on ‘what is 

the consumer demand?’  ‘What is the fiscal outcome?’  And so therefore, ‘what is 

the financial benefit for my institution if we do this task, if we do this, if we 

implement this?’  And so, it's much more financially related than it is about how 

we feel, or what we think, or what we want to do. 

In addition to considering the fiscal outcomes of strategic planning, Isadora’s 

commitment to serving others impacts her experience with the process as well as with the 

institutions she chooses to work for.  According to Isadora, “a vision is also about who is 

creating that and implementing and the people on the team.  So, I think the shift to more 

of a self-focused rather than an external community focus is a narrative that's happening 

across our nation, and community college is all about keeping community in college.  

And so, that's why I focus in a community college.”  

Isadora’s experience with strategic planning as a middle manager generally begins 

with “being given a vision and told to implement it.”  However, one of her institutions 

“focused on SWOT analysis (strength, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) and the 
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strategic planning would be developed through” that process.  Regardless of the how it is 

introduced to her, Isadora stresses the importance of engaging and acknowledging her 

work unit in the strategic planning process: 

Getting the buy-in of the work unit is critical when there's going to be a heavy lift, 

and usually in strategic planning and institutions of higher learning, the pace is a 

little faster especially at a community college than university, or if you're grant 

funded, or if it's something that has a tight timeline.  So, getting the buy-in of the 

staff is critical.  Also, if you're going to be demanding long hours, heavy lift, and 

your unit is going to be held to a different standard than what might be held to 

every other employee of the institution, meaning you might be expecting more of 

them for a duration of time than other people will have to meet, then there has to 

be some recognition and reward for that level of dedication that you're trying to 

elicit from those individuals.  So, it's really critical to include them in the vision 

and decisions and the development of how to implement.  It does not mean that, 

as a decision maker, that we have to spend all of our time on that, but there has to 

be an amount of time dedicated to that. 

When engaging her work unit in the strategic planning process, Isadora is 

intentional in her approach: 

So, at each institution, understanding … where their peers are at in that structural 

plan so you know how much to expect of them or what not to expect of them. … 

For example, it would be looking at where their positions are in relation to other 

positions at the institution and aligning that.  And then from there, you'll have a 
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better sense of what the educational level … of those individuals and those 

positions are, what their abilities are, but also what is expected of those positions.  

Sometimes, we expect more of people than what their position compensates them 

to do, and I try never to do that.  They're here and compensated at a certain level, 

and I want them to work within the functions of that position.  If they want to 

contribute more on their own time, that's their decision.  So, I make sure I lay that 

kind of groundwork.  It's really important. 

Instead of holding formal discussions or meetings, Isadora engages her team in 

creative ways such as: 

Having color-coded Google Docs to allow them to contribute as the ideas pop into 

their mind.  Having giant stickies on the back wall to allow them to contribute as 

the ideas pop into their mind.  Providing a very loose framework for what, how 

the vision might be implemented because they're not there to create the vision, 

they're there to decide, how can I contribute and what can I do to make this 

portion of the vision come to life?  I think it's really critical also that you keep in 

mind the age group with which we work with.  I have from baby boomers down 

to Gen I’s, and it is a challenge to help them all communicate their own way and 

to assign tasks that they understand. … I also think we forget to move.  People 

sitting at their desk all day long is not conducive to collaboration.  So, we 

physically get up and go.  We physically get up and walk to other parts of the 

campus to envision what it will feel like, what it will look like, what it will smell 
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like, and what other senses we can bring to life when we're implementing a 

portion of our vision. 

When describing the support that she received from her supervisor or campus 

leadership, Isadora succinctly replied, “None.”  Although she supports the general 

mission of community colleges, she holds that support from institutional leaders is 

declining.  Isadora shares that “the lack of leadership is something that I find 

disappointing.  I think the lack of quality leaders and mentors across the nation has come 

to a screeching halt as people have gotten wrapped up in defining and creating for 

themselves better paying jobs, better offices, better lifestyles whatever it is, they're 

seeking and forgetting to contribute to those around them.”  Though she has not received 

this type of support, Isadora would:  

Expect a supervisor to have the minimum knowledge, skills, and abilities that 

members of my team might have to be able to express a vision and to be able to 

build out a framework for implementing tasks to achieve a vision.  I also expect a 

supervisor to be able to do that because they have to be able to effectively 

evaluate the success or lack of success.  And if they're not involved, there's no 

way for them to provide evaluation or assessment along the way. 

Regarding this lack of support, Isadora shared, “I'm a very strong individual.  So, 

it didn't really impact me personally, but I had to really advocate for supervisory 

interaction because of how that's perceived across the institution.  Therefore, you have to 

facilitate that and manage up constantly in order to effectively represent your unit.” 



165 
 

 
 

In addition to being a strong person who holds institutions and leaders to a high 

standard, Isadora is “a very values-based person with very strong moral and ethical 

standards. … With that comes the responsibility to speak up when it's not popular and to 

decline sometimes when I don't have an agreement with the project, with the person 

responsible for the project, and even when I have seen something illegal, which to me is 

also immoral, I've had to leave an institution.” Isadora’s commitment to ethics can be 

seen in her discussion of engaging in strategic planning at an institution that served 

minority and low-income students versus an institution that “was a PWI, primarily white 

serving institution, and a very affluent community.”  Isadora shares: 

The strategic planning was very different because the funding resources were very 

different.  The populations we serve were very different meaning, at the PWI, was 

a very demanding customer and there was a complete lack of tolerance for 

anything, that was not superior. … Whereas the institution where the majority of 

our students live below the poverty level, we the leadership may not have had the 

capacity or may not have been holding people to a high level of standard because 

sometimes our customers don't yet know to expect more.  And so, I think as a 

middle manager, I have to set the tone for what I expect and live up to my 

standards regardless of what others think or say. 
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Textural-Structural Description: Juliette 

Concerning strategic planning, Juliette has received no “formal training;” instead, 

her preparation has been “trial by fire.”  The leadership of her institutions provide the 

process directives as in “this is what we want you to do; this how we want you to think 

about it. … It’s just follow the leader.”  However, through these experiences, Juliette has 

determined that the purpose of “strategic planning is to look ahead, both … short-term 

and long-term, at what the goals are for … the institution as a whole, our division, or 

even a particular discipline, and mapping out what … our goals are and the action items 

that align with those goals to meet them.”  In short, “the essence of … strategic planning 

is … matching your actions with your goals.”  

Juliette has not had a lot of experience with strategic planning at the institutional 

level. She shared that “a lot of the big strategic planning has taken place at the President's 

Cabinet level and it's kind of dictated ‘here are these strategic goals that we have for the 

college.’”  Juliette does not recall “being asked for input in those goals;” instead, her 

involvement with the strategic planning process occurred when campus leadership 

queried, “what was the division going to do to help meet those goals and then in turn 

what [were] the disciplines going to do?”  At this point, she had “some direct impact or 

input into the division's goals because … we would collaborate on those plans.” 

When discussing how she introduced the strategic planning process to her work 

unit, Juliette shared that, as an associate dean in an academic division, she: 

Didn't have much of a role in that trickle-down effect.  It was more from the 

executive dean telling the coordinators of those disciplines, ‘here are the forms 
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that we've been asked to complete or that you need to complete; here are the goals 

that we've set for the college; here are the goals that we've set for our division; 

and what is your contribution going to be from the disciplines to help meet those 

goals?’… The other associate dean and myself were kind of assigned different 

disciplines to assist if needed, but we were never involved in the decision-making 

of those disciplines. 

 Juliette’s campus “did a good job explaining where the strategic plans went.  They 

did a good job at explaining the forms that were used and why certain questions were 

asked. … It was very clear what they were expecting from us and from the discipline 

coordinators.”  Thus, her campus provided her with the necessary information to support 

her assigned disciplines, if needed: 

We were given the strategic goals for our campus, and they made sure that we 

completely understood everything – any of the data that went behind setting the 

goals and the plans that they had. … We were fully aware, fully understood where 

it all came from so that we could articulate it if other people had questions, and … 

we explained it all, or the dean did explain it all, to the coordinators.  But after 

that, there was no need for additional explanation or support because the 

coordinators didn't have any questions; they didn't feel like something was out of 

line, or they didn't disagree with the goals.  So, there was no … having to play … 

intermediary between that. 

In addition to the information provided by the campus, Juliette shared, “if they're 

had been a question or an issue, I would have gone to my direct supervisor or executive 
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dean but there was none.”  Once the faculty coordinators completed their plans, Juliette 

“read over them, but once they were submitted … there wasn't a need to send them back 

because what they had was good.” 

In this “top-down” process, Juliette shares that “even when I did have input it was 

kind of limited input because … the dean … really completed a lot of it on his own.”  

Juliette and her peers generally reviewed the dean’s plan and would say, “that looks 

good.  We were in more of an agreement, … or if we had any additional things.  So, it 

wasn't like we started from a blank slate.”  Although Juliette plays a “peripheral role” in 

the strategic planning process, she indicates that her input “is valued and appreciated and 

heard, and I never felt like I haven't been involved in that.”  Nevertheless, her supervisor 

is going to “put down what he feels is the most important … and it could be part of my 

ideas or may not be.” 
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Textural-Structural Description: Karolina 

According to Karolina, strategic planning “is forward thinking about the direction 

of the university highlighting the goals of the university as well as any of the mission 

statement items that are key to the college being successful.  But I think essentially it is a 

road map to where the college should be going and where they plan to be in say five 

years, 10 years, 20 years, etcetera.” Although she had no true preparation, Karolina’s 

initial experiences with strategic planning at her previous institution was robust in that 

each year:   

All of the directors and others at my level were charged with looking at the 

mission statement of the college and then identifying how our particular areas 

worked under these areas to accomplish those missions and … also looking 

toward the future at where we would like to be, any barriers that we thought that 

we could possibly have removed in the course of trying to get to the finish line, 

and essentially talking about … what a utopia would be for our particular areas as 

it relates to the various mission statements of the college.  

According to Karolina, “the strategic plan was pretty straightforward.  How we 

could connect the area that I was over … to the strategic plan seemed to be fairly obvious 

to me.”  For Karolina, the process was also about advocating for students.  She stated, “I 

think the lens that I view strategic planning was one of an underdog in some form 

because the population I was serving was very different from the general population at 

the institution.  So, I was always trying to look at ways that population could ultimately 

benefit by additional services, resources, or additional staff.”  In contrast to her previous 
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experience, at Karolina’s “current institution, the mission statement was completed, and 

the strategic plan was developed at the deans’ level.” 

When involved with strategic planning for her institution, Karolina would also 

include her work unit in the process:  

I would ask for feedback once I developed an idea of what I thought the goals or 

objectives would be to support the strategic plan and give that to the … supervisor 

immediately under me to give feedback, and that person would also ask the staff 

that reported to them for feedback. … Because that was done, it would give an 

opportunity to look at ideas or circumstances that I had missed so that we could 

be comprehensive in our approach. … Sometimes, I would get additional 

information; sometimes, it would just be in support of what I presented to them. 

… Once that was done, if there needed to be any other adjustments or edits, that 

would be done before reporting it in the official response. 

 Though Karolina did not receive supervisor or institutional support to introduce 

the strategic planning process to her team, she shared that initial communication from 

campus leadership to the entire staff is desired. 

I think it probably would have been useful [for leadership] to give that same 

direction or call to action for the area that I was responsible for in addressing the 

strategic plan.  I think that most of the staff that work under my supervision would 

be somewhat familiar with a mission statement and the goals of the university, but 

probably not as much when it came to the strategic plan.  So, to give that 

information would have been useful, I think it would have also stressed the 
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importance of a thoughtful response when considering … our objectives and all 

that we were going to create.  I think if you know how important it is to upper 

management, then it would warrant a lot more discussion instead of something 

that might be fairly simple because there are so many other tasks that people have 

to do on a day to day basis. 

Karolina felt supported by the responses to her submissions.  Karolina shared, “I 

would get immediate feedback on … services or resources that were already available if I 

was asking for some in particular, and that would also provide me an introduction or a 

more concrete way to collaborate with a different office rather than me just going up to 

that person and saying, ‘hey, we should work together.’  If it comes from the dean, and 

they've given a directive, then it's more likely to happen.”  In addition to being connected 

to resources across the campus, Karolina’s supervisor would “make adjustments within 

their budget to account for some of the things that I was referencing if they were feasible 

and if they were things that they felt were a need at the college, as well.”  Lastly, as a part 

of updating the strategic plan each year, Karolina’s previous institution would review the 

previous year’s goals to “make sure we were tracking toward our particular goal. … So, 

any directive that I was given would be to help me if I was not able to meet objectives for 

a particular year related to the strategic plan.”  This review would also include a 

discussion of “what things hindered being able to meet those goals, and were they items 

that would be present going forward or were they a one-time anomaly.” 



174 
 

 
 

Although she felt supported by her institution’s responses and feedback in its 

current structure, Karolina is a proponent of strategic planning from the bottom up rather 

than from top down. 

I think it might be beneficial sometimes to go from bottom up in terms of giving 

each area an opportunity to say what they need and where they see themselves 

going in the future.  Departments with similar or overlapping objectives and goals 

might be grouped together for greater efficiency.  Then, I think you garner more 

buy-in because it comes from the people who are actually going to be 

implementing the plan.  Certainly, you have the opportunity for the president or 

whomever to make changes as they see fit, but I think it, to me, it makes more 

sense that you look at the reverse.  I strongly believe there is value in the 

university leadership understanding the employees’ vision for their department 

and/or the college as a whole based on real-time changes that staff witness on a 

daily basis.  If the department staff’s vision differs from the leadership’s vision, 

the leadership can take one of two actions: provide a sound rationale for why 

college must go in a different direction or; provide staff with clarity regarding any 

shortcoming identified in staff’s vision which could negatively impact the 

strategic plan envisioned by the university leadership. 
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Textural-Structural Description: Makeda 

In her description of strategic planning, Makeda shared that “the essence is to be 

forward-thinking and to determine a plan for how to get to the goal that you have for the 

future.” Although Makeda, “wouldn't say I've had any training.  In my graduate program 

… we did have discussions and projects on strategic planning, but that may have been a 

class or two, but nothing that was intense or in depth.”  As for her experience with the 

process, Makeda shared that she has been “active in the strategic planning in my 

department, … but I've not been active in the planning process for the organization as a 

whole.”  

At her institution, the process begins with communications “from an 

organizational development or institutional research kind of department” to begin 

“talking about the plan for the next year, and some of them have been for five years.  So, 

[we] get the directive from above.” For Makeda, the process generally consists of “filling 

out a pre-determined set of questions or aligning my plans with the … organization’s plan 

and then having some time to develop those reports and then sending them back up.”  

Makeda also shared that “often there may be a new initiative that the organization is 

starting as part of their strategic plan, and then so it means that I create something that fits 

into that in my area.”  Makeda shared that she has created these plans both with and 

without the input of her work unit: 

There were some times when I worked on the strategic plan alone, meaning that I 

didn't get input from the rest of my staff.  It felt like the exercise was one that was 

meant for me to do.  But then there were other times when I have included my 
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staff, and it was much more co-operative and it made much more sense for what 

the staff could do and what was more meaningful for the students we were serving 

than me just looking at it by myself. 

Although Makeda had completed the plan both ways, her preference was 

“definitely having staff involved because I recognized that when I didn't, I missed some 

things.  Or … I may come up with ideas and then I hand that down to my staff to say this 

is something that we implement, and I miss key pieces of information that may not have 

made that thing work.  So, it was definitely much more effective when I involved the 

staff.”  Her method for involving her team in the process centered around brainstorming: 

Usually in the process, … we may have a couple of categories or areas in the 

strategic plan that we need to focus on, and so breaking it down to those areas and 

then brainstorming per area and allowing the staff to share and to think through 

things that they are currently working on or things that they could be working on 

or ideas and then having a consensus among the staff for the ones that actually 

work or they think could work in agreement among them. 

When discussing the support that she received from her campus to introduce the 

strategic planning process to her work unit, Makeda shared that “outside of giving me the 

freedom to introduce it and trusting that I would do it, there wasn't anything in specific 

that I feel like I was given by my supervisor or other leadership.”  However, Makeda was 

able to identify personal qualities that assisted her in the strategic planning process.  She 

shared, “I think the personal qualities were being able to see a full picture.  Being able to 

have an understanding of what the organization was wanting to do and then taking that to 
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a micro level.  I think being decisive or forward-thinking are two other qualities.  I do 

think communication, having good communication skills, especially with staff and others 

who this plan may affect.”  Makeda also identified timeliness with reports as a personal 

quality that assisted her with completing the strategic planning process. 

Plan materiality was a primary structure in Makeda’s experience with strategic 

planning, and it influenced the type of support that she desired from her leadership.  In 

addition to wanting to ensure that the plan was meaningful to students, it is important for 

Makeda to understand how the work of her “unit, being part of the organization, matters.”  

She stresses the importance of positive or negative plan progress feedback in the 

statement below: 

I think once we’re starting to implement the plan and then reporting back at the 

end of the year, it never feels like there’s feedback on if we were on the right 

track.  It's just …, it goes somewhere, and it feels like it never, like it doesn't loop 

around again to say that was a good idea. … That is definitely something that I 

feel like is not specific to any one organization I've been a part of.  It feels like it's 

just one of those process things that a lot of organizations don't do well.  It's 

closing the loop or really using that information for something else.  You know, I 

just again, I feel like a lot of times these are exercises that we can't see the 

result… There may be unit results, like I can see something that allows us to learn 

from what we've done and to make changes or whatever at a unit level, but I never 

quite see what it means for an organization. 
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