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Challenges to higher education mount ever
higher. The global financial crisis, which
left institutions trapped in a vise between
rising costs, shrunken endowments and
curtailed public funding, has given way to
a new period of rapidly changing student
demographics, intense public scrutiny and
disconcerting political unpredictability—
plus still-rising costs, a worrying reliance
on wealthy donors and, for public universi-
ties, uncertain state appropriations.

At the same time, colleges and universities
find themselves thrust into competing roles,
often without funds to pay for clashing
priorities. Some are asked to serve as eco-
nomic engines revitalizing neighborhoods
or entire regions. Others are investing
heavily in student services, information
technology and online course delivery as
they seek to reach new and diverse groups
of students, retain more of the students they
enroll or fend off competitors. Still others
are stepping in to take on key responsi-
bilities that are far from the core higher
education enterprise, such as supporting

Executive
Summary

local school districts or owning hospital
chains—either because those responsibil-
ities present opportunities or because no
one else is filling gaping vacuums in com-
munities. And many colleges are struggling
to make their budgets work just to support
existing education and research programs.

The choices colleges make in this world of
escalating demands and limited resources
inevitably cost them time and money. So
sound strategic planning is critical for
all types of institutions—public and pri-
vate, rich and poor, community college
and research university. But many leaders
seem to approach strategic planning as a
requirement to be met, a box to be ticked
off or an exhaustive wish list of all constit-
uents' hopes and dreams. This approach
frequently results in documents that are
bland and predictable.

Most such plans are doomed to fade into
irrelevance and become a strategic plan-
ning cliché: they will gather dust on a
shelf. Worse, they will represent missed



opportunities for colleges and universities
to use a powerful tool to help them make
hard choices and set new courses in a
fast-changing world.

Although no plan is perfect, one seeking to
be all things to all people is likely to serve
as nothing to anyone. A successful plan, on
the contrary, can help rally a college's many
constituencies around a set of shared val-
ues while charting a future toward clear
goals. It is realistic about an institution's
identity while steering it toward a better
tomorrow.

This is not to say colleges must hew to a
certain planning process or specific plan
format. Given the vast differences among
colleges and universities, it would be fool-
ish to expect a single set of planning ideas
to translate into success across higher
education.

Nonetheless, higher ed leaders can draw
upon a trove of wisdom and experience to
develop the right planning processes for
their institutions at any given moment in
time. This report details the latest trends
in strategic planning and best prac-
tices leaders can choose from to build a
meaningful process able to motivate key
constituencies. Itincludes a high-level look
at planning models, case studies of col-
leges and universities that have overcome
planning challenges, and key consider-
ations for leaders embarking on a planning
process. It also explores the different pur-
poses planning can serve, from legitimizing

leaders' efforts to galvanizing fund-raising
to helping a campus find its way in a con-
fusing world.

This report aims to serve as both an
introduction and in-depth resource for
administrators, trustees and others at
colleges and universities embarking on a
strategic planning process. Among the key
issues discussed are when to do a plan,
who should or should not be involved, the
relationship between plans and new presi-
dents, the need to connect strategic plans
to financial realities, how to keep the cam-
pus and internal constituencies engaged,
the role of equity and diversity, the role
rankings play, and how plans have changed
over four decades. =
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When Stanford University's School of
Engineering started what was thought to
be its first-ever schoolwide strategic plan-
ning process during the 2014-15 academic
year, some of those involved wondered about
the value.

One of the planning process's co-chairs,
Jennifer Widom, says she personally didn't
believe in strategic planning at the time.

“The engineering school just kind of chugs
along, and people are pretty entrepre-
neurial and innovative already, and so
why does one need to do strategic plan-
ning?" asks Widom, who at the time was
senior associate dean for faculty and aca-
demic affairs at the School of Engineering,
a top-ranked engineering school by
almost any measure.

But Persis Drell, who became dean of the
engineering school in 2014, thinks new lead-
ers should begin with strategic planning. So
plan the school did. A small faculty group rec-
ommended a process led by co-chairs who
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were senior faculty members, one of whom
was Widom. Midcareer faculty members
ultimately drove the process, under which
planners went through an open call for ideas,
visited with constituencies at town halls and
meetings, and decided what outputs they
would produce.

They generated a series of public and private
white papers examining 10 pressing prob-
lems the school could address, such as “How
can we use our strength in computation and
data analysis to drive innovation through-
out the university?” Other papers looked at
issues surrounding non-tenure-line educa-
tors, diversity, and the high cost of living in
the San Francisco Bay area, which can make
it difficult and expensive for talented faculty
members to live near Stanford.

The process also produced a glossy brochure,
a website and a spreadsheet with 130 rec-
ommendations for changes. Widom, who has
gone on to become the engineering school’s
dean, recently checked that spreadsheet and


https://engineering.stanford.edu/about/soe-future/impact
https://engineering.stanford.edu/about/soe-future/impact
https://engineering.stanford.edu/vision-future-stanford-engineering

found progress had been made on some
items, some had been tabled and some
were dropped—possibly without enough
thought. It is time to look at the school's
follow-up, she says.

Whatever the spreadsheet shows, Widom
can point to ways strategic planning helped
the engineering school. It drove significant
changes in faculty employment, like changes
to appointment type, length of appointments
and financial guarantees for non-tenure-line
educators. It helped officials gather ideas
from different constituencies. Also, it laid
the groundwork for the next generation of
leaders.

“The process itself was perhaps more
important than the output,” Widom says.
“The midcareer faculty turned out to be a
really great group who got very close to each
other, and in 10 years they're going to be the
chairs of their departments, probably. | think
those relationships built between those peo-
ple from different departments may last for
decades and be beneficial for decades.”

Widom has become deeply involved in an
even greater strategic planning effort at
Stanford, because she's a member of the
university's senior cabinet. The dean who
started the planning process at the School of
Engineering, Drell, rose to become the univer-
sity's provost. She and Marc Tessier-Lavigne,
who was named Stanford's president in 2016,
launched a long-range university planning
process in 2017. It's a relatively rare occur-
rence for Stanford, which still references past
planning from the early 2000s.

Planning at the scale of an engineering
school is different by an order of magnitude
from planning at the scale of a college or

university. When the School of Engineering
issued an open call for ideas, it received
about 90, Widom says. When the university
did the same, it ended up with close to 3,000.

“There are the resources, and then there is
the breadth of the entity,” Widom says. “The
School of Engineering, | think, is a small
enough entity that we were able to include
everybody and have a scope that we could
talk about the whole picture and make deci-
sions on priorities. The university is just so
gigantic. It's much harder to have a single
picture.”

Stanford's breadth is one argument for
strategic planning, according to Drell.

“It's a way to unify our community around
some common aspirations,” she says. "And
then as an administrator and a manager, | like
to know where I'm heading in the long term,
because that helps me make the day-to-day
decisions | have to make."

Stanford has been operating at the top of its
game, Drell says. The same was true of the
School of Engineering when she started the
strategic planning process there.

But the world has been changing, and
Stanford needs to think about how it will
respond to new realities, Drell says. Being at
the top of your game is a dangerous place.

“The analogy is when you're at the top of the
mountain, all directions are down,” Drell says.
“But that is where you should take some risks
and figure out: What is that higher mountain
that you are going to climb?”

Why Planning Matters

Skeptics argue that planning at Stanford—or



any top-tier wealthy research university—
bears no resemblance to planning at the
less-well-off institutions that educate the
majority of the nation's postsecondary stu-
dents. In some ways, they would be correct.
Large, well-endowed institutions struggle
to change direction quickly because of their
mass. They have to sort through an onslaught
of ideas from passionate, well-connected
constituencies. They have to fight the illusion
that their wealth means they do not need to
make hard choices. Those are very different
issues from the ones faced by small, strug-
gling institutions, which must scrape together
time for overworked faculty and staff to plan,
and which must make decisions knowing
that a significant misstep carries threat of
closure.

All too often, colleges and universities follow
planning processes out of alignment with the
situation on their campuses. They produce
plans that fail to identify their market posi-
tion, acknowledge key challenges or make
any meaningful choices. Many plans read like
adjective soup, with line after line extolling
excellence and innovation but little to no
description of how the institution will reach
excellence or become innovative—or why.

Discussion of strategic planning as a practice
is often no better. Planners frequently careen
between spouting platitudes and splitting
hairs about process points or planning tools.
Discussion of strategy itself and how it can
be formed across the disparate groups on
campus can seem distressingly rare.

“There is kind of a rote definition of strategic
planning in higher ed,” says David Strauss, a
principal of the strategy-consulting firm Art

& Science Group. “There is a question of how
effective it is.”

Many institutions struggle to find an effective
definition of strategic planning, one that fits
their particular needs. But planning can take
numerous definitions and forms. Its benefits
aren't uniform.

“This is not a valueless exercise,"” Strauss
says. "It's not a valueless exercise, even in
the less effective times it's undertaken.”

Common threads connect planning prac-
tices at universities different in size, scope
and strength. Whether a university is public
or private, surging or at risk of closure, it is
increasingly likely to need to plan in a world
in which higher education is changing and
has an uncertain future.

Accreditors are scrutinizing plans more
closely. Presidents are changing jobs more
frequently. Students and donors alike seek
colleges and universities with a sense of
direction. Strategic planning can address all
of those developments in different contexts.

Planning can serve as a political tool pro-
tecting colleges and universities from
excitable trustees and lawmakers who have
been struck by trendy ideas that don't nec-
essarily fit into long-term goals. It can be
a marketing tool for communicating with
donors and students. Planning can be a
form of soul-searching, choice making and
coordinating between the various financial,
operational and academic demands lead-
ers shoulder. And perhaps most importantly,
planning can help to motivate faculty and
staff members who will need to be on board
for any institution to change.



Make no mistake: strong planning processes
have won over skeptics in the past.

“I'm a convert,"” says Joanna Ellis-Monaghan,
chair of the mathematics and statistics
department at Saint Michael's College in
Vermont. “Early on, | thought this was just a
waste of time, and | was not keen on this pro-
cess at the departmental or the institutional
level. | have seen how much of an incredible
impact it can make when it's done well. So
I'm quite interested in doing it well."

Saint Michael's has been through several
years of leadership and strategic change.
The college created a five-year strategic plan
in 2015, about a year after its leaders took the
unusual step of openly preparing for a future
in which its enrollment fell by 10 percent to
15 percent. Its president during those times,
John J. Neuhauser, decided to leave in the
summer of 2018. Lorraine Sterritt succeeded
him as president, and she now says she
wants to grow enrollment beyond its current
level of about 1,650 undergraduates.

She thinks that the college can add more
students, even in the face of enrollment head-
winds like a shrinking number of high school
graduates in the Northeast.

“Strategic planning is absolutely critical in
this day and age when we have those head-
winds," she says. “The days are long gone
when you could just move along from year
to year and take things as they come. We
really have to be out ahead of things with our
planning. We have to be anticipating what
programs will be of interest to our students.
We have to be anticipating how the financial
model of the college will work, since that's
something that is very challenged right now

across the country.”

The college's strategic plan document from
2015 doesn't explicitly reference the idea of
shrinking. Preparing for shrinking was the
financial strategy with which the board was
comfortable at the time, Neuhauser says. The
strategic plan document, in contrast, sets
goals like improving the college's academic
standing, promoting learning experiences
outside of the classroom and promoting
faculty development.

“I really did want a set of new ideas, things
that could energize the place in a period where
| thought higher education in general was
going to come under a tremendous amount
of stress for political reasons, demographic
reasons, all sorts of reasons,” Neuhauser
says. “Lord knows, in higher education, there
are new things to do all the time if you have
the courage to let go of old things."

All the different discussions about shrinking,
growing and rolling out new strategic plans in
a short number of years could very easily turn
off faculty members if they feel whiplash.
That's not the case for Ellis-Monaghan, who
was a member of a committee examining
faculty growth and development during Saint
Michael's most recent planning process. Nor
is it the case for some other faculty mem-
bers at Saint Michael's who were involved
in planning.

“l think one of the things the administra-
tion gets out of this is faculty buy-in," says
Mark Lubkowitz, a professor of biology at
the college who chaired a strategic plan-
ning committee on admissions. “You feel like
you're part of the process."

Faculty members can sometimes identify


https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2014/04/09/vermont-liberal-arts-college-expecting-things-will-get-bad
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problems—or complain about them—without
having to solve them. When he was a part
of the planning process at Saint Michael's,
Lubkowitz came to recognize that leaders
don't have that luxury.

“| realized on this committee that the presi-
dent really has to take the macro view and be
able to put all these pieces together and put it
into some sort of cogent, coherent position,”
he says.

Strategic planning does not always enjoy
such enthusiasm from faculty members or
different constituencies on campus. Indeed,
the concept itself has survived various
cycles of waxing and waning support in the
decades since it made the jump from the
military and business sectors to the world
of higher education.

Decades of Strategic
Planning on Campus

Accounts generally trace strategic plan-
ning's formal adoption within colleges and
universities to the late 1970s or early 1980s.
Strategic planning had existed for years
in the realms of business and the military,
and college leaders had been doing their
own planning long before then, of course.
But those earlier higher ed plans in finance,
enrollment, facilities and human resources
were in most cases “one-dimensional forms
of linear projection” accounting only for vari-
ables "under the control of the institution
itself,” according to Richard L. Morrill, a for-
mer president of the University of Richmond,
Centre College and Salem College and a
higher ed strategy consultant, writing in
his 2007 book Strategic Leadership. Those

plans lacked key elements of strategic plan-
ning: responding to change and “coming
to terms with a turbulent environment.”

Pressure built on higher education though the
1970s as the economy floundered and gov-
ernments increased regulation and scrutiny.
Then in the 1983 book Academic Strategy,
George Keller, a University of Pennsylvania
higher education studies professor, laid out
strategic planning as a way to respond to the
changing environment. Keller's work “did not
so much describe the details of the process
as situate and articulate a new possibility at
just the right moment,” according to Morrill.

Since then, strategic planning in higher edu-
cation—and other sectors—has survived
round after round of criticism and support.
In 1994, McGill University management pro-
fessor Henry Mintzberg wrote The Rise and
Fall of Strategic Planning. He also took to
the Harvard Business Review to argue that
the process of strategy making needed to be
loosened, not formalized arbitrarily. Strategic
planning, he wrote, was different from strate-
gic thinking. What had been labeled strategic
planning was really just naming and elabo-
rating on existing strategies and visions.

“Strategy making is not an isolated process,”
he wrote. "It does not happen just because a
meeting is held with that label. To the con-
trary, strategy making is a process interwoven
with all that it takes to manage an organiza-
tion. Systems do not think, and when they are
used for more than the facilitation of human
thinking, they can prevent thinking."

Mintzberg argued that the strategy-making
process should start with taking what a man-
ager learns from his or her experiences, the
experiences of others within the organization



and hard data. It should then proceed to syn-
thesizing what has been learned into a vision
of what the organization should pursue.

While it may be tempting to dismiss concerns
from 1994 as dusty criticisms that belong
on a shelf, many of the issues Mintzberg
discussed are brought up by the college pres-
idents, planners and consultants of today.
Those embarking on strategic planning con-
tinue to struggle to find the right committee
structures, forum schedules and online com-
ment systems for gathering information.
They still grapple with the imprecise science
of turning what they've learned about internal
and external conditions into a vision for the
future that is somehow consistent with their
current culture. And they remain in search
of the right balance between writing plans
that hold employees to important goals and
allowing staff and faculty members to think,
change tactics on the fly and take advantage
of unforeseen opportunities.

“If people are nervous, they may not do their
best thinking, and they may not have con-
fidence in the inherent culture, values and
historic capabilities of the institution,” says
Anthony Knerr, managing director of AKA
Strategy, a higher education and nonprofit
consulting firm. "But it's also easy, some-
times, to overreach. So the art form, | think, is
finding the balance.”




It is not hard to draw parallels between con-
ditions today and those four decades ago,
when strategic planning first started cap-
turing the attention of college and university
leaders. So strategic planning may once
again represent possibility for stressed insti-
tutions at just the right moment.

Yet leaders sometimes fall into the trap of
planning for superficial reasons. They plan
because planning is expected of them. They
plan because an old strategic plan is expiring.
Some plan when they are new presidents on
campus without much thought about why—
they simply know strategic planning has
become a traditional step for a new leader to
take, a part of a new president's core require-
ments to be completed.

Those who start strategic planning simply
to make clear that leadership has changed
are unlikely to leave a significant mark, says
Martin Kurzweil, director of the educational
transformation program at the consulting

Why Plan
at All?

firm Ithaka S+R. The plans produced during
their tenures are unlikely to be acted upon in
any lasting way.

“That is a process of, or for, the sake of
change,” Kurzweil says. "It is often some-
what superficial, to me, and more about
communications than about meaningful
change at the institution level.”

Along a similar vein, some plan because
accreditors expect planning. Accrediting
agencies increasingly focus on whether
institutions are meeting goals identified
during strategic planning, according to
those who have served on accreditation
teams. Although the exact requirements and
expectations vary by accreditor, some col-
leges synchronize their planning processes
with accreditation timelines.

Planning in order to meet accreditor expec-
tations can turn into planning only when an
accreditor is paying attention, however. Again,
it's arecipe for a plan that will be forgotten, at



Overall planning is rated relatively low by college and university leaders

Overall planning rating, n=1,835
Mean, 1-10 scale

Overall planning at your college or university

LOW MEDIUM HIGH

6.1

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

SOURCE: SCUP survey of college and university leaders
QUESTION: "Using a 1-10 scale where 1 is 'Poor’ and 10 is 'Excellent, how would you rate the overall
planning effectiveness at your college or university?"

» Confidence interval at 95% is 0.1

Good planning is somewhat emphasized, but there is a lack of training
and consistency among stakeholders on what constitutes effective planning

Ratings on the seven factors, n=1,835
Mean, 1-10 scale

61 | Overall planning at your college or university
66 We emphasize good planning
56 ] We integrate our various campus plans effectively
56 | We have wide agreement on plan priorities
55 Our planning is nimble and adaptive
54 We manage change effectively
52 Individuals have the proper training on effective planning
51 Planning stakeholders have consistent ideas of

what constitutes effective planning

SOURCE: SCUP survey of college and university leaders
QUESTION: "Using a 1-10 scale where 1 is 'Strongly Disagree' and 10 is 'Strongly Agree,’ indicate how much
you agree with the following statements about your college or university's ongoing planning efforts."

* Confidence interval at 95% is 0.1




least until the accreditor comes calling again
in a few years.

“In New England, everybody is required
to have a strategic plan,” says Richard
Freeland, president emeritus of Northeastern
University, former Massachusetts com-
missioner of higher education and senior
consultant with Maguire Associates. “But a
lot of them are just exercises."”

Confusion about why strategic planning is
important in higher education could translate
into problems in the planning process and its
end product. If a campus isn't clear why it is
planning, how can it produce a clear plan?

Survey data show such problems cropping
up on many campuses. College and univer-
sity leaders view overall planning as “fair at
best, with a good deal of room for improve-
ment," the Society for College and University
Planning found after surveying higher ed
leaders who plan at colleges and universities
in 2015. A total of 1,835 survey respondents
asked to rate overall planning effectiveness
at their institutions on a 1-10 scale gave a
mean response of 6.1, which SCUP called
low.

When asked if they could produce a plan
that could be carried out and evaluated, sur-
veyed leaders gave an even lower response,
5.4. And their mean response was 5.4 when
asked whether they had clarity on the proper
structure for planning documents.

Leaders were somewhat more likely to indi-
cate their campuses emphasized good
planning. But they weren't as confident that
campus stakeholders have a consistent idea

of what that means.

Those are concerning responses for a prac-
tice with a decades-long history at colleges
and universities. With planning so widely
viewed as underwhelming, the question must
be asked: Why plan at all?

Think About How
Planning Helps

Clearly, the best answers are not "because
everyone is planning” or "because everyone
expects it." Instead, leaders might want to
think about the different roles strategic plans
can play. Chief among them is the very defi-
nition of strategic planning—it is an exercise
in setting long-term goals and directions
for leaders to use as they make important
decisions affecting a college or university's
future.

In other words, colleges and universities plan
so they can grow, respond and thrive as the
environment changes around them. This
is easier for some institutions than it is for
others, but even powerful universities with
well-defined roles can use planning to shift
in new directions. No one should have been
surprised when the University of California,
Berkeley, emphasized academic and research
excellence, student opportunity, and its pub-
lic mission in strategic plan drafts released
in 2018. But some may have been surprised
to see the elite research institution's drafts
mentioning growth in lifelong learning,
including through online opportunities for its
alumni.
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Effective strategic planning can move insti-
tutions in new directions in part because it is
a process involving multiple constituencies.
Members of different groups, including stu-
dents, faculty, staff, administrators, alumni,
local community members and some-
times trustees can all be involved in various
planning committees.

The depth and breadth of that diverse audience
can give strategic planning the legitimacy
to fill several other roles. Those roles would
otherwise be difficult to fill in higher educa-
tion, with its history of shared governance
and wide breadth of stakeholders sharing
few interests.

Several of the roles are intertwined: choice
making, soul-searching and generating
buy-in. All are difficult to fulfill on a college
campus where every constituency expects
to be heard and resistance to change can
be high. And all are required to some degree
before strategic planning can fill its primary
role of setting a direction for the future.

“It's about finding how the people that know
you—or you wish knew you but don't—how
they view and value you," says Daniel R.
Porterfield, former president of Franklin &
Marshall College in Pennsylvania, who is now
president and CEO of the Aspen Institute.
“What do they see in you? What value do you
offer that makes them say they want to be
aligned with you?"

Porterfield led a strategic planning process
in the 2012-13 academic year, shortly after
he started at Franklin & Marshall in 2011.
In part, that meant identifying the college's
competitive set.

No one said lvy League institutions were
Franklin & Marshall's competitive set, accord-
ing to Porterfield. No one said the institution's
competitors were regional Pennsylvania col-
leges. Instead, they agreed that Franklin &
Marshall competed with top liberal arts col-
leges in the country.

It was important to make sure key constit-
uencies, like trustees and faculty members,
had a chance to provide feedback, Porterfield
says. Existing governance systemes, like fac-
ulty senates or councils, can be incorporated
into the process to further that discussion
and build legitimacy.

In Franklin & Marshall's case, Porterfield met
with faculty members regularly and ultimately
asked them to approve the college's strategic
priorities. He also asked the college's Board
of Trustees to approve the priorities, which
included “Recruit extraordinary student tal-
ent” and “Fuel knowledge, discovery and
artistic creation." Then after faculty mem-
bers and trustees both voted to approve, in
2013, everyone was accountable for making
the plan succeed.

“It can be a mistake to think that the institution
can somehow enumerate a set of priorities,
and that's how strategy happens,” Porterfield
says. "Strategy happens in all parts of the
institution—within the departments, within
the student community, the board community,
the alumni, the donors. | think the president
has a role to try to harmonize it, make it
coherent.”

After listening, evaluating their position
and setting strategic priorities, institutions
can better make a case to their donors for

10


https://web.archive.org/web/20161123102226/http://www.fandm.edu:80/about/strategic-priorities

11

Aspirant Peers

analytics.wtamu.edu/teda/wt125. html#aspirant-peers

INSTITUTION STATE  SACSCOC FTE  RETENTION  6YR

RATE  GRAD RATE  DEGREES IFTE

DOCTORAL  DEGREES

East Tennessee State Uni versity ™ 1 12,486 71 ~ .’A v167 0.24
Idaho State University D 0 10,108 72 31 160 0.16
Indiana State University N 0 . \ ) 2 %\0.1'9
Indiana University of Pennsylvania-Main Campus PA 0 12605 76 51 124 0.24
Tennessee Technological University ™ 1 s,ms 51 A‘\ 022
University of Louisiana at Monroe LA 1 7,022 76 40 12 0.20
University of Nebraska at Omaha NE 0 NH
1

7 v 27 .2
AN =
3

10,749 72 4

9,303*\ v W 36 022

1 7,568! 64 40 2 0.25

L4
0 3704 ’ 67 a1 158 0.25

University of West Georgia A
Valdosta State University

West Texas A&M University

TX
BOLD rows indicate ‘Reclassified to Doctoral Status"
talicized rows indicate deansirequest

B

IDAHO.
C
‘
N
COLORADO
CALIFORNIA N ISAS

Wright State Uni versity-Main Campus.

CANADA

- M

MEXICO

support. Which priorities speak to donors as
individuals? Which don't interest them?

“The strategic plan will have some things the
institution has to finance and some things
the donor can help finance, and you want
to know the difference between the two,"
Porterfield says. "It's really valuable.”

The same principle can be extended to
politicians who control funding for public
universities. And it can be applied to other
members of the public who care about an
institution, from board members to voters.

The University of Illinois System approved a
strategic framework in 2016. That document

serves as a single point of departure for
communicating with many different people
and groups, says the system's president,
Timothy L. Killeen. Messaging can be tailored
without becoming disjointed.

“It does lend itself to tailoring to constitu-
ency,” Killeen says. "Governors are interested
in jobs and cranes. We can talk about that.
The board members often are concerned
about the excellence of the faculty body and
reputational standing. We can talk about
that."

Other external communities that plans can
address include prospective students and
residents who live near a college.

West Texas A&M University was drafting a
new strategic plan in the fall of 2018. The uni-
versity, which has educated a large majority
of teachers and public school administra-
tors in the Texas Panhandle, intended to use
the plan to broadcast a commitment to rural
Panhandle communities and the more urban
areas in the region, according to a develop-
mental draft. The draft included statements
of broad goals that are common in strate-
gic plans, but it also included eye-catching
graphics and benchmarking against other
institutions, elements not found in every pub-
lished strategic plan.

“It's not a typical strategic plan,” says Walter
Wendler, the president of West Texas A&M. "It
looks more like a marketing device.”

Finally, strategic planning can serve as a
way to coordinate and unify all of the other
types of planning a college or university must
perform. Institutions must plan in order to
launch new academic programs, build new
buildings and make sure their books balance



year after year. Without an overarching vision,
the planning of different departments or
academic units can quickly diverge to work
against each other.

In fact, accreditors are emphasizing inte-
grated planning that has institutions tying
together their strategic plans and other types
of plans, coordinating how they allocate
resources and assess themselves, according
to Nicholas Santilli, lead facilitator at SCUP.

Language about integrated or strategic plan-
ning can typically be found near accrediting
standards related to institutional effective-
ness, he says.

So while superficial planning only to meet
accreditation requirements isn't a best
practice, it is important to know that stra-
tegic planning also fills the role of keeping
accreditors happy.

Building a plan that's able to accurately iden-
tify an institution's identity, set its direction for
the future and win buy-in from multiple con-
stituencies is difficult work. It's significantly
more complicated than strategic planning in
other settings. SCUP has noted that planning
practices designed for corporations and non-
profits don't necessarily fit the complicated
world of college campuses or the specific
challenges higher ed institutions face.

“What's going to make your culture happy?”
Santilli says. "It's really as much a cultural
document and process as anything."

Planning Fills Many Roles

1. Finding Institutional Identity
Setting Long-Term Direction
Choice Making

~ WD

Generating Faculty and Staff
Buy-In

Getting the Board on Board
Political Cover

Marketing

Drawing Donor Attention

© © N o o

Coordinating Other Plans:
Academic, Financial,
Facilities, etc.

10. Meeting Accreditation
Requirements
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KEY CONSIDERATION

ACCREDITATION

The accreditation timeline drives strategic
planning at many colleges and universities.
Although aligning the two can keep every-
one on the same page while saving time and
energy, experts caution against writing a plan
solely to keep accreditors happy.

“In two hours we can write a strategic plan
that would check the boxes," says Will Miller,
assistant vice president of campus adoption
at Campus Labs, a higher education data and
software company. “But nobody buys in to it."

Nonetheless, good reasons exist to consider
aligning the two cycles when possible.

“Ninety percent of the time, the problems
that accreditors are dealing with are stra-
tegic areas,” says Jennifer deCoste, vice
president for strategy at the consulting firm
Credo. “They're not going to worry if you
don't have enough staplers. They're going
to worry if you're not meeting the curricular
requirements."

Accreditors don't necessarily require insti-
tutions to have a specific document called
a strategic plan. But they have standards on
planning, and experts say that's translating
more and more into accreditors examining
strategic plans.

Standards for planning are nothing new, says
Judith S. Eaton, president of the Council for
Higher Education Accreditation. They have
been around a long time.

“If folks are feeling the pressure about that,
| would speculate that's because life is very
challenging for many institutions,” Eaton
says.

Accreditors are looking at the nuts and bolts
of an institution, she says. Mostly they are
interested in academics, but nuts and bolts
also mean things like facilities.

Is an institution planning within the frame-
work of its mission, or has it strayed? Is it
putting together a list of what it wants to do
and the way to do it? Does it have the capac-
ity to follow its plan?

“By and large, in a formal sense, the insti-
tutional accreditors are not telling you what
you have to do," Eaton says. “You need to be
planning. You need to have the resources
needed to be consistent with your mission.”

Accreditors requiring a midterm review will
want to see evidence that plans are being
implemented.

The requirements don't have to be seen as
curtailing flexibility, according to Eaton.

“If you can do a pretty good job of anticipating
the near-term and midterm and coordinate
that with the accreditation review, you're
maximizing your flexibility," she says. m
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The Art of
Timing

An axiom of higher education is that a freshly
hired president will step into the job, begin
learning about his or her new institution and
roll that learning effort into a strategic plan-
ning process incorporating detail after detail
from departments across campus.

It's a comfortable tradition for new leaders,
even if it is a sprawling undertaking for some-
one who has been newly hired. Strategic
planning provides new presidents with struc-
ture for picking priorities and hopefully builds
momentum for implementing those priorities
over coming years.

Itis also a model increasingly being squeezed.

Presidential tenures are shortening. Trustees
sometimes agitate for new strategic plans to
be written regardless of whether a long-term
president is in place. Colleges and universi-
ties increasingly try to align strategic plans
with cyclical events like capital campaigns
and accreditation reviews.

Consequently, new presidents don't always
have the luxury of beginning comprehensive
planning processes on day one.

As higher education moves further into a
period of heighted unpredictability, other
timing traditions have broken down as well.
Plans are written more quickly and cover less
time into the future than they have in the past.

“The old-school way we did it back in the
1980s at MIT, doing a process where every
department does a plan and they all roll up,
and you end up with a big 300-page docu-
ment that sits on people's shelves, | don't
think there's a lot of taste for that anymore,”
says Donald E. Heller, provost and vice pres-
ident of academic affairs at the University of
San Francisco. “The emphasis seems to be
on how we can create an institution that's
nimble and changes and pivots quickly
when necessary."

14



15

Fewer Years Into the
Future

Generally, leaders and consultants are
endorsing short, three-year or five-year plans
instead of the longer, decade-plus plans that
were once the norm. Exceptions exist, as
wealthy or ambitious institutions sometimes
set longer time horizons or dedicate addi-
tional resources toward continuous planning.

Regardless of a plan's time horizon or
institution's resource level, experts are rec-
ommending leaders find a way to frequently
track plans for progress and revise them
as necessary. Some events will make clear
that it is time for a new plan or major revi-
sion. External factors like changes in student
demand or a cut in public funding can rock
an institution’s finances. Or internal consid-
erations like meeting an existing plan's goals
can mean it's time to ask what's next.

Even when strategic plans are revamped or
replaced, planners say leaders should ask if
they can preserve core visions, values and
certain strategies. Doing so can build long-
term consistency at a time when the pace of
change pushes many colleges and their lead-
ers toward different short-term fixes.

It can also prevent planning processes from
spending too much energy rewriting state-
ments that don't need to change.

“I have seen campuses where they spent
18 months crafting the world's most beau-
tiful mission statement, and they are so
exhausted they can't do anything else,” says
deCoste, of the consulting firm Credo.

Planners often make a connection between
shorter strategic plans and presidential
tenure. The average number of years a pres-
ident had been in his or her job as of 2016
slipped to 6.5, according to the most recent
American College President Study from the
American Council on Education. It fell from
seven years in 2011 and 8.5 in 2006.

That statistic means many presidencies are
shorter than 6.5 years. Shortening presiden-
tial tenures squeeze the strategic planning
process. Just soliciting ideas, holding com-
mittee meetings and drawing up a plan can
take the better part of a year, even on a con-
densed timeline. Then, only five years or so
remain for the average president to finalize a
plan, put it in place and make sure the insti-
tution is moving toward its goals. After that,
a new leadership team might be sweeping in
to start its own planning.

Such short timelines could undermine new
presidents who seek to use strategic plan-
ning to make hard choices. When a new
leader comes in every few years with a brand-
new plan, the old guard on campus might
feel emboldened to drag its feet on ideas it
doesn't like. The next president will have a
new plan, anyway.

In some cases, leaders simply won't have
enough time to put a plan’s goals into place.

“l think it takes three or four years from the
time beginning the planning process before
you start to get broad buy-in to where you're
heading,” says James T. Harris, president of
the University of San Diego. Harris became
president of the Roman Catholic university
in 2015 after previously serving for 13 years
as president of Widener University, which has
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campuses in Pennsylvania and Delaware,
and serving for eight years as president of
Defiance College in Ohio.

To be clear, the relationship between short-
ening presidencies and shortening strategic
plans isn't necessarily causal. Both could be
influenced by the same pressures pushing
down on higher ed.

“I begin with the belief that enough things
are happening at such a faster pace in higher
education that it's simply not realistic to be
able to know 10 years out how an institu-
tion should be spending its time, resources
and energy,” says John Swallow, president
of Carthage College in Wisconsin. "I think
those same conditions have implications for
the length of presidencies and maybe other
structures, but | wouldn't start by saying it's
the length of presidency that's the issue. It's
the rate of changes and the challenges and
how quickly they are coming that is really
driving this."

Planning and
Presidential Turnover

Setting aside the issue of causality, short-
ened presidencies and plans mean many
presidents start on campuses that are part
way through a multiyear plan. If things fall
the wrong way, that timing can create an
awkward situation, leaving the new leader to
decide whether to continue under the exist-
ing plan, modify it or quickly sweep it away.

Should some institutions that are committed
to existing strategies consider hiring a pres-
ident to fit a plan, rather than to create one?

As with most things in planning, it depends
on context, experts say. Search committees
usually seek candidates who can demon-
strate that they are leaders with big ideas.
They might not be too excited about presi-
dential hopefuls who are eager to carry out
someone else's strategic plan.

But boards and other leaders should have
some sense of institutional identity and some
vision for where they want to go that doesn't
change with the president, says Catharine
Bond Hill, managing director at Ithaka S+R.

“It's not like all bets are off, and whoever
comes in gets to redo the institution in his or
her own image,” she says. “I think it kind of
happens implicitly, but not quite so explicitly.
The R1s, they're going to take it as a given
that anybody in their pool is somebody who
is deeply committed to the research mission
of the university."

Carrying some core strategic elements over
from one plan to the next strikes many as
good governance and stewardship, whether
the setting is a top-tier research university or
a community college. Keeping some import-
ant strategies consistent over time might
even solidify an institution's identity and
market position in the eyes of those it serves.

The idea won't please egoists who believe the
presidency should wrap an institution around
its leader's finger, but most agree higher ed
institutions should be greater than any one
executive leading them. On a personnel level,
expecting every new president to be a genius
who will sweep in with a beautiful new stra-
tegic direction might not be fair. Bringing
in a president while a plan is in place for a
short time might even be part of a successful
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transition plan, if the existing strategy can
give the new leader a foundation with core
strategies that haven't become outdated.

For example, Saint Michael's College in
Vermont titled the plan it released in 2015
“Vision 2020" even though its president,
Neuhauser, knew he would be leaving some-
time before that year. The college had time to
work toward the plan's major planks, but its
next president would also have some time to
lay the groundwork for a new plan.

“l had a pretty good idea of when | would
leave, and | felt we could get a lot of this done,”
Neuhauser says. “l also thought we could
hand her a nice package and say, ‘Here are
10 things we have now that we didn't have.”

Saint Michael's new president, Sterritt, used
the plan to learn about the college when
interviewing for the position.

“Part of doing the homework was reading
the strategic plan,” she says. “It gave me a
very good sense for the kind of institution
that Saint Michael's is. When you take on a
job like this, you want to make sure you fit
philosophically.”

Sterritt's first job is to see the existing plan
through to the end, she says. But she expects
to start a new planning process to create a
plan that will begin after the current one runs
its course.

Experts emphasize the process of planning
and continuous improvement in order to
make sure leaders' personalities and whims
don't lead to institutions pinballing from
unfinished plan to unfinished plan. An institu-
tion that is constantly measuring its progress
toward priorities and evaluating the ways it

measures that progress is more likely to be
able to adapt its plans to external changes or
new leadership.

Under such a model, plans themselves are
treated as living documents to be updated,
not unbending rules set in hard, shiny stone.
Leaders then have a better chance of evalu-
ating an existing plan to determine whether it
is the right plan for the right time and whether
it needs to be updated or replaced.

Existing plans will still sometimes need to
be replaced.

When Elizabeth Paul started as the president
of Capital University in Ohio in 2016, she
was handed a glossy, 27-page strategic plan
largely written by a board member. The plan
never mentioned the university's home city of
Columbus, even though the region is grow-
ing and is one of the university's strengths on
which it can build strategy, Paul says.

Paul made clear when she interviewed for the
university's presidency that she didn't think
the plan was realistic.

After taking over as president, she restarted
strategic planning, beginning conversations
about the university's purpose. The insti-
tution refreshed its stated mission, vision,
values and strategy as part of a larger inte-
grated planning process. The foundation
of what Capital University calls a strategic
framework helped its leaders craft a “Good
Guarantee” tuition model announced in 2018
that cuts prices in half for undergraduates
whose parents work in the nonprofit and
public-service sectors, key segments of the
Columbus economy.

“This effort was reconnecting us with who
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we are, gaining crispness with what our mis-
sion and vision and values are, and triggering
action to really separate us and not to be
what everyone else is being,"” Paul says. “"We
don't all need to be the same. We shouldn't
all be the same.”

The board member who was behind the old
plan “has been gracious” about the changes,
Paul says.

Clearly, presidential transitions remain a nat-
ural time to re-evaluate strategy.

“When you change presidents, when there
was major change at the institution or a
goal has been achieved, it's time to assess
and then write a new plan,” says Harris, the
president of the University of San Diego.
“I think it's wise for every institution to engage
in this process."

Experts also warn against writing a new stra-
tegic plan at the same time an institution is
searching for a new president or being led by
an interim.

A presidential transition is the "worst time
ever" to be writing a strategic plan, according
to Miller, of Campus Labs. If conflict arises
between president and plan, the board will
almost always back the president, he says.
So a planning process done before a pres-
ident is brought in can easily turn into time
wasted or spark frustrations among those on
campus who participate in a planning pro-
cess that is wiped away with a new hire.

Institutions can sometimes be left in limbo for
a time. Lou Anna Simon was forced to resign
from the Michigan State University presi-
dency in 2018 amid the Larry Nassar sexual
abuse scandal. She hadn't been replaced

on a permanent basis as of November of
that year, leaving the university operating
under strategic imperatives launched early
in her presidency.

“At this point we have an interim president
and expect to have a new president as of
the end of the academic year,"” says David
Byelich, assistant vice president and direc-
tor of the office of planning and budgets at
Michigan State. "So there has not been a lot
of activity in the last year or so on our plan-
ning process."

With all the discussion about planning and
presidents, leaders need to keep in mind that
planning at the right time isn't only for the
chief executive's sake.

Carol Christ announced a strategic plan-
ning process for the University of California,
Berkeley, in November of 2017, about five
months after she became chancellor there.
A number of developments had made faculty
members nervous about the campus's direc-
tion, says Lisa Alvarez-Cohen, who was chair
of the university's Academic Senate and
co-chair of the planning steering committee.

“We had new leadership, we were in the midst
of trying to wipe out a deficit in our budget
and there was a lot of mistrust around cam-
pus, frankly, about how things were being
organized," says Alvarez-Cohen, who was
later named vice provost for academic plan-
ning. “So this strategic planning process
came along at a really perfect time to reori-
ent people, to think, ‘Let's be reflective about
where we want to go and how we can get
there. Let's have the campus provide input
to the administrators instead of solely in the
other direction.”
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INHERITED PLANS

Kimberly Beatty didn't step into an ideal
situation for a planning-minded executive
when she became chancellor of Metropolitan
Community College in Kansas City, Mo.,
in 2017.

A few years earlier, the five-campus commu-
nity college had been cited by its accreditor
for not having a plan that cascaded through
the institution, Beatty says. It had responded
with an extensive planning process, gath-
ering input from stakeholders, developing
teams and boiling everything down to major
themes nearing approval.

“When | walked in the door, they had six or
seven themes, which is too many," Beatty
says. "ldeally, a strategic plan is three to five,
and five is on the heavy side.”

Beatty started working on the plan even before
her presidency officially began. She worked
under a preliminary contract for a few weeks
so she could start shaping it. She couldn't
overhaul the plan entirely before it went into
effect, but she could work with commu-
nity college employees to put modifications
into place.

She trimmed the number of themes down
to five by changing one theme, improv-
ing teaching and learning, into an objective
under another theme, student success. The

final plan's themes are student success;
equity, diversity and inclusion; resource
development and alignment; culture and
environment; and structure and processes.
Each theme has several objectives. Under
structure and processes, for example, an
objective is to align campus, department and
committee operating plans with the college's
priorities.

The plan includes some things Beatty
wouldn't have included on her own, she
says. It also emphasizes different ideas—
she would have made innovation an anchor
theme, but it ended up being worked in under
other themes. Beatty felt that she couldn't
waste precious political capital by throwing
out much of the work that had been done on
the plan.

In some cases, keeping the previously drafted
plan's emphases worked out for the best.
Beatty wouldn't have made culture and envi-
ronment a theme when she was first joining
the college, she says.

“Having been here a year and a half, | can see
why culture and environment ended up being
such a strong theme,"” Beatty says. “There are
some issues, and they wanted to make sure
it is in the strategic plan to address them."

Beatty believes strategic plans are supposed
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to be shared by an institution's chief execu-
tive and its board. Metropolitan Community
College's current plan cannot fill that role, by
virtue of the way it was created.

Still, Beatty says she owns the plan.

“1 did not, in the fullest degree, get the oppor-
tunity to create a vision—what would be my
vision," Beatty says. “But I'm OK with where
we are, because | think that | had enough
input given the pressure we were under.”

John Swallow is another experienced plan-
ner working to modify a strategic plan written
before he was hired as a college president.
Swallow became president of Carthage
College, a liberal arts college in Wisconsin, in
2017. He'd previously been curricular leader
of a 2007 to 2009 strategic planning process
as a faculty member at Davidson College. He
also led a planning process at the University
of the South from 2011 to 2012, when he was
provost there.

Carthage College's current strategic plan has
been in place since 2015, Swallow says. He
describes it as very long, with many tactics,
metrics and levels. The original plan was,
however, written to be reviewed and possi-
bly updated in 2019 and 2022—flexibility that
Swallow calls a gift from his predecessor.

Swallow expects to try to focus on a few
themes and financial planning during the
plan review. He will include the members
of his executive team and faculty members
in the discussions.

“lt would be good to have a broader discussion,

mainly to check whether this assumption
that we're still aligned around some of these
things is true,” Swallow says. "The advan-
tage of drawing on the previous work is
that there was some alignment. | think it's
useful to check.”

A more focused plan can be created within
a year, Swallow says. It will likely be built on
practical financial and operational models fo