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Can Professionals from the 
Corporate World Succeed as 
Managers in Higher Education?
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I believe that you cannot really answer the question 'why bother with 
management' until you understand what we mean when we use the word 
management. So today I want to share with you some thoughts I have about 
various management cultures that might exist on different campuses. 
 
I began thinking about this issue more than twenty years ago, when I came 
from outside higher education to begin my career at Harvard University. 
And during those twenty years, I watched newcomers to management 
positions come from the corporate world.  Often they were brought in 
because we needed to tighten up our operations, or because someone 
decided we needed to bring the university into the 20th or the 21st century.  
Sometimes these outsiders were wildly successful and sometimes they were 
terrible.  When the newcomer failed he or she would often be described in 
words like, “Great subject-matter expertise; really smart; just didn’t get it 
here.”  This made me wonder whether there was a way to predict success.  
What did the newcomer need to know about the university in order to 
succeed?  
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Methodology: Interviews with 20 
managers in higher education

President
General 
Administration
Finance
Human Resources
Information 
Technology
Real Estate

Large research 
universities
Liberal arts 
colleges
Art schools

 
 
 
After I retired last fall as the Chief Human Resources Officer, I decided to 
interview people who have made the leap from the corporate world into 
higher education.  To date I have interviewed 20, including one president 
and one general administrator.  The remainder worked in finance, human 
resources, information technology and real estate.  I talked with 
administrators at large research universities, liberal arts colleges and small 
art schools.  My approach was hardly scientific, but I heard some great 

stories.  
3

Six attributes of administrative 
culture in higher education

Where does your college or university fall on 
the scale for each?
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My research, my interviews, suggest that there are six attributes of the 
culture of an institution of higher education that are important to assess 
when bringing in someone from the outside.  For each attribute I have 
derived a scale, along which one can measure the nuances of this attribute.  
If the hiring manager is cognizant of where his institution falls on these 
scales, he or she will have a very good idea of the orientation that is required 
for the new hire. The candidate for a position in higher education is usually 
aware that she or he will be jumping into a different culture.  A review of 
these different measures may predict where the most difficult adjustments 
will be.  My work involves only US institutions and I do not know whether 
one would find the same situations in colleges and universities around the 
world, but I hope you'll let me know. 
 

4

“Economic rationale doesn’t trump 
anything.”

Mission-
Driven

Profit-
Driven

 
 
The first attribute I call “Economic rationale doesn’t trump anything.” That’s 
a direct quote from one of my interviewees who took an important 
managerial position in finance at his institution.  He came into the job well 
aware of the dichotomy between mission-driven institutions and profit-
driven companies and he understood that his new colleagues might be 
motivated by things other than money.  What he hadn’t realized was that in 
his institution, and many others, the mission so overwhelms financial 
realities that it is never possible to argue for a change simply because it will 
save money.  He told me, “I expected an openness to a new organizational 
structure, to scaling back the bureaucratic functions in order to lower costs, 
but the economic argument for doing that didn’t fly.  Instead there was 
‘moral outrage’ that someone at my senior level would apparently look only 
at the numbers.”  Illustrating the opposite end of the scale, another person 
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told me that she was disappointed when coming to her university because it 
was just a large institution managed like a corporation.  She couldn’t find the 
mission anywhere—financial constraints drove everything.   
 
Where does your college fall on this scale?  If you, and the person you want 
to hire, know what’s important to your institution, you and he can decide 
whether the fit will be good.   
 
This scale may be too simplistic, because a well-run corporation also has a 
mission—to make a profit.  It’s probably more helpful to ask, how clear is 
the mission at one’s college or university?  Interviewees didn’t find much 
clarity.  They told me: “The University doesn’t seem to understand that there  
needs to be a link to the mission of the University—corporations worry 
about alignment and connection.” and “At corporations, even decentralized 
ones, you know the core messages about the institution’s mission.  Here I 
can’t tell if there is a common value proposition for all the professional 
schools.” 
 

5

“I’m entitled to do it my way.”

Lack of 
Accountability

Strong, 
Hierarchical
Structure

 
 
This leads us to the next attribute, which I call, “I’m entitled to do it my 
way.”  When the mission is unclear, individual faculty, staff, students, and 
alumni each define that mission in their own way.  Having his own view, 
each then feels entitled to lead the institution to fulfill the mission, as he has 
defined it. Interviewees described this phenomenon this way: “Because there 
is no well-articulated mission, and no one is clear about how their job fits 
into the greater scheme of things, everyone personalizes everything.  That 
just reinforces the status quo as people protect their own turf.” or “Staff here 
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are so entitled.  I expected it of faculty, but to see even the poor performers 
expect to be given everything was a shock.”   
 
One reason poor performers are “entitled” is the lack of accountability that 
exists in the flat, decentralized organizational structures that prevail in 
colleges and universities.   Another reason is that no one owns all of a 
decision.  It seems that many individuals must weigh in on every decision, 
be it large or small.  One person told me, “I have learned that I need to 
solicit input from a group of senior managers, who are not necessarily those 
who might give the best advice.  At the same time I know that they need to 
be heard.  They always come from the perspective, ‘how will it affect me?’  
They are not looking at the future of the university.”  Another agreed, 
saying, “In business one’s compensation is tied to how well the business 
does.  There are no similar measurements in higher education, so it’s always 
‘about me.’” 
 
This lack of accountability and ensuing entitlement leads some institutions 
to have cadres of long-time administrators who do their own thing and 
protect their own turf.  The corporate newcomer is often hired with a 
mandate to overcome this bureaucracy and sluggishness.  She should listen 
carefully to ascertain whether her manager is talking about creating a 
stronger, more hierarchical organization with strong management controls, 
or whether he simply assumes that the bureaucracy can be made more 
responsive in a culture which is still decentralized, still flat, and still 
operating without performance reviews.  If the latter is true, the candidate 
will find intractable resistance to any changes she proposes.     
 

6

“Someone like you, with no apparent 
skills….”

Gifted 
Amateur

Trained 
Professional
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“Someone like you, with no apparent skills…” was a statement made about 
me 15 or 16 years ago by a young assistant professor of Greek whom I met 
at a party.  He was ranting about the mushrooming of the Harvard 
bureaucracy.  I soon realized that what he meant was that I didn’t have a 
PhD.   
 
This cultural attribute derives from the assumption that the smartest people 
will do the best job at managing the university, and at a university the 
smartest people, by definition, have earned the PhD.  A corollary to this 
belief is that any other degree is inferior.  As a result, instead of having 
subject matter experts running departments of finance, human resources or 
information technology in many places the leadership is made up of what 
some have dubbed “gifted amateurs,” or smart people with PhDs who are 
not professionals in the field they end up leading.  These amateurs may look 
a lot like faculty members who have the time for or interest in 
administration.  They write well since the written word is the coin of the 
realm in higher education.  They also understand that protracted debating of 
different views is a time-honored faculty approach to decision-making. 
 
One can’t talk about this attribute without acknowledging the sacred position 
of the faculty, higher education’s “priestly caste.”  Every person I spoke to 
commented on the wide and clear chasm between faculty and administration.  
The successful administrator knows that he is less worthy than the newest, or 
the oldest, tenured faculty member.  One interviewee quipped that “every 
faculty member is at the top of his own organization chart.”  A senior 
financial manager told me, “There’s absolute deference to faculty.  Staff lose 
the capacity for independent thinking and articulation.” 
 
Sometimes faculty take on administrative roles in service to their institution.  
They become presidents, provosts, deans or department chairs.  One 
interviewee commented, “True leaders make tough decisions.  But faculty 
who are in administrative positions don’t want to alienate their faculty 
peers—they will, after all, be returning to the faculty when their term is 
complete.” 
 
The newcomer to higher education, who, presumably, has a professional 
degree, should understand how his new institution values professional 
training.  Will he be parachuting into a world where gifted amateurs rule and 
faculty administrators tiptoe gently around their peers, afraid to take risks, or 
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into a place where administrative functions are managed by those who have 
the appropriate subject matter expertise? 
 

7

“We can’t decide that now; it’s the 
summer.”

Research must 
be Completed

Time is 
Money

 
 
Everything takes longer in higher education.  Everyone knows that important 
decisions, and some trivial ones, can not be made during June, July and 
August.  It’s a given that faculty input is important for academic decisions, 
but at some places it’s also expected in administrative decision-making.   
 
Faculty decision-making has its own timetable.  Not only are the summer 
months off limits, but the process of decision-making is like that of writing a 
dissertation.  The research must be thoroughly completed before the results 
can be published.  It is more important to have all the facts than it is to have 
a quick decision, even if resources may be wasted when a change cannot be 
implemented in a timely way.  Some argue that this makes for better 
decisions, decisions that are reached on the merits, not simply because of 
financial pressures.  One person told me, “Public companies are driven by 
quarters and annual results.  In higher education quarterly results are 
meaningless.  Some corporations can be accused of being short-sighted.  In 
higher education the pace is slow but it is always long-sighted.”  Another 
said, “The upside of consensus building is that having different voices gives 
different vantage points, and often the final decision is stronger.”   
 
Others bemoan the delays, saying “Working at my university is frustrating.  
You just can’t get stuff done.  It’s too slow.  It’s hard to make decisions.  
There is a desire to solicit input from many sources.  The resulting decision 
reaches the lowest common denominator.”  Or, “The decision-making 
process is collaborative, congenial, going through multiple iterations and 
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reviews.  ‘Vetting’ is a common word here, meaning to seek input from 
multiple audiences.  In corporate America one doesn’t hear this word.”   As 
one administrator confessed, “The person who hired me told me that 
‘process matters as much as outcome.’”   
 
The newcomer must learn to be patient with the faculty decision-making 
process, or become an expert in the heartfelt apology for steps taken without 
adequate input.  As one interviewee told me, “the value placed on process is 
often disproportionate to the value of the substance of the discussion, but I 
have learned not to get into fights about process. They are not winnable.”   
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“It’s not what you know; it’s who you 
know.”

Network Skills

 
 
If subject-matter expertise isn’t the key to obtaining senior level positions, 
what is?  Most people I spoke to report that a strong network of solid 
relationships with faculty members and staff at all levels matters most.  
“Relationship building is the key to being successful—with the decentralized 
units, with the unions.”  Or, “Politics are underground; one doesn’t always 
understand why things happen.”   The lack of accountability and lack of 
clarity about mission mean that roles are fuzzy and process matters more 
than skills.  Generally, the person who is good with process and good at 
working with committees will be successful and will be promoted.   
 
Newcomers may assume that they were hired for their skills and that the 
institution is anticipating making immediate use of the wisdom and expertise 
that they bring to the job.  However, at some places the best way to spend 
one’s first several months is to listen to what others have to say about the 
role, to learn about the department’s history and to seek out opposing views.  
The newcomer should do the research first.  Then announce her plans.  
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“People here lie.”

Knowledge 
is Power

Put all the 
Facts on the
Table

 
 
The final attribute I want to discuss was, frankly, a surprise to me.  Three 
different interviewees from three different institutions told me “people here 
lie.”  When I probed to find out more about this statement, I saw that some 
institutions value having all the facts on the table before decisions are made.  
At others, bureaucrats withhold key elements of information unless asked 
specifically for such.  One interviewee explained, “I prefer to call it passive 
aggressive behavior. I learned to ask open ended questions and to ask for 
clarification of everything, or to ask ‘is there anything else that I should have 
asked to shed light on this?’”  At a large research university, a new manager 
was initially impressed by how polite everyone was until he realized that it 
was simply a case of people not being forthcoming about their opinions or 
not being willing to disagree with him in public.   
 
When an institution seems to ooze polite behavior, it may simply be putting 
a pleasant public face on behind-the-scenes backbiting and politicking that 
surrounds every administrative issue.  A savvy newcomer will ask 
colleagues how they find out what’s really going on. 
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Can corporate professionals 
succeed in higher education?

Yes, but…
you’ll need a mentor to demystify the 
administrative culture for you
if you intend to make changes, you’ll need 
unwavering support from higher-ups 
always remember process is often as important 
as outcome
things will go more smoothly if you have 
cultivated a network
you’d better write well, or have a great editor
never, ever, refer to faculty as “employees.”

 
 
So, what conclusions can we draw about whether a corporate professional 
can succeed as an administrator in higher education.  My view is that he or 
she can, but a half-dozen precautionary measures will make a big difference. 
 
First, make sure you have a colleague who can explain the local 
administrative culture, someone who knows where your new institution falls 
on the scales I have described.   
 
Second, don’t be tricked into attempting big changes without strong, 
articulated support from your higher ups.  How will your president or vice 
president respond when an irate faculty member complains to her that you 
are upsetting tradition and ruining the university?  If your boss even just 
appears to agree with that angry faculty member’s conclusions, your goose 
is permanently cooked.  
 
Third, remind yourself everyday that process can be as important as 
outcome, and build long time-frames into any decision-making effort. 
 
Fourth, get to know everyone.  Listen to what they have to say about your 
role and how it should be performed.  When you announce a decision refer 
often to the many people who gave input into your process. 
 
Fifth, remember that colleges and universities are in the business of teaching 
people to write.  Make sure you write well.  Find someone who will 
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proofread every memo before you send it out.  Don’t split infinitives and 
make sure your subjects and verbs agree. 
 
Finally, my last piece of advice, especially to those in human resources, is to 
never, ever, make the mistake of referring to faculty as “employees.” 
 
 
Thank you. 


