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Collaboration at the Heart of Successful Change Initiatives  
By Barbara Kaufman, PhD 
 

uccessful change initiatives are driven by leaders and their teams, not solely by an individual chancellor, president, or 
dean. In the higher education environment, the individuals at the helm work strategically to develop a bold vision for their 
institutions and then devise an inclusive pathway of collaboration to achieve that vision. As the frontline change agents, 
they seek ways to influence and reframe opinions about newly proposed strategies that address trends in student needs, 
financial shortfalls, academic excellence, student access, and expectations of accountability. However, it is through a shared 
governance model that they are able to create buy-in for change initiatives from a complex array of campus constituents.  
  
The necessity for change   
In an environment where colleges and universities are struggling to survive, there is a need to rethink the fundamentals, 
such as financial and enrollment models, signature programs, the role of online learning in pedagogy, and global 
engagement. Three of the most frequent categories that require presidents and their teams to function as agents for change 
come from:   
 

1. Crises: natural disasters, criminal acts, and other emergencies;   
2. Crises of confidence: scandals, terminations of key employees, and dramatic budget deficits; and   
3. Responding to 21stcentury needs of students: year-round classes, online learning, consolidation of programs or 

campuses, branding to differentiate the university or college, the need for globalization, STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and math) initiatives, and the balance between athletics and academics.   

 
Although most institutions have strong tactical teams and action plans in place for the first two sources of change, which 
are recognized by the campus community as legitimate crises, the third is in many ways more complex and riddled with 
status quo behavior and cultural roadblocks. The president’s leadership role in crafting the future direction, while a 
primary driver of change, must be supported by the cabinet and other high-level colleagues in their roles as change agents 
as well. Accordingly, it is important for the team to understand not only the president’s vision of the future but also how to 
effectively communicate the need for change in ways that will be embraced over time, thereby helping a university or 
college survive and realize its full potential. 
   
The key skills of effective change agents   
While all change agents must be leaders, either formal or informal, all leaders are not change agents. Here are four skills 
that top administrators need to have or develop if they are to become successful change agents:   

1. The ability to craft and communicate a compelling vision of the future and utilize strong storytelling skills to 
inspire the campus community to buy into that vision;   

2. The capacity to utilize a collaborative style to connect to diverse constituent groups and gain buy in through a 
process of campus involvement;   

3. The interpersonal savvy that results in an understanding of the impact of change on people and situations and 
determines how to address resistance to change; and   

4. The capacity to understand how to create effective leadership teams, which, in turn, will serve as change agents, 
speaking with one voice to effectively communicate key messages and increase the level of acceptance. 
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Craft a compelling vision of the future   
University leaders need to be able to craft a compelling vision for the future and communicate that vision through a 
convincing story that celebrates the history of the university and demonstrates the need for change. As part of that process, 
it is important to use versatile language that resonates with diverse constituent groups. That means addressing each 
group’s concerns, fears, and needs when presenting the change initiative. It is not enough to simply know that the data 
available support a decision and direction. Higher education leaders have to appeal to the heart and the passion for the 
institution as being greater than the sum of the institution’s parts. 

When President Mohammad (Mo) Qayoumi arrived at San Jose State University in the summer of 2011, the CSU campus 
had experienced a series of short-term presidencies over the previous decade. President Qayoumi believes that “there is a 
natural tendency for people to be a part of something grand and audacious.” He found that the campus community was not 
only eager to leverage the untapped campus talent but also open to listening to the possibilities of becoming part of a 
dynamic and sustainable future. What the community needed was a pathway. Striking while the iron was hot and the future 
most malleable, President Qayoumi tapped into the hearts and minds of the campus community when he suggested that the 
university did not take full advantage of its location in Silicon Valley, a powerhouse of innovation and entrepreneurship. 
Through an accelerated three month strategic planning process that included 49 facilitated town hall meetings of campus 
citizens during the new president’s first month on campus, he listened to a diverse campus community present their ideas. 
As the president told the story of how he envisioned the future of San Jose State as an untapped leader in the Silicon Valley, 
the campus community embraced this opportunity by clearly and succinctly declaring their role in “Powering Silicon 
Valley.” The strategic planning effort then aligned with this vision. This story illustrates the power of a vision that is now 
shared by the campus community in ways that provide   

• a clear sense of direction and serve as a foundation for campus decision making;   
• a sense of purpose, engagement, and direction for all campus constituents;   
• emotion, enthusiasm, long-term motivation, and empowerment;   
• alignment between vision and strategy; and   
• a foundation for addressing competing priorities.  

 
Collaborative style and inclusive leadership   
The second critical skill of effective change agents is the ability to utilize a collaborative style as an inclusive leader who can 
connect to diverse constituent groups and gain buy in through involvement. This includes the willingness to dialogue with 
various groups and individuals, using formal and informal consultative processes that build trust. These leaders also 
demonstrate confidence in responding to questions from detractors while managing conflict and divergent opinions.  

When University of Nebraska at Omaha Chancellor John Christensen was faced with announcing that the university would 
move all athletics to Division I and in doing so eliminate the football and wrestling teams to address a $1.5 million budget 
crisis in the athletics department, he said, “I knew it would be an incredibly emotional community issue. We started with a 
data-based approach for the rationale of our decision to address the current and long-standing budget deficit. We also 
prepared for the backlash from the coaches, student athletes, faculty, students, and community about the elimination of the 
winning football and wrestling teams.” Transparency and full disclosure were critical success factors in the chancellor’s 
effectiveness as a change agent. Christensen recalled, “My athletics director, Trev Alberts, and I owned the decision and led 
the charge to explain our rationale for this gut-wrenching decision, but every cabinet member was involved in reaching out 
to both the campus and Omaha communities. We used every medium possible—radio, TV, public forums, and one-on-one 
meetings to ensure that our decision was transparent, understood, and accepted as necessary to the survival and future 
prosperity [of] UNO.”  
 
The chancellor garnered much-needed support through these exhaustive efforts, and the campus has been able to move 
forward and focus on other strategic issues related to becoming a premier metropolitan university.  
 
Interpersonal savvy   
The third skill of effective change agents, strong interpersonal savvy, is demonstrated through empathy with those affected 
by the change initiative, despite the continuing need for a sense of urgency. Although there will always be a few individual 
or group contrarians, effective leaders are adept at delivering difficult or negative messages clearly without widely 
alienating key constituents. To do this, it is essential for leaders to manage resistance to change and consider the possible 
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objections that can arise from faculty, department chairs, students, alumni, and the community. Leadership and change 
expert John P. Kotter suggests “inviting in the lions” as a strategy for developing trust and buy-in. By welcoming detractors 
and supporters alike to the table, leaders can better understand the concerns of different groups, thus enabling effective 
responses to detractor objections.  

While delivering the message about a change initiative, competent change agents pay careful attention to their audiences. 
“The most important thing in communication is to hear what isn’t being said,” warns management expert Peter Drucker. Be 
sensitive not only to what is said regarding the change initiative but also to nonverbal cues from the audience to assess 
members’ levels of buy-in or distrust. They may make it necessary to reframe the change initiative, the message regarding 
the rationale for the decision, or the language that is used to convey the message to different constituent groups.  
  
Effective leadership teams   
Developing a sound change-initiative strategy isn’t enough. The critical factor relates to the chancellor’s or president’s 
understanding of and ability to create effective leadership teams that will transmit the message to different constituent 
groups. Directly and indirectly, presidential cabinets and other potential change agents must speak with one voice in 
communicating the message, rationale for decisions, and significance of the impending change.   

To accomplish this goal, it is important to select formal and informal leaders in diverse areas who can work together to help 
move change initiatives forward and encourage buy-in and support. These team members should possess a wide range of 
skills and influence and be well respected and credible. This will send the message that leaders take the initiative seriously.   

Collaboration and open communication with all team members help raise issues and objections early in the change 
initiative process, increasing trust and building a shared message. President Qayoumi likened the cabinet’s role as a change 
agent to members of an orchestra, of which he is the conductor: “They may not play every instrument or play every note, 
but their roles are central to staying with the framework of the musical score [and] with the flexibility to deliver the 
message using different notes and instruments.”   

Change agents are also skilled at influencing and motivating informal campus constituent groups, such as alumni councils, 
student association groups, and student leaders.  
 
Administrators and others engaged in change-management work can speak with a variety of supporters and detractors, 
tailoring the message to the needs and concerns of each. 
   
Beyond what to how   
Votes of no confidence, protests against tuition increases, and failed restructuring efforts all demonstrate the need for 
presidents and their cabinets to be effective in their roles as change agents. Envisioning the future and determining what is 
right to ensure that colleges and universities will survive and thrive, especially in this climate of scarce resources, are not 
enough. Today’s effective leaders need to create carefully developed change initiatives that clearly focus on how change 
will occur and how followers and supporters will benefit in their roles and be willing to support the greater good. 
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