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Public Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are facing many challenges 

including state funding, competition, and maintaining the best possible 

graduation rate. This study: (1) examined the strategic plans and strategic 

planning processes to explore how, and to what extent, these tool are being used 

to address these challenges; and (2) explored the extent to which continuous 

process improvement is included in strategic planning efforts. 

A qualitative research design employing a grounded theory approach was 

used in this study.  The researcher reviewed the perceptions of the participants 

at each of four selected public institutions regarding strategic planning 

processes, including their beliefs with regard to process improvement as a 

component of the strategic planning process.  Perceived facilitators and 
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detractors of strategic planning and its implementation were also examined.  

Finally, the researcher sought to design an improved model for strategic planning 

in higher education that takes continuous process improvement into 

consideration as a basic component of the approach to planning. 

The dominant theme that emerged from the data analysis concerned state 

funding, as performance-based funding offers an opportunity to acquire 

additional funds.  Graduation rate was identified as a core component of student 

success. Competition from emerging sectors was not a specific topic of 

discussion during the strategic planning processes. 

Forty-one percent of participants indicated that some form of process 

improvement structure exists at their institution, often related to accreditation 

reviews and was outside of the strategic planning process.  53% of the 

responses to the question, “What do you believe would be the impact of having 

process improvement as an integral component in the strategic planning 

process?” replied that it would be good or beneficial if it were carried out in a 

meaningful manner.  Twenty-nine percent of the 53% stated that process 

improvement efforts are often performed for it’s own sake, and that including 

process improvement in the strategic planning process should be done in a 

manner that adds value to the strategic planning process and the institution. 

Through the analysis of the approaches to strategic planning examined in 

this study, the researcher offers a new strategic planning model for HEIs 

grounded in the findings.
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 Between 2008 and 2011 public four-year higher education institutions 

(HEIs) in the United States (U.S.) faced unprecedented budget cuts and 

dramatically increased student enrollment.  They also experienced growing 

competition from the private, for-profit sector and, in some states, 

state/community colleges as well.  Private for-profit colleges have shown the 

fastest enrollment growth over the past three decades, compared to both private, 

not-for-profit and in some states’ public state colleges and universities; growing 

from less than 1% of post-secondary enrollments in the 1970s to 8% by 2008 

(Geiger & Heller, 2011).  According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics (2016), fall enrollments in degree-granting postsecondary institutions 

increased by 21% between 1994 and 2004, and between 2004 and 2014 

enrollment increased 17%.  Douglas (2012) predicted that the for-profit sector 

would continue to grow over the long-term. 

The growth of private, for-profit universities in particular poses a unique 

challenge for American public colleges and universities as for-profit HEIs acquire 

a greater share of the market.  This situation raises a question in terms of what 

public HEIs can do to increase their competitive advantage in the changing 

higher education environment.  Secondarily, do any similarities or differences 

provide a competitive advantage in the marketplace for some of these institutions 

over others? 
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Along these lines, public higher education is also faced with increasing 

competition from other countries.  In fact, according to the National Commission 

on Excellence in Education (1983), America’s once unchallenged preeminence in 

commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by 

competitors throughout the world.  More recently, an example of competition from 

foreign universities was seen at a 2011 Computing Collegiate Programming 

Contest where of the top 12 medal winners, five were from Russian universities, 

two were from Chinese universities, and only one was from an American 

university.  The remaining four awards went—one each—to Germany, Poland, 

Ukraine, and Canada.  Lewin (2010) wrote in an article published in the New 

York Times titled, “Once a Leader, U.S. Lags In College Degrees,” that the U.S. 

“used to lead the world in the number of 25-34 year olds with college degrees.  

Now, the U.S. ranks 12th among 36 developed nations in the same category” (p. 

1).  Lewin (2010) cited the College Board’s warning that the growing gap 

between the U.S. and other countries threatens to undermine American 

economic competitiveness. 

 In terms of funding, Baum, Ma, and Payea (2012) pointed out that over the 

decade 1998 to 2009 the average share of revenue from states for high 

education declined.  In 2011-2012, allocations from the state for higher education 

fell 7.5% from the previous year (Baum et al., 2012).  Additionally, according to 

the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association (SHEEO) (2012), in 

2011, 31 states were provided federal funds for higher education through the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act to help offset state budget shortfalls.  
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This report also noted, however, that by 2012 when most of the federal dollars 

had been exhausted, state allocations for higher education were down by more 

than 7% from the previous year.  Traditional financial resources that have 

supported public higher education in the past are not keeping up with inflation, 

and are not likely to increase.  Rather, the new norm, according to SHEEO 

(2012), is to not expect to see a recovery of state dollars in support of higher 

education. 

To address the above challenges, Kotler and Murphy (1981) suggested 

that public higher education would need a stronger emphasis on strategic 

planning in order to survive.  According to the authors, an effective strategic 

planning process can help an organization not only prepare for its future, but also 

help it face emerging challenges.  Delprino (2013) stated that strategic planning 

is for more than just developing a plan.  Strategic planning can also facilitate 

change in the institution through its members' ability and willingness to carrying 

out the planning process.  Delprino added that a sound strategic planning 

process could allow HEIs to successfully maneuver through the evolving 

educational landscape. 

Despite the support for strategic planning by many, some maintain that 

once written strategic plans often become stagnate and difficult to adjust to the 

rapidly changing conditions organizations face.  Mintzberg (1994) challenged that 

strategic planning and the plans it produces can be too inflexible.  Birnbaum 

(2000b) stated, “the attempt to impose strategic planning models on colleges and 

universities resulted in a great deal of waste…” (p. 75).  As noted by Heraclitus, a 
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fifth century BCE Greek philosopher, “nothing endures but change;” or stated 

differently, one could say that change is a constant. 

Mintzberg (1994) noted that strategic planning and the plan it produces, by 

its very nature, is not flexible.  He asserted: “The more clearly the strategies of a 

plan are articulated, the more deeply embedded the strategies become” 

(Mintzberg, 1994, p. 175).  Pisapia (2009) noted, “organizations exist in such 

unpredictable environments [today] that precise, economy-based planning is not 

prudent” (p. 7).  In light of these views, in this study the researcher sought to 

understand the extent to which the study participants believe their institution’s 

made their strategic planning process and plan more adjustable to change, and if 

so, how.  The researcher examined the views of study participants regarding the 

extent to which continuous process improvement should be an integral 

component of strategic planning. 

Kahn (2011) made the point that one of the changes seen in planning 

today is that “…accountability, assessment, and continuous [process] 

improvement have become integrated in planning efforts” (p. 6).  According to the 

American Society for Quality (ASQ) (2018) continuous [process] improvement is 

“an ongoing effort to improve products, processes, or services” (para. 134).  Dew 

and Nearing McGowan (2004) stated that, “The perspective that continuous 

improvement brings to strategic planning is the need for a clearly defined process 

for strategic planning, to which the institution adheres with some constancy of 

purpose while, improving the process over time” (p. 77).  In other words, it is not 
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enough to conduct strategic planning when there is a change in administration; 

plans must also be constantly monitored and updated. 

Organizations promoting continuous process improvement may follow the 

Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle.  Deming (1994) provided a graphic of the cycle  

(see Figure 1) and outlined the action to be taken at each phase. He stated that 

the cycle is a “flow diagram for learning, and for improvement of a product or of a 

process” (Deming, 1994, p. 131).  Deming (2000) later referred to the cycle as 

the Shewhart cycle, pointing out that the “perception of the cycle came from 

Walter A. Shewhart” (p. 88). 

 

Figure 1.  The PDSA or Shewhart cycle (adapted from Deming, 1994). 

Plan a change or 
test for improvement

Do (make) the 
changeStudy the outcome

Act (adopt) the 
change or begin 

again
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Massy (2009) argued that HEIs should focus on improving the processes 

of teaching and learning, as well as the institution’s administrative processes.  He 

maintained that the issue is not whether instructors are working hard, but rather 

whether are they addressing learning productivity in a useful manner.  Massy 

suggested that HEIs should have a program in place that continually analyzes 

and strives to improve teaching and learning.  Thus, one of the recommendations 

of this study is a revised model for strategic planning in higher education that 

includes a focus on process improvement in colleges and universities. 

Background 

 Public purposes of U.S. higher education.  From the earliest periods of 

our nation’s history, there has been the recognition that higher education is the 

engine of both our economy and democracy.  Thomas Jefferson advocated for 

public higher education to foster an informed citizenry and as an investment in 

the nation’s economic future (Hunt, 2006).  These two very practical public 

purposes inspired the land-grant acts of the 19th century and the G.I. Bill 

adopted after World War II.  These purposes also led to the expansion of 

community colleges; the development of comprehensive state colleges and 

modern research universities; and the beginning of national, state, and 

institutional investments in financial aid for students in public, as well as private, 

institutions. 

Today’s U.S. higher education system.  Despite this history of growth, 

today America’s public higher education system is facing very difficult times.  In a 

January 2011 report, the American Association of State Colleges and 
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Universities State Relations and Policy Analysis Research Team highlighted 

several key issues in American higher education including financing higher 

education, the growth of the for-profit sector, globalization, higher education 

access, and completion. Topping the list was concern relative to taxpayer 

support of public colleges and universities.  This issue, along with the growth in 

student enrollment over the same period, has resulted in a sharp decline in 

states’ per student spending.  On the other hand, significant federal and state 

efforts aimed at boosting college completion rates have not produced the desired 

results.  In the face of these and other pressing issues, some authors, such as 

Kotler and Murphy (1981), Paris (2003), and Williams (2009) have suggested 

that strategic planning can play a vital role in guiding public higher education as it 

struggles to survive. 

The role of planning in higher education.  Peterson (1999) defined 

planning as “a conscious process by which an institution assesses its current 

state and the likely future of its environment, identifies possible future states for 

itself, and then develops organizational strategies, policies and procedures” (p. 

12).  Planning in HEIs has evolved over the past several decades.  Initially the 

focus of planning was on the campus and facilities.  Next, the focus of planning 

expanded to include long range planning and forecasting.  Models of planning 

and budgeting, such as zero-based and performance-based, were implemented.  

Over time the focus shifted to strategic planning.  During the period of strategic 

planning, greater emphasis was placed on assessing an institution’s internal and 

external environment.  As a part of the process, a strengths, weaknesses, 
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opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis was often used to obtain a better 

understanding of an HEI’s capabilities and challenges.  After the period of 

strategic planning and looking to the future, Peterson (1999) suggested that the 

focus of planning in HEIs would evolve beyond strategic planning to contextual 

planning, which is intended to be proactive and is “concerned with examining the 

changing nature of the institution’s industry” (p. 67). 

An evolution of planning in higher education.  Strategic planning as 

one form of planning used in higher education, provides HEIs with a mechanism 

for defining and communicating its direction and goals.  According to Bryson 

(1995), it can facilitate improved organizational decision-making and 

responsiveness.  Dooris (2003) contended that “notions of strategic planning in 

higher education continue to evolve” (p. 28) and added that what is learned 

through the process must be put into action.  Dooris, Kelley, and Trainer (2004) 

suggested that strategic planning in higher education is “increasingly about 

learning and creativity” (p. 8).  Table 1 below shows a summary of the evolution 

of planning in higher education. 

Strategic planning, however, can be challenging for leaders in all types of 

organizations.  According to Tromp and Ruben (2010) strategic planning can be 

even more of a challenge in HEIs, where leaders have fewer “carrots and sticks” 

(p. 4) to influence participation in the process. 
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Table 1 

Evolution of Planning in Higher Education 

Era of 
Planning 

Emerging 
Patterns 

 
1950 – 1970 

Expansion 
and 

Formalization 
1970–1985 

Proliferation 
and 

Coordination 
1985–Present 

Postsecondary 
Knowledge 

Industry 
2000 and 
Beyond 

Institutional 
Pressures 
and Primary 
Development
s 

Planning 
offices 
formed. 

Focus is on 
campus and 

facility 
planning. 
Academic 
planning 
emerges. 

Resource 
(both fiscal 
and human) 

and academic 
planning 
expand. 

Long range 
planning, 

zero-based 
program 

budgeting and 
forecasting. 

Shift from 
designing 
long-range 
planning 

processes to 
strategic 
planning. 
Focus on 

understanding 
the institution’s 

strengths, 
weaknesses, 
opportunities 
and threats. 

Use of 
contextual 
planning to 
transform 

institutions. 

Note.  Adapted from Peterson (1999). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the strategic plans and strategic 

planning processes at four public HEIs in a state that has performance-based 

funding.1  Strategic plans were examined in relationship to state funding, growth 

of competition from emerging higher education sectors, and undergraduate 

degree completion.  In addition, the researcher examined the perceptions of the 

strategic planning participants at each of the selected study institutions regarding 

                                                             
1 Given the sensitive nature of this study and to protect the confidentiality of the study institutions 
and participants, Institution names are blinded in the citations. Institutional documents, including 
strategic plans, will not appear in the references. 
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strategic planning processes, including their beliefs with regard to process 

improvement across the university as a component of the strategic planning 

process.  Perceived facilitators and detractors of strategic planning and its 

implementation were also explored.  Finally, a further purpose of this study was 

to design a new model of strategic planning for higher education. 

Research Questions 

This study’s examined the following research questions: 

1. How does each of the selected HEIs’ strategic plans address current 

challenges of state funding, growth of emerging sectors, and 

undergraduate degree completion? 

2. How are the strategic planning processes and management practices 

among the selected HEIs similar or different? 

3. What factors explain successful versus unsuccessful (i.e., 

facilitators/detractors/incentives/disincentives) strategic planning 

implementation as perceived by participants in the selected HEIs’ strategic 

planning processes? 

4. How has each of the selected HEIs changed/adjusted their strategic 

planning process and their strategic plan in response to the state’s 

performance-based funding program? 

5. How, and to what extent, is process improvement addressed within each 

of the selected HEI’s strategic planning process? 
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Significance 

As early as 1981, Kotler and Murphy predicted that public higher 

education would need a stronger emphasis on strategic planning in order to 

survive.  Over these last three decades, strategic planning in higher education 

has taken hold.  However, Dooris et al. (2004) noted that, “a convincing 

generalizable empirical study on the efficacy, or ability to produce an outcome 

(e.g., visible goal), of strategic planning in higher education has yet to be 

published” (p. 9).  Of the studies that have been conducted, fewer yet have 

focused on how strategic planning in higher education has been used to gain a 

competitive advantage.  Strategic planning best practices in higher education 

have also yet to be identified for use in the public university setting.  The latter is 

particularly significant as Fathi and Wilson (2009) pointed out that due to the 

increasing environmental pressures colleges and universities face, strategic 

planning has the potential to become a focal point of successful management. 

The literature also suggests that continuous process improvement should 

be an integral component of the strategic planning process.  According to The 

Pennsylvania State University (2006) continuous quality improvement tools and 

processes provide strategies for management of change and a framework for 

effective strategic planning. Along these same lines, Kahn (2011) pointed out that 

one of the changes seen in planning today is “how accountability, assessment, 

and continuous [process] improvement have become integrated in planning 

efforts” (p. 6).  There has been demonstrably more attention on accountability 

and assessment in the related research literature, however, than on continuous 



 12 

[process] improvement. The terms “process improvement” and “continuous 

improvement” are sometimes used interchangeably.  Technically, continuous 

improvement is the broader term.  For purposes of this study, the term 

“continuous process improvement” will be used.  According to the ASQ (2018), 

continuous [process] improvement is “an ongoing effort to improve products, 

processes, or services” (para. 134).  Dew and Nearing McGowan (2004) stated 

that, “The perspective that continuous improvement brings to strategic planning 

is the need for a clearly defined process for strategic planning to which the 

institution adheres with some constancy of purpose while, improving the process 

over time” (p. 77).  Through this study the researcher examined the perceptions 

of the participants regarding what influence they believe having a continuous 

process improvement component as a part of the strategic planning process 

would have on addressing the challenges of reduced state funding, achieving 

higher undergraduate graduation rates, and facing competition from emerging 

higher education sectors. 

Conceptual Framework 

Several organizational behavior theories including organizational change 

theory, organizational learning theory, and goal theory in relationship to strategic 

planning in higher education provide the conceptual framework for this study.  

Organizational change can be described as the adjustment, or transformation of 

an organization in response to existing or projected changes in the environment.  

Bolman and Deal (2003) indicated that organizational change is a “multi-frame 

undertaking” (p. 370).  First: 
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organizational change “impacts” the ability of individuals to feel…in 

control….Second, change disrupts existing patterns of roles and 

relationships, producing confusion….Third, create conflict between 

winners and losers….Finally, change creates loss of meaning for 

recipients rather than owners of change. (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 393) 

Connor, Lake, and Stackman (2003) noted that change is not an event occurring 

once, but is instead an on-going process.  Connor et al. (2003) made a point that 

organizations can experience changes to their strategic direction in terms of the 

customers they serve, the products or services they offer, or the organization’s 

long-term goals. 

Organizational change can be categorized as either incremental, which is 

continuous and linear; or transformational, which is radical in nature and multi-

level (Osland, Kolb, Rubin, & Turner, 2007).  In the past, organizational change 

has been characterized as an anomaly or one-time-only occurrence implemented 

in response to a change in executive leadership or a crisis (Pisapia, 2009).  

Pisapia added that, “in postmodern times…leading change is less about 

groundbreaking reactionary change processes, and more about balancing the 

constant shifting” (p. 36).  In short, organizational change is continually impacted 

by, and continually impacts upon, an institution’s strategic plan and direction. 

Blackerby (1994) described organizational change as involving strategic 

decision-making and contended that strategic decisions derive from analyses of 

competitive power relationships.  Additionally, Blackerby noted that competitive 

strategies are dictated by the relative power of customers and suppliers, threats 
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posed by substitute products, new industry entrants, and market rivals.  Along 

these lines, Kotter’s (1996) organizational change process theory provides an 8-

step model (create a sense of urgency, form a powerful coalition, create a vision, 

communicate a vision, remove obstacles, create short-term wins, build on 

change, and anchor the change in corporate culture) that is designed to avoid 

what are described as the primary reasons why organizations fail when trying to 

transform themselves.  Kotter’s eight steps are designed to enable organizations 

to avoid allowing too much complacency, failure to create a sufficiently powerful 

guiding coalition, underestimating the power of vision, under communicating the 

vision, permitting obstacles to block the vision, failing to create short-term wins, 

declaring victory too soon, and neglecting to anchor the changes firmly in the 

corporate culture. 

A concept closely related to organizational change is organizational 

learning.  Argyris and Schön (1978) described two types of organizational 

learning: single-loop and double-loop.  Single-loop learning is like a thermostat 

that learns when it is too hot or too cold and turns the heat on or off.  The 

thermostat can perform this task because it can receive information (the 

temperature of the room) and take corrective action. Double-loop learning occurs 

when an error is detected and corrected in ways that involve the modification of 

an organization’s underlying norms, policies, and objectives.  Fiol and Lyles 

(1985) defined organizational learning as “the process of improving actions 

through better knowledge and understanding” (p. 803). 
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Peter Senge (2006) in his book, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice 

of the Learning Organization, described a learning organization as one in which 

“people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, 

where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective 

aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to learn together” 

(p. 3).  Senge added that systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models, 

building a shared vision, and team learning converge to innovate learning 

organizations. 

Out of organizational learning can come goal setting.  Edwin A. Locke 

introduced goal setting theory in 1968; his first article, “Toward a Theory of Task 

Motivation and Incentives,” laid the foundation for goal setting theory and 

established the positive relationships that exist between clearly identified goals, 

performance, and incentives.  Locke’s (1968) goal setting theory argues that 

conscious ideas regulate a person’s actions and that clear and specific goals 

result in higher levels of performance.  Goal setting involves clearly stating what 

is expected, setting objectives, creating a plan of action on how to attain goals, 

and implies that setting specific goals can generate higher levels of performance 

than having more general goals might otherwise do.  According to Osland et al. 

(2007) “goal setting involves setting a clear objective and ensuring that every 

participant is aware of what is expected of him or her, if the objective is to be 

achieved” (p. 109).  A diagram of the conceptual framework for this study is 

shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2.  The conceptual framework for this study. 

Limitations 

Limitations are influences that the researcher cannot control and can 

influence the conclusions drawn.  This study was limited in that its results may be 

subject to response bias to the extent that the participants may not have 

accurately reported their experiences, though they believe their response to be 

accurate.  Another limitation was that some participants did not know very much 

about the strategic planning process even though they participated in it.  The 

structure of the interview questions may also have been subject to bias on the 

part of the researcher, although precaution was taken to assure that such bias 
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did not occur.  A pilot study was conducted in an attempt to eliminate any 

potential bias, as well as to test the study instrument used to collect data.  The 

researcher obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval prior to contacting 

the study institutions (see Appendix A). 

Delimitations 

Study delimitations refer to decisions made by the researcher that 

describe the boundaries set for the study.  This study did not include 

community/state colleges or institutions located outside of the State of Florida.  

The study was limited to four public universities, and the remaining public 

universities in the state were excluded.  The researcher did not examine the 

opinions of the university staff or students outside of those individuals purposely 

selected for this study.  Neither the time nor the resources were available that 

would be needed to effectively expand this study in such a manner.  Additionally, 

and for the same reasons, strategic planning below the university-wide level (i.e., 

at the division, college, or school levels) was not examined as a part of this 

study. 

Definitions 

For the purposes of this study, the definitions of terms used in this study 

follow. 

Base budget: Refers to a university’s recurring dollars for a given fiscal year. 

Continuous improvement: An ongoing effort to improve products, processes, or 

services.  These efforts can seek incremental change over time, or 

breakthrough improvement all at once (ASQ, 2018). 



 18 

Continuous process improvement: Ongoing activities aimed at process 

simplification, and reduction or elimination of process waste; an integral 

part of a continuous improvement program. 

Efficacy: The capacity to produce an effective outcome. 

Emerging sectors of higher education: New and/or developing approaches for 

implementing higher education programs. 

For-profit higher education institution: An organization that provides higher 

education and is operated by a private, profit-seeking business. 

Grounded theory: A research method in which the theory is developed from the 

data, rather than the other way around. 

Organizational change: The adjustment or transformation of an organization in 

response to existing or projected changes in the environment. 

Organizational culture: The shared basic assumptions invented, discovered, or 

developed by a given group as it learns to cope with its internal and 

external environments. 

Performance-based funding: This approach to budgeting is designed to reward 

excellence and improvement by providing an incentive for institutions to 

receive funding beyond the institution’s base (recurring) budget. 

Power: The ability or capacity to perform and act. 

Power relationships: The matrix of the possible players in a relationship and their 

possible interactions. 

Process improvement: A systematic approach to closing process or system 

performance gaps through streamlining and cycle time reduction, and 
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identification and elimination of causes of below-specifications quality, 

process variation, and non-value-adding activities. 

Strategic initiative: A term used interchangeably in this document with the word 

“goal.” 

Strategic planning: The process for developing and maintaining a strategic fit and 

its changing market opportunities. 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter provided an introduction to this study.  The chapter included 

an introduction, background, research questions, study purpose, significance, 

and the conceptual framework used for purposes of the study.  Additionally, the 

study’s limitations and delimitations were included, as well as definitions of terms 

that may not be common knowledge.  The next chapter, Chapter II, consists of a 

review of the related literature, followed by Chapter III that provides a detailed 

explanation of the study’s research design. 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 For the purposes of this study, the literature related to strategic planning, 

organizational behavior, and continuous process improvement was examined in 

order develop an understanding of the historic and contemporary perspectives on 

strategic planning processes and strategic plans, and to establish principles and 

a framework for this study.  The strategic plans and strategic planning processes 

at four public HEIs were examined in relationship to state funding, competition 

from emerging higher education sectors, and undergraduate degree completion.  

Also in this chapter, a brief discussion of goal theory is offered. 

U.S. Higher Education 

 State funding.  State budget cuts are a particularly significant threat to 

public higher education.  In the state of California, for instance, state allocations 

for higher education in the 2011-2012 school year was more than 13% lower 

than the previous year (Lederman, 2012).  Hebel (2010) noted that: 

Arizona’s budget gap was nearly as large as California’s in terms of 

percentage decrease in its general-fund budget, and Arizona is facing 

much faster growth in its traditional college-age population.  The State of 

Florida is also seeing rapid student enrollment population growth and, at 

the same time, big drops in state spending resulting in large cuts in higher 

education budgets. (para. 6)
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In Colorado: 

federal stimulus dollars made up close to one-fifth of the total state budget 

for higher education in 2009 and 2010 combined, making the state the 

most heavily reliant, at that time, on that temporary pool of money 

provided by the federal government for financing higher education. (Hebel, 

2010, para. 7) 

She further noted that Illinois had fallen more than three-quarters of a billion 

dollars behind in budgeted payments to its colleges.  Hebel (2010) also stated 

that “over the past five years, Rhode Island, South Dakota, and New Jersey have 

seen the fastest drops in state higher-education appropriations per full-time-

equivalent student” (para. 7).  As a part of this study the researcher examined 

how, and the extent to which, finding solutions for budget shortfalls are 

addressed in the strategic plans of the participating universities. 

Emerging sectors in higher education.  Today’s 21st century student 

body has far different needs from those of more highly homogeneous groups of 

the past.  Further, soaring tuitions, low college completion rates, and employer 

complaints that graduates cannot write or analyze well are spurring speculation 

that higher education must change its approach (Clayton, 2002).  According to a 

2002 study by the Association of American Colleges and Universities titled 

Greater Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to College, if 

higher education does not adapt, it runs the risk of its graduates being 

unprepared to meet emerging challenges in the workplace, in a diverse 

democracy, and in an interconnected world.  This report also contained 
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proposals for a series of specific actions and collaborations intended to 

substantially raise the quality of student learning in college including that: (a) all 

stakeholders commit to the dual policy goals of universal access to college 

learning of high quality and preparation for all students to succeed at this 

demanding level; (b) secondary and collegiate educators articulate and 

implement clear, aligned goals for learning to guide students purposefully from 

high school through college; (c) colleges and universities commit to becoming 

intentional, learning-centered institutions and set timetables for achieving these 

goals; (d) while students assume more responsibility for their studies, each 

college, university, and high school commits to functioning as part of a larger 

system to improve the level and quality of student learning; and (e) all educators 

and other stakeholders consistently share with the public the reasons why a 

practical liberal education is the best preparation for all students in a rapidly 

changing world. 

Flynn and Vredevoogd (2010) argued that colleges and universities must 

seek change to meet the demands of future.  According to SHEEO (2012), the: 

educational and economic edge the United States once enjoyed in 

comparison to other nations is eroding rapidly.  Sound judgments about 

priorities and an extra measure of commitment and creativity are needed 

in order to regain our educational and economic momentum. (p. 49) 

In fact, in less than a decade, there has been a surge of for-profit, degree-

granting HEIs offering programs traditionally under the purview of non-profit HEIs 

(Morey, 2004).  Numbering over 650 in the U.S., many of these for-profit colleges 
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and universities are seeking recognition by regional accrediting agencies and 

several are now fully accredited.  This development has the potential of providing 

real competition and altering some segments of non-profit higher education.  For 

example, as early as 1998, Strosnider observed that within a very short time, 

postsecondary proprietary education had transformed itself from a small sector of 

the economy, mainly offering specialized trade training, to an over $3.5 billion 

industry.  Today, for-profit higher education is a more than $5 billion per year 

industry. 

Among the major players in for-profit higher education in the U.S. is the 

Apollo Group that offers certificate programs as well as associate’s, bachelor’s, 

master’s, and doctoral degrees through its subsidiaries: the University of 

Phoenix, Inc. (UOP); the Institute for Professional Development; the College of 

Financial Planning Institutes Corporation; Western International University, Inc.; 

and Apollo Learning Group, Inc.  Currently, Apollo offers educational services 

and programs at 71 campuses and 121 learning centers in 37 states, Puerto 

Rico, and Vancouver, Canada.  Its combined degree enrollment is approximately 

200,000 students, about one-third of whom are graduate students (Morey, 2004). 

Other examples of the growth of for-profit HEIs include both Strayer 

University and DeVry University.  Strayer University specializes in higher 

education for working adults seeking career advancement.  Strayer University is 

accredited by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education, a regional 

accrediting body recognized by the U.S. Department of Education and the 

Council for Higher Education Accreditation.  Strayer University has approximately 



 24 

90 campuses and more than 60,000 students and operates in more than 18 

states including Florida, Illinois, and Pennsylvania.  DeVry University has an 

enrollment of over 80,000 undergraduate and graduate students.  According to 

the university, over 237,000 students have graduated since 1975.  The university 

has more than 90 campuses throughout North America and confers degrees in 

technology, science, business, the arts, and management. 

One emerging model in higher education is the increasing number of two-

year community colleges across America offering four-year degrees in selected 

subjects.  Alene Russell (2010) pointed out that Florida leads the nation in the 

number of two-year HEIs offering at least one four-year degree.  She further 

noted that in 2004 there were 11 states with community colleges authorized to 

offer at least one four-year degree; and by 2010 the number of states had grown 

to 18.  Additionally, two-year HEIs typically have less stringent admissions 

requirements and lower costs than a four-year university.  This means that in 

some programs two-year HEIs can be a competitor to a university within the 

same geographical area.  In some instances community colleges that offer four-

year degrees have also changed their name from community to state college.  

One question these conditions raise in a state such as Florida is: how are the 

universities planning strategically for this growing competition from 

community/state colleges? 

Globalization is another challenge HEIs face.  Dirk Van Damme (2001) 

identified several impacts globalization could have on HEIs.  These impacts 

include: 1) scientific research and development activities that are often centered 
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in HEIs will become even more important in the future and will become the motor 

of economic growth and social development; 2) there will be an increased 

demand for higher education within developed countries and from developing 

countries; 3) there will be continued growth of the emerging, borderless, higher 

education market fostered by improvements in communication technologies.  

Each of these impacts may require long-term strategies and continuous, or 

evolutionary, adjustments to practices and processes in order to enable current 

HEIs to remain successful in the future. 

Degree completion.  In his remarks on the subject in, “The Coming 

Crossroads in Higher Education,” then Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan 

(2013), identified low college completion rates as one of three great challenges 

facing higher education today.  Many authors note that American colleges and 

universities must do a better job of graduating students.  Along these lines, Lewin 

(2010) shared that: 

Canada now leads the world in educational attainment with about 56 

percent of its young adults having earned at least associate’s degrees in 

2007, compared with only 40 percent of those in the United States.  While 

almost 70 percent of high school graduates in the United States enroll in 

college within two years of graduating only about 57 percent of students 

who enroll in a bachelor’s degree program graduate within six years.  And, 

fewer than 25 percent of students who begin at a community college 

graduate with an associate’s degree within three years.  The problem is 

worse for low-income and minority students.  For example, only 30 
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percent of African-American students between the ages 25-34, and less 

than 20 percent of Latinos in that age group, have an associate’s degree 

or higher. (para. 14) 

Students from the highest income families are almost eight times as likely 

as those from the lowest income families to earn a bachelor’s degree by the age 

of 24 years.  Friedman and Mandelbaum (2011) pointed out that “growth can be 

generated in China by simply educating enough people to do the jobs now being 

done in rich countries” and that America needs to educate its “people to do jobs 

that do not yet exist” (p. 137). 

According to Rowley and Sherman (2001), the strategic planning process 

offers the best hope for effectively dealing with desirable changes in an 

organization.  More importantly, however, how the process of change is 

managed can directly impact the success, or lack of success, of strategic 

planning. 

Organizational Change and Strategic Decision-making 

Organizational change is a process rather than an event (Connor et al., 

2003).  Organizational change may be further defined as the adjustment or 

transformation of an organization to respond to existing or projected changes to 

the environment.  According to Osland et al. (2007) “organizational change is 

categorized as either incremental, which is continuous and linear; or 

transformational, which is radical in nature and multilevel” (p. 636).  Pisapia 

(2009) noted that while “in the past, organizational change has been 

characterized as an anomaly or one-time-only occurrence implemented in 
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response to a change in executive leadership…or a crisis” (p. 36).  Pisapia 

(2009) further stated that “in postmodern times leading change is less about 

groundbreaking reactionary change processes, and more about balancing the 

constant shifting” (p. 36).  In short, organizational change is continually impacted 

by, and continually impacts, an institution’s plan and direction such that 

organizations can experience changes to their strategic direction in terms of the 

customers they serve, the products or services they offer, and/or the 

organization’s long-term goals.  It also “impacts the ability [of] individuals to feel 

in control, establishes a need for training and support of individuals and can 

create conflict between winners and losers” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 393). 

According to Blackerby (1994), organizational change theory involves 

strategic decision-making.  Strategic decisions derive from analyses of 

competitive power relationships.  Competitive strategies are dictated by the 

relative power of customers and suppliers, threats posed by substitute products, 

new industry entrants, and market rivals.  Kotter (1996) proffered his 

organizational change process theory, which consists of an 8-step model that is 

designed to avoid what are described as the primary reasons why organizations 

fail when trying to transform themselves.  The eight steps of Kotter’s model are: 

1) create a sense of urgency, 2) form a powerful coalition, 3) create a vision, 4) 

communicate a vision, 5) remove obstacles, 6) create short-term wins, 7) build 

on change, and 8) anchor the change in corporate culture.  This model is 

designed to enable organizations to avoid allowing too much complacency, 

failure to create a sufficiently powerful guiding coalition, underestimating the 
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power of vision, under communicating the vision, permitting obstacles to block 

the vision, failing to create short-term wins, declaring victory too soon, and 

neglecting to anchor the changes firmly in the corporate culture. 

Strategic Planning in Higher Education 

The term strategy derives from the Greek word strategos, which means, 

literally, “general of the army.”  Each of the 10 ancient Greek tribes annually 

elected a strategos to head its regiment.  At the battle of Marathon, in 490 BCE, 

the strategos advised the political ruler.  The strategos gave strategic advice 

about managing battles to win wars, rather than tactical advice about managing 

troops to win battles.  In time, the job of the strategos grew to include civil 

magisterial duties as well, largely because of their status as elected officials.  

From these military roots, strategic planning has always focused on the larger 

view of conditions (Blackerby, 1994). 

In the early 1920s, Harvard Business School developed the Harvard policy 

model, one of the first strategic planning methodologies.  This model, developed 

for private business, described strategy as a pattern of purposes and policies 

defining the company and its business.  Along these lines, strategy is the 

common thread or underlying logic that holds a business together.  The firm 

weaves purposes and policies in a pattern that unites company resources, senior 

management, market information, and social obligations.  According to Blackerby 

(1994), “strategies often determine organizational structure and can lead to 

improved economic performance.  As such, strategic planning is less concerned 
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with how to achieve outcomes than with defining what those outcomes should 

be” (p. 1). 

During the late 1950s strategic planning’s focus shifted towards the 

management of risk, industry growth, and market share.  Business referred to 

this approach to strategic planning as the portfolio model.  This, it led to the 

emergence of industrial conglomerates.  Strategic planning in the business 

sector eventually transitioned to the creation of the industrial economics model, 

where strategic decisions derive from analyses of competitive power 

relationships.  In this model, “competitive strategies are dictated by the relative 

power of customers and suppliers, threats posed by substitute products, new 

industry entrants, and market rivals” (Blackerby, 1994, p. 1).  By the 1960s, 

strategic planning had become a standard management tool in virtually every 

Fortune 500 company, and in many smaller companies as well. 

Through the 1970s and mid-1980s strategic planning remained mostly a 

private sector undertaking.  Notions of customers, marketing, industry growth, 

market-share, and risk management were foreign to the public sector.  Overtime, 

state and local governments wrote comprehensive plans that dealt primarily with 

efficiency (e.g., process, how to achieve outcomes), but these were generally 

limited to narrow chains of authority on the organization chart, and with no focus 

on the product.  The work of George Keller, Academic Strategy (1983), has been 

cited by several authors as the impetus for strategic planning in higher education.  

Keller (1983) stated that “academic executives recognize the folly of spending 

large sums of money to compete in the present, but pennies to get ahead of 
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others in the future” (p. 71).  According to Shirley (1988), Academic Strategy 

“directed the attention of academics to the concept of strategic planning, more 

than any other work” (p. 1).  Dooris (2003) noted that by the late 1990s, strategic 

planning had become mainstream in higher education.  Dooris et al. (2004) 

stated that Academic Strategy marked a pivotal shift in colleges and universities 

looking closer at strategic planning.  Morrill (2007) also identified Academic 

Strategy as a reference point for the beginning of strategic planning in higher 

education. 

“More and more colleges and universities are recognizing the need to plan 

strategically to cope with, and succeed in, the modern higher education 

environment” (Shirley, 1988, p. 5).  Migliore (1990) noted that strategic planning 

should be viewed as both a product and a process.  The product is the plan itself 

or objectives, strategies, and both short-term (1-2 years) and long-term (3-5 

years) steps to ensure overall success.  The process dimensions describe how 

one gets there, that is, the collaboration or interaction that takes place in 

developing the plan that clearly defines where the organization intends to be in 

the long term—usually three to five years (Migliore, 1990).  Universities are 

driven to engage in a strategic planning process by a variety of forces.  These 

include: 

(a) a need to compete with the emerging models of higher education while 

keeping the essence of a traditional comprehensive university; (b) a 

decline in government funding, changing student demographics; and (c) 
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an increasing demand for higher education concurrent a decline in 

government funding. (Learner, 1999, para. 3) 

The most effective strategic planning processes, according to Steeples 

(1988), attempt “to match educational programs with the kinds of students an 

institution seeks and the kind of world for which it wishes to prepare them” (p. 

100).  Kotter (1999) described a good planning system, noting that it “should help 

a leader create an intelligent agenda…and should encourage the leader to think 

strategically, to consider both the long and short-term” (p. 169).  He contended 

that the planning system should also “be a flexible tool that executives can use to 

build a network” (Kotter, 1999, p. 169). 

An effective strategic planning process can help a college or university 

facing each of the challenges noted above.  For example, according to Paris 

(2003), the active involvement of stakeholders in the planning process creates 

external advocacy for the organization.  In such instances stakeholders “are 

much more likely to support an educational initiative, such as a new degree 

program or a revamped curriculum, if they have a first-hand role in a well-

designed planning process” (Paris, 2003, p. 7).  Stakeholder involvement 

essentially lays the groundwork for their continuing support and participation. 

Dooris et al. (2004) contended, however, that determining the 

effectiveness of strategic planning in higher education has been challenging, and 

that “a convincing, generalizable empirical study on the efficacy of strategic 

planning on higher education has yet to be published” (p. 9).  They suggested 

that whereas in the business sector there is a focus on profit and data that can 
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be quickly and easily reported on a profit statement, in academia the use of such 

quantitative data is often viewed suspiciously. 

Pros and Cons of Strategic Planning 

Henry Mintzberg (1994) proffered four reasons why organizations must 

carry out formalized (strategic) planning: 1) so that organizations can coordinate 

their activities, 1) as a means of ensuring the future is taken into account, 3) so 

that the organization can be “rational,” and 4) as a means for organizations to 

exercise control.  Other benefits of strategic planning include: 

1. Communicating a clear and inspiring vision, derived from the strategic 

planning process, may help win commitment of both internal and external 

constituents. 

2. A good plan can lead to an increase in external financial support, as the 

institution is better able to communicate where it is going and how it 

intends to get there. 

3. Strategic planning brings certainty of intent to the organization, which can 

create confidence that future actions will be consistent with the vision. 

4. Strategic planning can provide a context for resource allocation with a 

reference to the long-term mission or priorities. 

5. Strategic planning can improve an organization’s image and lead to a 

reputation of being innovative and progressive thinking that can attract 

potential student and benefactors (Shirley, 1988). 

John Brian Quinn (1980) noted two additionally disturbing developments 

related to strategic planning activities in addition to it often becoming overly 
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bureaucratic and rigid: the most important strategic decisions are often made 

outside of the formal planning structure, and much of the management literature 

and techniques associated with planning focuses on developing more 

sophisticated models of a system that was not working as was intended in the 

first place.  In other words, Quinn asserted that authors seem to be busy 

developing more elaborate strategic planning models, perhaps because the 

models currently being used are not working; yet, the builders of “new models” 

often make the models more tedious and bureaucratic than the models they are 

intended to replace.  A good strategic planning model should be agile and 

capable of adjusting as needed to changes in the environment. 

Shirley (1988) identified pitfalls of strategic planning, including the inability 

to reach closure on major issues, loss of credibility for failing to address the hard 

topics, and placing an overemphasis on the collection of data.  She noted the 

tendency to quantify these inherently qualitative phenomena, and that such 

planning can become too bureaucratic (e.g., as evidenced by the use of standard 

forms and excessive paperwork).  Additionally, in the non-academic organization 

the hierarchical structure and legal authority that prevails provides an 

atmosphere that is more conducive to drive new initiatives from the top, whereas 

in higher education, its dual governance and loosely coupled structure often lead 

to significant autonomy among subgroups (Birnbaum, 2000a).  Learner (1999) 

noted that colleges and universities are driven to engage in a strategic planning 

process by a variety of forces including the increasing demand for higher 

education concurrent with a decline in government funding, changing student 
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demographics, and a need to compete with the emerging models of higher 

education while keeping the essence of a traditional comprehensive university.  

He also pointed out that a strategic planning process can be helpful to a 

university by creating a framework that allows all constituencies to work together 

towards accomplishing goals, determining direction for the university, and 

reaching its potential.  Having all stakeholders participate in these areas can 

provide competitive advantage.  Birnbaum (2000b) asserted that a problem was 

“that formal planning did not seem to do what its proponents said it should.  

Campuses first tried one approach and then, when it failed, tried another” (p. 73). 

More recently, former President Barack Obama (2010) warned, “Make no 

mistake, our future is on the line.  The nation that out-educates us today is going 

to out-compete us tomorrow. To continue to cede our leadership in education is 

to cede our position in the world” (para. 2).  Thomas Friedman and Michael 

Mandelbaum (2011) also pointed out in their recent book titled, That Used to be 

Us, that “in today’s hyper-connected world, the rewards for countries and 

individuals that can raise their educational achievement levels will be bigger than 

ever, while the penalties for countries and individuals that don’t will be harsher 

than ever” (p. 100); again, pointing to the critical need for effective strategic 

planning in higher education. 

Types of Strategy/Strategic Planning 

According to Chaffee (1985), “the organization is expected continually to 

assess external and internal conditions.  Assessment then leads to adjustments 

in the organization…” (p. 92). Further, Chaffee stated that “…monitoring the 
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environment and making changes are simultaneous and continuous functions in 

the adaptive model” (p. 92).  Chaffee (1985) also stated: 

rather than assuming that the organization must deal with the 

environment, the adaptive model assumes that the organization must 

change with the environment. The adaptive model attempts to take more 

variables and more propensity for change into account than does the 

linear model. (p. 92) 

Ellen Chaffee (1985) identified three models of strategy: (a) linear, (b) 

adaptive, and (c) interpretive.  Linear strategy focuses on planning and implies 

sequential actions.  In the linear strategy approach managers have significant 

capacity to change the organization.  Planning and forecasting are major 

elements of linear strategy.  In adaptive strategy continual assessment of the 

environment is expected, and adjustments are made according to newly 

identified conditions.  The adaptive strategy model assumes that the organization 

and the environment are more open to each other than in the linear model.  

Additionally, the environment is viewed as more dynamic in the adaptive model.  

The adaptive model does not attempt to change the organization to match the 

environment, but rather the model attempts to change the environment.  In the 

interpretive model, strategy: 

might be defined as orienting metaphors or frames of reference that allow 

the organization and its environment to be understood by organizational 

stakeholders.  On this basis, stakeholders are motivated to believe and to 
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act in ways that are expected to produce favorable results for the 

organization. (Chaffee, 1985, p. 93) 

Other schools of strategic planning include the basic or SWOT model, the Ansoff 

model, the Steiner model, and the business strategy model. 

The basic (Core Design School) or SWOT model of strategic 

planning.  One single set of concepts underlies virtually all strategic planning.  

Formally referred to as the design school model, but more commonly known as 

the SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) model, the basic 

ideas of this model can be traced back to Philip Selznick’s writings in his book 

titled, Leadership in Administration written in 1957” (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 36).  

This model of strategic planning is based on the belief that strategy formation is 

built on a process of conception—the use of a few basic ideas to design strategy, 

the most essential of which is congruence or “fit” between external and 

organizational factors.  As such, strategy is created at the intersection of an 

external appraisal of the threats and opportunities facing an organization in its 

environment, considered in terms of key factors for success, and an internal 

appraisal of the strengths and weaknesses of the organization itself, distilled into 

a set of distinctive competencies.  Outside opportunities are exploited by inside 

strengths, while threats are avoided and weaknesses circumvented (Mintzberg, 

1994). 

The Ansoff model.  H. Igor Ansoff’s (1988) book, The New Corporate 

Strategy, is considered a major publication in strategic management literature as 

it relates to the business strategy model.  Ansoff (1988) subtitled his book, An 
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Analytical Approach to Business Policy for Growth and Expansion.  The two 

essential concepts of the model are the gap analysis and synergy.  The gap 

analysis steps are designed to make clear the difference between where the 

organization is currently, and its objectives.  The measurement of synergy is 

often called the assessment of the organization’s strengths and weaknesses.  In 

contrast with other models that take a check-off list approach in terms of 

identifying important ingredients of the strategic planning process, Ansoff’s 

approach gives these items a logical relationship, structures the internal analysis 

within each, and provides an overall methodology.  Steps involved in the Ansoff 

model are first to decide whether or not to diversity the firm, second to choose a 

broad product-market scope, and third to refine that scope.  Ansoff’s book was 

reissued in 1988 and titled, The New Corporate Strategy. 

The Steiner model.  The Steiner model for strategic planning is very 

similar to the design school (i.e., SWOT Model) “except for the breakdown of 

steps that follow implementation” (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 47).  Additionally, the 

Steiner model is not as developed as the Ansoff model, and at the same time is 

more conventional (Mintzberg, 1994). 

The business strategy model.  There are inherent differences between 

the business strategy model and strategic planning models in higher education 

(Learner, 1999).  Some of these differences include: 

• Time frame: In the business world, the strategic planning model time 

frame is 2-3 years; in higher education it is generally five or more years. 
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• Consensus: The business model is generally top down, although it is still 

necessary to get the support and involvement of people in the company.  

In a college or university, faculty can’t be directed in the same way as 

employees in a company, because centralized power at universities is not 

very strong. 

• Value system: Businesses are focused on earning profits, while 

universities focus on educating people, and these differences may require 

the use of different strategic planning approaches. 

• Customers: Customers for a business may be more clearly defined than 

for a university. 

• Context: Change is especially difficult to accept at universities because, by 

nature, universities are about preservation. 

Thus, when facilitating strategic planning in colleges and universities, the 

business strategy approach to strategic planning should be adjusted to better 

meet the requirements for HEIs in order to account for inherent differences 

between businesses and HEIs (Learner, 1999). 

Williams (2009) conducted a similar study on strategic planning in 

selected HEIs in Illinois and used a mixed-method research design.  She found 

that using surveys and interviews provided quantitative knowledge driven by 

facts, and qualitative insights on the participant’s perceptions about their strategic 

planning process.  Figure 3 below graphically depicts what could be referred to 

as a traditional, generic strategic planning model. 
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Figure 3.  A typical strategic planning model. 

Continuous Improvement and Strategic Planning 

 As noted by Lewis and Smith (1994), the dimensions of an organization’s 

culture provide the basic assumptions and attitudes on which the members of the 

organization operate.  These dimensions include roles, systems, behaviors, and 

other factors.  Seymore and Associates (1996) pointed out that institutions that 

learn and continue learning, gain knowledge through each learning cycle and 

can, in time, transform themselves into high performing organizations.  

Organizational culture, organizational learning, and continuous improvement can 

individually or collectively impact an institution’s progress toward its strategic 

goals. 

 Massy (2009) argued that HEIs should systematically address continually 

improving teaching and learning processes, as well as institutions’ administrative 

processes.  He maintained that the issue is not whether instructors are working 

hard, but rather whether they are addressing learning productivity in a useful 

manner.  Massy suggested that HEIs should have a program in place that 

continually analyzes and strives to improve teaching and learning.  Massy’s ideas 

seem to suggest that HEIs should maintain a program of continuous 

improvement.  Identifying program funding priorities is typically an element of an 

institution’s strategic planning process. 

Environmental 
Scan Strategic Plan Action Plan Goals
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Organizational Culture 

Organizational culture is described by Deal and Kennedy (1982) as, “the 

way we do things around here” (p. 4).  Schein (1992) described organizational 

culture as: 

A pattern of shared basic assumptions that was learned by a group as it 

solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration that has 

worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to 

new members as the correct way you perceive, think, and feel in relation 

to those problems. (p. 2) 

It is also noted that the culture of an organization can impact how it develops its 

strategic plan, who is involved in the process, and how the plan is implemented. 

Organizational Learning 

Argyris and Schön (1978) described two types of organizational learning: 

single-loop and double-loop.  Single-loop learning is like a thermostat that learns 

when it is too hot or too cold and turns the heat on or off.  The thermostat can 

perform this task because it can receive information (the temperature of the 

room) and take corrective action.  Double-loop learning occurs when an error is 

detected and corrected in ways that involve the modification of an organization’s 

underlying norms, policies, and objectives.  Fiol and Lyles (1985) defined 

organizational learning as “the process of improving actions through better 

knowledge and understanding“ (p. 803). 

Peter Senge (2006), in his book, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice 

of the Learning Organization, described a learning organization as one in which 
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“people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, 

where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective 

aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to learn together” 

(p. 3).  Senge added that systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models, 

building a shared vision, and team learning converge to innovate learning 

organizations. 

Continuous Process Improvement 

The literature suggests that continuous process improvement should be 

an integral component of the strategic planning process.  According to an article 

in The Pennsylvania State University’s, Innovations Insights, “continuous quality 

improvement tools and processes provide strategies for management of change 

and a framework for effective strategic planning” (para. 3). Along these lines, 

Kahn (2011) pointed out that one of the changes seen in planning today is “how 

accountability, assessment, and continuous improvement have become 

integrated in planning efforts” (p. 6).  There has been demonstrably more 

attention on accountability and assessment in the related research literature 

however, than on continuous improvement.  According to the ASQ (2018) 

continuous improvement is an ongoing effort to improve products, processes, or 

services.  Dew and Nearing McGowan (2004) stated that, “the perspective that 

continuous improvement brings to strategic planning is the need for a clearly 

defined process for strategic planning to which the institution adheres with some 

constancy of purpose while, improving the process over time” (p. 77).  Several 

programs promote the use of continuous improvement, such as Florida Sterling 
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Council and the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award.  Higher education 

accreditation associations also promote the use of continuous improvement in 

public HEIs.  Table 2 below provides a comparison of several entities that 

promote continuous improvement. 
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Table 2 

Comparison of Several Programs/Organizations That Promote Continuous 

(Process) Improvement in HEIs 

Academic 
Quality 

Improvement 
Program (AQIP) 

Categories 

Academic 
Quality 

Improvement 
Program 

(AQIP) Criteria 

Florida 
Sterling 
Council 

State 
Department of 

Education 
Continuous 

Improvement 
Model 

Regional 
Accreditation 
Associations 

Commission on 
Colleges Core 
Requirements 

Leading and 
communicating 

Building 
collaborative 
relationships 

Mission and 
integrity 

Leadership  Degree granting 
authority 

Governed by a 
board of at least 

five members 
Chief Executive 

Officer 
Sufficient 

financial and 
physical 

resources 

Planning 
continuous 

improvement 

Preparing for 
the future 

Strategic 
planning 

“Plan” Clearly defined 
mission 
Quality 

enhancement 
plan (required 

only after 
institution 

receives its first 
reaffirmation 

review) 

Helping students 
learn 

Understanding 
students’ and 

other 
stakeholders’ 

needs 

Engagement 
and service 

Customer 
focus 

 Adequate 
student support 

services 

(continued) 
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Table 2.  Comparison of Several Programs/Organizations That Promote 

Continuous (Process) Improvement in HEIs (continued) 

Academic 
Quality 

Improvement 
Program 
(AQIP) 

Categories 

Academic 
Quality 

Improvement 
Program 
(AQIP) 
Criteria 

Florida 
Sterling 
Council 

State 
Department of 

Education 
Continuous 

Improvement 
Model 

Regional 
Accreditation 
Associations 

Commission on 
Colleges Core 
Requirements 

Measuring 
effectiveness 

Student 
learning and 

effective 
teaching 

Measurement, 
analysis, and 
knowledge 

management 

“Check” Institutional 
effectiveness 

program 

Valuing people  Workforce 
focus 

 Qualified faculty 

Supporting 
institutional 
operations 

Accomplishing 
other distinctive 

objectives 

Acquisition, 
discovery, 

and 
application of 

knowledge 

Operations 
focus 

“Do” 
“Act” 

Continuously 
operational 

Meets 
educational 

program 
requirements 

(length, content, 
general 

education, 
course work for 

degree) 
Adequate 
learning 

resources 

  Results   

 

 Many universities have specific programs for continuous improvement.  

The Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System (2006) maintained 

that there are numerous opportunities for process improvement, both in 

administrative and academic processes, in HEIs.  Further, it pointed out that 

institutions could consider the traditional administrative processes such as hiring, 
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as well as academic processes (e.g., course development, curriculum revision, 

and advising) targets for process improvement.  Cornell University has a 

Continuous Improvement for Excellence Program to provide the university a 

systematic methodology that provides tools to help enhance existing programs 

and processes, improve effectiveness, foster a collaborative work environment, 

and tap the expertise of employees (Cornell University, 2018). 

Goal Setting Theory 

Edwin A. Locke introduced goal setting theory in the 1960s.  Locke’s first 

article on goal setting theory was, “Toward a Theory of Task Motivation and 

Incentives,” which was published in 1968.  This article laid the foundation for goal 

setting theory and established the positive relationship that exists between 

clearly identified goals, performance, and incentives. In terms of goal setting 

theory and strategic decision-making, Locke (1968) argued that conscious ideas 

regulate a person’s actions and that hard goals result in higher levels of 

performance.  Goal setting involves clearly stating what is expected, setting 

objectives, and creating a plan of action on how to attain goals. It also implies 

that setting specific goals can generate higher levels of performance than having 

more general goals.  According to Blackerby (1994), strategic decisions derive 

from analyses of competitive power relationships.  According to Osland et al. 

(2007) “goal setting involves setting a clear objective and ensuring that every 

participant is aware of what is expected of him or her, if the objective is to be 

achieved” (p. 109).  Additionally, competitive strategies are dictated by the 
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relative power of customers and suppliers, threats posed by substitute products, 

new industry entrants, and market rivals. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided a review of literature related to state funding for 

higher education, emerging higher education sectors, and the undergraduate 

graduation rate.  The chapter also addressed strategic planning, organizational 

change theory, organizational learning theory, and goal setting theory.  The next 

chapter presents a detailed description of the study’s research methodology and 

design. 

 



 47 

III. METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to examine the strategic plans and strategic 

planning processes at four public HEIs in the State of Florida.  The researcher 

reviewed the perceptions of the participants at each of the selected study 

institutions regarding strategic planning processes, including their beliefs with 

regard to process improvement as a component of the strategic planning 

process.  Perceived facilitators and detractors of strategic planning and its 

implementation were also examined.  Finally, the researcher sought to design an 

improved model for strategic planning in higher education that takes continuous 

process into consideration as a basic component of the approach to planning. 

Research Design 

For the purposes of this study the researcher used a qualitative research 

design, employing a grounded theory approach.  Qualitative research is a 

method used to understand how people make sense of their world and their 

experiences (Merriam, 2009).  Creswell (2012) listed six characteristics of the 

qualitative research process; 1) explores a problem, 2) the literature review plays 

a minor role, 3) keeps the purpose and research questions general in nature, 4) 

gathers data in the form of words, 5) looks for descriptive themes in the data, and 

6) results in a written report that uses flexible structures and evaluative criteria.  

Each of these characteristics can be found in the design employed in this study. 
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Grounded theory research methodology guided the study.  Merriam (2009) 

stated that grounded theory “was introduced by Glaser and Strauss in 1967” and 

that in grounded theory “the researcher assumes an inductive stance and strives 

to derive meaning for the data” (p. 29).  Creswell (2012) defined grounded theory 

as “a qualitative research design in which the inquirer generates a general 

explanation (i.e., a theory) of a process, an action, or an interaction shaped by 

the views of a large number of participants” (p. 83). 

Site and Sample Population 

A purposeful selection of four sites and population of individuals were 

used in this study.  Pseudonyms were used to protect the names of the 

participating institutions.  The researcher obtained letters of cooperation from the 

four participating institutions (see Appendix B) and IRB approval prior to 

beginning the study (see Appendix A). 

Site Selection. 

Institution A. Institution A (IA) was established in 1887 and has an 

enrollment of nearly 10,000 students from the U.S. and more than 70 countries.  

IA has a Basic Carnegie Classification of doctoral research university.  IA: 

provides a student-centered environment consistent with its core values.  

The faculty is committed to educating students at the undergraduate, 

graduate, doctoral and professional levels, preparing graduates to apply 

their knowledge, critical thinking skills and creativity in their service to 

society.  Its distinction as a doctoral/research institution will continue to 

provide mechanisms to address emerging issues through local and global 
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partnerships.  Expanding upon the University’s land-grant status, it will 

enhance the lives of constituents through innovative research, engaging 

cooperative extension, and public service…. (IA Strategic Plan, 2010–

2020, p. 3) 

Institution B.  Institution B (IB) opened in 1972 with 5,667 students, which 

was the largest opening enrollment in U.S. collegiate history.  The university’s 

current student enrollment is nearly 50,000, which places IB among the 25 

largest universities in the nation.  The university is classified as a high research 

activity research university by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching.  IB is ranked number one in the nation in awarding bachelor’s and 

master’s degrees to Hispanic students (IB Rating and Facts, 2013).  The IB 

mission statement reads as follows; IB is “an urban, multi-campus, public 

research university serving its students and the diverse population.  We are 

committed to high-quality teaching, state-of-the-art research and creative activity, 

and collaborative engagement with our local and global communities” (IB 

Strategic Plan, 2015–2020, p. 17). 

Institution C.  Institution C (IC) was founded in 1851 and began operating 

in 1857.  It is one of the largest and oldest of the 12 institutions of higher learning 

in the State University System in Florida.  IC’s current population of 

approximately 41,000 students and according to its strategic plan is “dedicated to 

excellence in teaching, research, creative endeavors, and service” (2008-2009 to 

2013-2014, p. 6).  The university is classified as a very high research activity 
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research university by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching.  IC’s mission statement reads that it: 

preserves, expands, and disseminates knowledge in the sciences, 

technology, arts, humanities, and professions, while embracing a 

philosophy of learning strongly rooted in the traditions of the liberal arts.  

The university is dedicated to excellence in teaching, research, creative 

endeavors, and service.  The university strives to instill the strength, skill, 

and character essential for lifelong learning, personal responsibility, and 

sustained achievement within a community that fosters free inquiry and 

embraces diversity. (IC Strategic Plan, 2017–2022, p. 6) 

Institution D.  Institution D (ID) was founded in 1963 and is the second-

largest university in the nation.  ID provides educational opportunities to more 

than 63,000 students and has a high research activity research university 

Carnegie Classification. 

[ID] is a public, multi-campus research university, whose mission is to offer 

opportunities for high-quality undergraduate, graduate, and continuing 

education.  It pursues international prominence in key programs of 

graduate study and research and provides global focus to curriculum and 

research programs.  The University strives to become more inclusive and 

diverse and affords services that enhance the intellectual, cultural, 

environmental, and economic development of….[ID’s] charge (mission) 

states that the university will become the recognized leader among 21st 

century universities whose transformational impact is measured by 
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[selected] five…year objectives…and recognized to be America’s leading 

partnership university and continues to develop systematically and engage 

in programs that are responsive to the needs of the local, state, national, 

and global communities (ID Strategic Plan 2016–2021, p. 8). 

The selected universities were chosen because they represent a cross 

view of the State of Florida’s public universities and were geographically located 

in different segments of the state.  Geographically, IA and IC are located in the 

northern region of the state, ID is located in the central region of the state, and IB 

sits in the state’s southern region.  In summary, IA has a Basic Carnegie 

Classification of doctoral research university and a student enrollment of nearly 

10,000 students.  IB is classified as a high research activity research university 

by the Carnegie Foundation and the university’s current student enrollment is 

approximately 50,000.  IC is classified as a very high research activity research 

university by the Carnegie Foundation and has a current student population 

roughly 41,000.  ID enrolls approximately 63,000 students and has a high 

research activity research university Basic Carnegie Classification. 

Sample Population.  The study participants were purposively selected, 

based on their role in either the 2007-2014 or the 2015-2022 strategic planning 

processes or plan implementation. 

Data Collection 

The document review process was used to examine, compare, and 

contrast strategic plans at the four, selected HEIs.  A researcher-developed 

interview protocol was used to determine the study participants’ perceptions of 
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the selected institution’s strategic planning processes in terms of perceived 

facilitators and detractors during the plan development and implementation 

processes.  In addition, document analysis was used to determine the extent to 

which process improvement was emphasized as an area of institutional strategic 

planning. 

A pilot study was conducted to test the validity of the interview protocol 

and methodology at a HEI selected in the southeastern region of the U.S that 

was not included in this study.  Results of the pilot were used to revise the 

interview protocol.  The pilot study led to the deletion of one of this study’s initial 

questions and the re-wording of six other questions in the protocol used in this 

study. 

This study involved the collection of qualitative, limited quantitative data, 

and information from several sources.  Qualitative data collection sources 

included electronic copies of the selected universities’ strategic plans, related 

work plans, institutional performance reports, transcripts of interviews with 

selected participants, as well as field notes.  Quantitative data were collected 

from university fact books and annual performance data reports.  The data 

collection was conducted in three phases: 1) gathering documents available 

through the participating universities’ and the State University System’s websites, 

2) conducting face-to-face interviews, and 3) acquiring additional documents in 

conjunction with the interviews.  The period of time covering the documents in 

this study encompassed two planning cycles for the institutions, addressing 

strategic plans from 2007 through 2022.  The types of documents used in this 
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study included strategic plans and plan updates, strategic planning committee 

minutes, annual work plan reports, state performance and accountability reports, 

and interview transcriptions.  A list of the documents reviewed during this study, 

by university, is shown in Appendix C.  Most of the documents were available 

either on the state or universities’ websites.  Items collected from individuals at a 

university were logged on a researcher developed document source control table 

(see Appendix D) for accountability and document control. 

The researcher-developed interview protocol (see Appendix E) was the 

instrument used to query the purposively selected participants in this study.  The 

questions in the protocol were designed to solicit deep, rich, and detailed 

information relative to the study’s research questions.  Only with the consent of 

the participants did the researcher audio record the interview sessions.  Audio 

recordings were transcribed by a vendor made available through the NVivo 

software.  Each interviewee signed a consent form (see Appendix F).  

Responses to what the interviewees believed to be facilitators for carrying the 

strategic plan were recorded to capture the respondents’ comments regarding 

perceived facilitators and detractors to the strategic planning process and its 

implementation. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis including qualitative content analysis, and where 

appropriate, quantitative descriptive analysis of the strategic plans, other related 

documents, and the strategic planning processes reported by interviewees at the 

four selected public institutions. 
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The strategic plans and processes were analyzed in relationship to 

emphasis on: (1) state funding, (2) competition from emerging higher education 

sectors, and (3) undergraduate degree completion.  During this study, 58 

documents were reviewed and 31 interviews were conducted.  In order to 

complete the study analyses, the researcher used Microsoft Office Suite for word 

searches, Adobe ExportPDF to convert pdf files into Microsoft Word format, and 

NVivo for Windows to conduct content analyses.  The researcher entered the 

documents used in this study into NVivo and then performed selected queries to 

identify key word indicators, carryout content analysis, and develop conclusions.  

There were 24 key word indicators in the initial list of categories associated with 

the research questions. 

This study included a content analysis, using NVivo software, of each 

institution’s existing strategic plan covering the period 2007 to 2022.  The annual 

work plans for each of the institutions for the years 2012-2013, 2013-2014, and 

2014-2015 were also content analyzed.  Additionally, each university’s fact 

books, annual accountability reports, and strategic planning meeting minutes for 

the time period covered by this study were analyzed using NVivo. 

NVivo is one of several computer assisted qualitative data analysis 

software (CAQDAS) tools designed to help manage, shape, and make sense of 

unstructured information (Fielding & Lee, 1991).  Table 3 below shows an 

example of source documents stored in NVivo.  
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Table 3 

Example of Source Document Stored in NVivo 

Source Name Nodes References Created On Created By 

Institution A Accountability 
pdfReport_2013-2014 FINAL_2015-
01-14 

0 0 6/29/2015 
4:09 PM 

SEF 

Institution A Work Plan pdf Report-
2014-15_FINAL 

9 57 6/29/2015 
3:22 PM 

SEF 

Institution A Accountability pdf 
Report-2011-2012_FINAL 

0 0 6/29/2015 
4:06 PM 

SEF 

Institution A Accountability pdf 
Report-2012-13_FINAL 

1 1 6/29/2015 
4:08 PM 

SEF 

Institution A Strategic Plan 2010-
2020 -pdf- Approved Updated 7-28-
10 

17 98 6/29/2015 
3:03 PM 

SEF 

Institution A Work Plan pdf Report- 
2012-13_FINAL 

7 31 6/29/2015 
3:20 PM 

SEF 

Institution A Work Plan pdf Report-
2013-14 _FINAL 

10 33 6/29/2015 
3:18 PM 

SEF 

Institution B Accountability Report 
pdf - 2012-2013_Annual_Report 

0 0 6/29/2015 
4:32 PM 

SEF 

Institution B Accountability Report 
pdf -2011-2012_FINAL 

0 0 6/29/2015 
4:24 PM 

SEF 

Institution B Accountability Report 
pdf -2013-2014_FINAL 

0 0 6/29/2015 
4:25 PM 

SEF 

Institution B Strategic Plan pdf 
2001-2010 

3 15 2/10/2016 
10:32 AM 

SEF 

Institution B Strategic Plan pdf 
2010-2015_WorldsAhead 

11 80 6/29/2015 
4:18 PM 

SEF 

Institution B Work Plan Report pdf -
2013-14_FINAL 

11 32 6/29/2015 
4:20 PM 

SEF 
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The researcher used open coding to identify broad themes in the text 

relevant to the research questions.  The researcher coded these themes as the 

categories of analysis and employed the constant comparative method (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967) to compare and add to the list of emerging broad categories.  

These categories are identified in the NVivo software as nodes.  Once identified 

as a node, the researcher was able to run queries of the nodes, sorting for 

themes, such as how often the node appeared in a document or series of 

documents, how the node was used, and where the node appeared in the 

documents.  As additional document information was gathered, including 

interview transcripts and field notes, data were entered into the NVivo software 

and queried.  Using open coding, the initial list of themes became the categories 

for this study. 

While reviewing the selected documents, the researcher identified 24 key 

word indicators directly related to the study’s research questions.  Once the list of 

key word indicators was created, queries were conducted to uncover the 

frequency and use of each key term in the documents.  After analyzing the 

meaning, (i.e., how the terms were used), those with similar “meanings” were 

grouped creating a smaller group of axial-coded terms. Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) define axial coding as “a set of procedures whereby data are put back 

together in new ways after open coding, by making connections between 

categories.  This is done by using a coding paradigm involving conditions, 

context, action/interactional strategies and consequences" (p. 96).  The full list of 

these terms, the number of “relevant” times the term was used, the number of 
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sources in which the relevantly used term was found, and the corresponding 

axial grouping is shown in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Key Word Indicators and Axial Coding Categories 

Key Word Indicators # of “Relevant” Uses # of Sources Axial Categories 

Graduation Rate 57 14 Graduation 

Retention Rate 57 14 Graduation 

Success 0 0 Graduation 

Budget 13 8 Funding 

Budget Reduction 10 4 Funding 

Financial 23 11 Funding 

Funding 107 8 Funding 

Performance Based 11 3 Funding 

Revenue 39 13 Funding 

State Supported 5 1 Funding 

Colleges 21 7 Competition 

Competitiveness 14 7 Competition 

Distance Learning 18 9 Competition 

eLearning 0 0 Competition 

Emerging 11 3 Competition 

Global-International 51 12 Competition 

Private 0 0 Competition 

Continuous 
Improvement 

8 5 Improvement 

Davis Productivity 1 1 Improvement 

(continued)   
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Table 4.  Key Word Indicators and Axial Coding Categories (continued) 

Key Word Indicators # of “Relevant” Uses # of Sources Axial Categories 

Efficiency 40 14 Improvement 

Enhance 149 16 Improvement 

Improvement 97 14 Improvement 

Increase 114 10 Improvement 

Process 26 9 Improvement 

 

A criteria (see Appendix G) for determining which uses of a key word 

indicator (term) would be considered “relevant” for this study was created by the 

researcher to reduce subjectivity in the analysis.  Additionally, once a query was 

conducted in NVivo, the researcher conducted the same query using Microsoft 

Word to validate the NVivo data and information.  The results of these two 

queries were recorded in a source query validation matrix.  A sample of the 

source query validation matrix is shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Sample Source Query Validation Matrix 

Source 
Document 

Key Term 
(Node) 

# of 
References-

Microsoft 

# of 
References-

NVivo 

Statement 
(same/different) 

Institution A 
2010-2020 
SP 

Graduation 
Rate 

5 5 Same 

 Competition 1 1 Same 

 Funding 6 6 Same 

 Process 16 16 Same 

 Budget 6 6 Same 

Institution A 
2012-2013 
WP 

Graduation 
Rate 

11 11 Same 

 Competition 5 5 Same 

 Funding 4 4 Same 

 Process   Same 

 Budget 3 3 Same 

 

Keeping a record of the different query results enabled the researcher to 

compare and validate word search results.  This was an important step that 

identified some discrepancies between the NVivo and Microsoft Word search 

results.  This difference was pointed out to the NVivo Support Team, which noted 

that perhaps NVivo was not reading the researcher’s word documents correctly 

and that converting the documents to portable document format (pdf) might 

produce better results.  Source documents were then converted into pdf format 

and loaded into NVivo.  The queries for the key terms were rerun in NVivo and 
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Microsoft Word.  This time there were no discrepancies and the results using the 

two systems were identical, showing the same frequency and use for each term. 

NVivo enabled the researcher to search for a term in multiple documents, 

determine the frequency of use, and how the term was used, simultaneously.  A 

word tree is one graphical output available in NVivo that can depict the 

relationship of the key term being queried and the sentences or phrases 

connected to the term.  This graphic provides a simple glance at how the term is 

being used in the document.  The word tree sample below shows the context in 

which the term “graduation” was used (see Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4.  An example of a word tree from NVivo. 

The researcher used the constant comparative method developed by 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) to analyze each new document in relationship to the 

emerging open coded categories (e.g., graduation).  The researcher sought to 

retain the language of the participant whenever possible.  Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) described open coding as “the process of breaking down, examining, 

comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data" (p. 61). 



 61 

After reviewing and coding all documents, including interview transcripts, 

the researcher revised the list of categories to a smaller group using axial coding 

to extract key summary themes from the original open-coded categories.  

According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), axial coding is “a set of procedures 

whereby data are put back together in new ways after open coding, by making 

connections between categories.  This is done by using a coding paradigm 

involving conditions, context, action/interactional strategies and consequences” 

(p. 96). 

In the final step, a single concept was identified as the selective coding 

category.  Strauss and Corbin (1990) stated that during selective coding “the 

core category is selected and systematically related to the other categories” (p. 

116).  Appendix H provides a graphical representation of the coding sequence 

referred to as the axial coding paradigm. 

During open coding the data and information associated with the initial 

categories were analyzed from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives.  

The quantitative results offered data on the frequency with which the theme or 

category appeared in the documents.  For example, the term “graduation rate” 

was used six times in IA’s strategic plan.  The number six as a value did not 

necessarily define the true value that IA places on graduation rate.  On the other 

hand, assessing the qualitative use of the term provided a view of the meanings 

the institution assigned the term.  Combining both the quantitative and qualitative 

information about the term gave the researcher a deeper and richer 

understanding of the significance of “graduation rate” in the strategic plan, and to 
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the institution. 

Additionally, it must be noted that the analyses in this study were 

conducted by focusing on key terms and their meanings in the documentation.  

For example, when searching for the strategies the university was using to 

address the issue of funding, the search would include key matching terms such 

as “funding,” “funds,” and “funded” in the written strategy.  Hence, although a 

strategy such as “increase communication with the community” could result in the 

university acquiring more funding, this strategy could not be counted as a 

strategy specifically for addressing funding because the written language of the 

strategy did not include the term “funding” or a related key matching term. 

A criteria (see Appendix G) for determining which uses of a term would be 

considered relevant for this study was created by the researcher to reduce 

subjectivity in the analyses.  The criteria helped to reduce subjectivity in 

determining when the use of a key term should, or should not, be considered 

relevant.  This approach provided the researcher a deeper understanding of the 

institution’s meaning for the key term, use, and the context in which the university 

was applying the term.  This resulted in the researcher being able to separate 

“not relevant” uses of the term from uses that were relevant.  For example, the 

words “graduation rate” might appear many times in a strategic plan or work plan.  

Sometime the words might be part of an explanation of a strategy being 

implemented by the institution.  This use and information would be relevant to 

this study.  However, in other instances the words “graduation rate” might be no 

more than part of a heading or title.  This type of use for the words would be 
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considered “not relevant.” 

Once the researcher had an understanding of the meaning and relative 

significance of the open-coding categories, the categories could be organized 

differently and reduced in number by refining the coded items based on the 

meaning, or properties of the terms.  In conducting axial coding, the researcher 

assessed not so much the frequency of use for a term, but rather meaning, or 

use, of the term in context. This process resulted in identifying four axial-coded 

themes.  Creswell (1998) stated that in axial coding, data and information are 

viewed from a different perspective.  The axial-coded themes are aligned to this 

study’s research questions (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5.  Axial-coded themes. 
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Instrumentation 

Interview protocol.  Through the interview protocol (see Appendix E) the 

researcher examined selected individual’s roles, as well as their perceptions 

regarding the nature of their institution’s strategic plan, and the related strategic 

planning process.  Interview questions were open-ended. 

The researcher asked each interviewee the same questions and 

documented the responses both manually and through the use of an audio 

recorder.  All of the material related to the interviews was secured in a locked file 

cabinet and is being stored for five years after study completion, to then be 

destroyed.  Interviews were completed, on average, in 45-60 minutes. 

Focus groups.  Several potential interviewees indicated they preferred 

not to speak in an open forum.  Therefore, focus groups were not used in this 

study as had been planned. 

Reliability and Validity 

The researcher-developed interview protocol was pilot tested at a public 

HEI that was not a participating institution in this study prior to its use in this 

study.  Results of the pilot study were used to make refinements to the 

researcher-developed interview protocol.  To increase validity, NVivo software 

was used to content analyze relevant strategic planning documents.  An external 

vendor was employed to transcribe all audio files in an effort to promote neutrality 

in the process.  Triangulation was used to further corroborate data and 

information gathered. 

  



 65 

Role of the Researcher 

While conducting this study, the researcher worked as a business process 

consultant at a state college within the same region where some the HEIs 

selected for the purposes of this study were located.  Due to the nature of the 

researcher’s work, while there exists the potential for researcher bias, every 

attempt was made to eliminate any researcher bias that could potentially ensue.  

An IRB application was submitted to Florida Atlantic University (FAU) and 

approved, and all required processes and ethical standards were followed (see 

Appendix A). 

IRB Procedures 

 IRB consent and approval was obtained by FAU prior to the 

commencement of data collection (see Appendix A).  Study participants were 

assured that their participation would be kept confidential (see Appendix I). 

Ethics 

 The researcher obtained consent before proceeding with the approved 

interview protocol (see Appendices A and F).  Also, a verbal consent form (see 

Appendix J) was signed by each participant prior to conducting interviews.  

Further, the researcher assured the privacy and protection of each study 

participant by assigning a number to each interviewee, and informing each study 

participant that all information would be held confidential and that no individually 

identifiable information would be reported in the research results (see Appendix 

I).  Study participants were also informed that they could choose not to comment 

or answer questions about which they felt uncomfortable, and/or they could 



 66 

withdraw at any time.  All data were secured on a password-protected computer 

and stored in a locked file cabinet. Only the researcher had access to the data. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter described the research design that was used for the 

purposes of this study, a description of the sites and population, and an 

explanation of how the data were collected and analyzed.  Additionally, the 

chapter explained how reliability and validity were ensured, and described the 

role of the researcher, the IRB procedures that were followed, as well as ethical 

considerations.  This chapter is followed by the findings of this study, and a final 

chapter offering a discussion and the conclusions drawn from the study. 
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IV. FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the strategic plans and strategic 

planning processes at four public HEIs in the southeastern region of the U.S.  

These plans were examined in relationship to: (1) decreased state funding, (2) 

competition from emerging higher education sectors, and (3) undergraduate 

degree completion.  Perceived facilitators and detractors of strategic planning 

and its implementation were also examined.  In addition to the researcher 

examining the perceptions of the participants at each of the selected study 

institutions regarding strategic planning processes, the researcher also examined 

their views on the notion of continuous process improvement as a component of 

the strategic planning process.  Regarding the latter, the researcher aimed to put 

forth a design model of strategic planning for 21st-century HEIs that formally 

incorporates the component of continuous process improvement. 

Over a four-month period, October 2016 through February 2017, the 

researcher conducted 31 interviews with individuals purposively selected based 

on their role in their respective university’s strategic planning processes.  Several 

participants indicated that they preferred individual interviews rather than 

participation in focus group sessions; therefore, planned focus groups were not 

held. 

This chapter is organized by research question.  Key word indicators and 

subsequent axial-coded themes are displayed in Table 4. 
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Research Question 1 

 The first research question addressed in this study was: How does each of 

the selected HEIs’ strategic plans address current challenges of state funding, 

growth of emerging sectors, and undergraduate degree completion? 

State funding.  In response to the interview question, “How was state 

funding addressed in the strategic plan and planning process” during the 

selected time horizon, the response (theme) mentioned most often by the 

interviewees described the direct link of the strategic plan to performance-based 

funding.  This response constituted 50% of the replies.  The next two most 

dominant responses (themes) were enhancing funding efforts, including 

philanthropy mentioned by 35% of respondents, and acquiring more research 

grants as noted in 20% of the interviews. 

Many interviewees spoke of achieving the state’s performance-based 

funding measures as if their goal was securing additional funds, and not just 

better performance.  While discussing the performance measures, several study 

participants actually smiled as they noted that from their perspectives obtaining 

money, and not forfeiting funds because of poor performance, was the objective 

for the faculty and the institution.  At one institution, several people shrugged 

their shoulders and explained that they would have liked to have been able to 

provide input on which measures were selected.  They were not given such an 

opportunity and, therefore, view the measures as “mandates” that they have no 

choice accept to meet the goals.  This left the researcher with the impression that 

for some, “performance” did not seem to be as important as obtaining funding, 



 69 

which for some interviewees (as they stated) was an incorrect order of priorities.  

For the studied institutions’ general revenue charts for the period 2010 through 

2014 see Appendices K through N.  Examples of the interview comments on 

funding include the following: “We are trying to get faculty to write grants for 

funding.  We may offer some incentives for faculty.  We addressed alumni 

funding during the planning process and strategies for increasing alumni 

contribution were included in the plan.” 

There is one strategic priority that deals specifically with fundraising, and 

then the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) is on the committee to make sure 

that there is an understanding of what the strategic priorities are so the 

CFO can help guide the way to make sure there's funding available for the 

strategic priorities that have been set forth. 

“They addressed the issue of funding and included a metric related to research 

funding.  They knew this would be important to faculty.  Another way was to 

focus on minimizing financial impacts on students.” 

There is the recognition as part of our strategic planning process that 

[based on state mandates] tuition is not going to increase anytime in the 

foreseeable future.  We need to become more efficient so that we can use 

the monies we have more effectively.  For the foreseeable future, we will 

continue to be state-assisted…we need to increase our research 

enterprise as a way to increase our access to funds. 

We addressed it in many ways.  But one of the ways was that we 

had a finance committee that was sort of charged with developing where 



 70 

all the fund flow comes from….So I would say that that was one of our 

greatest successes.  But, what we didn't do was talk as much about it in 

the research communities, such as, what other research opportunities 

exist.  We also had a fundraising committee and in light of our preeminent 

program, the idea was to highlight the excellence that is here, to actually 

attract funders.  To attract not only donors, private donors, but also to 

signal to a lot of our federal, state, and local sources that [our university] is 

a good steward of their grants. 

Obviously you can’t rely solely on state funding and looking at other 

sources of funding and ways to encourage philanthropy as well as 

bringing in more research funding through granting, whether it’s through 

the Natural Science Foundation, the National Institute of Health, and/or all 

the other sources of funding. 

I haven’t been part of [the current] discussions, but I would imagine 

that we have talked about maintaining preeminent status and what it takes 

to do that, and very mindful of those metrics.  And we’ve certainly in the 

past few years, well the past eight or nine years, have done strategic 

hiring, sometimes in clusters to try to expand our research portfolio in 

certain areas as well as some of our degree program opportunities for our 

students. 

We very much address funding in our planning.  In fact, we have an 

ongoing fundraising campaign, a capital campaign, and it’s 500 million by, 

I think, 2020, and we are about halfway through our goal.  So some of the 
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initiatives that we have are definitely created to address the fact that—

state support for higher education has decreased over the years….And 

we’re not supposed to be raising tuition.  That’s not what they [the state] 

wants.  So we have to be creative in terms of how we think about 

providing our own funding.  And so, we have different things like increase 

the number of philanthropically-endowed chairs and professorships.  We 

have built a foundation endowment to $175 million, come up with 

increased annual alumni giving donors through scholarships… 

Our institution, for the first time this year along with FGH University 

…has qualified as an emerging preeminent institution.  So part of our 

collective goals by 2020 are to get up to true preeminence status.  

Because I think now it’s only ABC…and DEF…state.  And so we share a 

nice pot of money.  This year we’ve received an additional five million 

based on our emerging preeminence status. 

So one of the things you’ll notice in the plan is that we’ve set a 

high-level goal of finding $100 million in new revenue sources that were 

not paid for by tuition, or taxpayers, or state money, which meant that we 

needed to—that meant it could be expanded research dollars, it could be 

philanthropy, or it could be more entrepreneurial business ventures that 

might benefit the university, and whatever else. 

Undergraduate degree completion.  When asked how graduation rate 

had been addressed during the strategic planning process, 74% of the 

interviewees indicated it was among the key metrics watched closely by their 
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universities and the state.  Another 32% of the study respondents indicated that it 

was a major topic of discussion during the strategic planning process.  For the 

studied institution’s graduation rates for the period 2010 through 2014 see 

Appendices O through R.  Examples of graduation rate interviewee comments, 

by institution, included: 

“Six strategic priorities have been established by our university and the 

first priority deals with student experience and success.  Graduation rate is a 

component of this first priority and there is a specific goal centered around 

graduation rate.” 

“Graduation rate is one of our major metrics.  So it’s actually one of our 

goals to increase our graduation rates.” 

 “There is a specific state measure for graduation rate.  Also, graduation 

rate emerged as an important issue in the information and data gathered through 

the surveys, focus groups, meetings, etc.” 

Student success is one of our four concentration areas.  And it’s not only 

one of the four; it is the first among the four.  And student retention and 

graduation are the two primary metrics for student success.  The process 

and the plan explicitly acknowledge the importance of increasing the 

graduation rate substantially. 

There was a committee called the Student Success Committee that 

was our largest committee.  And that was our largest committee during 

[our special learning] process.  It wasn’t called student success; there 

were probably two or three committees dedicated to just student learning 
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and student outcome, but the way that we addressed it was we had a 

multi-disciplinary type approach where we had faculty who were dealing 

with it on the day-to-day basis in some of the larger departments, like 

English.  We had one of the associate deans who oversaw our math 

department, which had a huge failure rate.  We had the center for the 

advancement of teaching represented.  We had the chair of the faculty 

senate.  And then we had students come in.  So we actually had, at one 

point, 15 different presentations.  So when you think about 15 

presentations over the span of three and a half months, we had a 

presentation almost every week from a different member. 

“Graduation rate is really not specifically graduation rate because, I think, 

we’re looking more broadly at successful graduates or that type of thing.” 

I think that graduation rate is certainly kind of the key metric for 

everyone, so it’s a very big concern.  And, at the graduate level, that may 

translate into time to degree and number of degrees awarded, doctoral 

degrees awarded, and so on.  And so, I think that that is an area that you 

could say is addressed and would’ve been one of the kind of markers that 

all of us would say would be part of a successful university experience. 

“I can’t quote them all to you now, but there were a number of measures in 

the plan that had to do with student success…” 

That is a metric that gets measured/reported every semester.  It 

gets done at the university level.  It gets done at the college level.  It 

probably gets done at the—here in our college it gets done at the 
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department level.  And so our graduate department reports numbers.  Our 

undergraduate department reports their own numbers.  And so it has 

created this metric that has trickled down; it went down like a flood out of a 

damn that broke.  This is going to happen.  We’re going to have this 

measure, and it’s going to be immediate. 

“We have metric leaders for each of the five metrics.  There is a metric 

leader for the student success, which includes retention and the graduation 

rates…” 

We have metrics and many of them are toward becoming a 

preeminent university by getting these metrics met.  So it’s a dominant 

theme as far as the numbers go.  We have five years to become a 

preeminent university, which means more funding for us. 

 Emerging sectors.  The most common responses related to emerging 

sectors, or “competition,” was that the university did not speak of “competition” 

directly during the strategic planning process, or that competition was discussed.  

This view constituted of 43% and 14% of the responses, respectively.  

Interestingly, at one university, 80% of the participants said that their view was on 

partners, rather than competitors.  Examples of interview responses on the 

subject of competition included: 

Competition is addressed indirectly in the plan in several ways.  One way 

is to benchmark ourselves against our “aspirational peers.”  For example, 

if our aspirational peers are providing higher salaries for faculty, I think 

that would mean for us to do the same if we want to compete with them, or 
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be on the same playing field.  Another indirect way we address 

competition is by trying to do well in addressing the state performance-

based funding metrics. The performance-based funding program creates a 

built-in competition among the state universities for funding….We focus on 

what we need to do to have the institution performing at the highest 

optimum level.  If doing that also makes us competitive with others, so be 

it.  Our goal was not to be competitive, however, but to simply be the best. 

So there’s one priority that has to do with kind of student 

experience, so recognizing that we’re competing with other universities for 

top students.  So that’s a competition from the student recruitment 

perspective.  We also have a piece that deals with the faculty.  So we’re 

looking at competition for faculty, as well.  We also have one that deals 

with research, so we also are engaged in competition from the research 

perspective that is—going after research dollars. 

We don’t necessarily compete directly that much.  Many of the 

students who come here wouldn’t be able to afford to go to other 

universities in the region, for example.  So for us, competition really has to 

do with staying competitive with the metrics, the state performance 

metrics… 

I don’t know that we saw [competition] as challenges that were 

anywhere near as significant [as other issues]….I don’t think [competition] 

actually appeared anywhere in the process.  I would say though, 

that…competition was referenced with respect to the performance metrics. 
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So the way that we addressed that was matter-of-factly….I mean 

we acknowledged that [competition] existed….For example, XYZ, we 

modeled.  We actually went up to XYZ institution to visit the provost and 

his staff about how they had started the student success process probably 

a good 10 to 15 years ago…and so we went up to see them and say, 

“Hey, what were your challenges?  How did you do it?”  We found that 

there was actually a fabulous program that they created so that students 

that were going to community college were immediately accepted. 

I think in terms of those specifics, I can’t recall anything about 

competition [or funding].  The truth is, I think that from a competition 

perspective, you might say it shows up in trying to define more clearly who 

we are and where we’re going.  I guess that gives you the ability to 

distinguish yourself from the competition, but we never really ask those 

questions from a competition perspective….We didn’t say, for example, “In 

our state, what makes us different?”  It was never specifically about 

competition.  It was more along the lines of….What are we?  What are our 

strengths and our values that we have? 

We didn’t address that [competition] at all.  We weren’t worried 

about it.  In order to get here for undergraduates, you have to go past 50 

colleges and universities, so our competition is everybody.  And the plan 

doesn’t address that.  That’s just like an operational reality. 

I would say that it [competition] wasn’t a big focus in the plan.  

Clearly, we are always competing with other institutions, but the nature of 



 77 

this institution is that we have a very, very strong focus on our 

undergraduates and their success.  Most of our undergraduate students 

are first-time-in-college.  Our transfer numbers are relatively small 

compared to first-time-in-college.  And most of our students come from at 

least 450 miles away.  They drive past a whole lot of institutions to get 

here.  And because of that, they’re here. 

It [competition] is addressed.  We talk a lot about partnerships.  

With our strategic plan, the partnership notion is huge.  And that’s 

partnerships not only within the community, but that’s partnerships with 

other universities as well.  I think as four-year institutions, many of us have 

this notion of a, we’ll call it direct connect, here.  That is a toxic topic in the 

strategic planning area because it is—I’ll use our college as an example.  

Here at the College of Nursing, we have arrangements with what have 

historically been community colleges that are now trying to put in a lot of 

four-year nursing programs.  Nursing has actually been on the front edge 

of a lot of this competition stuff that—we’ve had to deal with the private 

competition, the competition from other institutions, for a very long time.  

This is nothing new to us, and so we have a little bit, maybe, of a different 

perspective than some of the others….So there’s a lot of competition out 

there, but we have not, I don’t think, addressed the big competition which 

is the MOOCs [Massive Open Online Courses] and how that’s going to 

change the dynamics of our world. 
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We actually partner with all of our state colleges here because 

we’re too damned big now, and we don’t want to get any bigger, so we 

either [partner with] them, or they take our students for the first two years 

and we bring them in here, kind of start year three with them….So locally, 

it’s just not a problem.  We all agree that these state colleges aren’t going 

to get the four-year degrees that we're already doing.  They’ll go do 

something we’re not doing.  It’s worked out well so far but it’s all 

new….But competing for faculty and staff, you win some, you lose some. 

 …we don’t frame it that way, and we didn’t frame it that way 

because that’s really not who we are as an institution.  We are 

collaborative, and yes, if you want to talk about, “Do we go after some of 

the same students as other universities in the state university system?”  Of 

course we do.  But we don’t look at them as competitors.  We look at them 

as partners, or if we’re not already working with them, potential partners.  

And so we have a consortium of metropolitan research 

universities…working together.  Also, if you look at the high-tech 

corridor…we are involved in that even along with some others.  So in our 

plan, it’s not a spirit of competition, it’s a spirit of true, authentic 

collaboration.  We also have an alliance with [several] public universities 

from across the nation and this is a partnership.  Each region of the nation 

is represented.  And these are some of the largest public universities in 

the nation.  Together we serve over 300,000 students, and we’re working 
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to get—the same top students; but that doesn’t preclude us from working 

together. 

One respondent, ID-1, was particularly vocal on the subject of competition.  

Some of the themes he presented are summarized above.  Below are a few 

more detailed excerpts from his response: 

That is a toxic [laughter] topic in the strategic planning area because it is—

I’ll use our college as an example.  Here at the College of Nursing, we 

have arrangements with what have historically been community colleges 

that are now trying to put in a lot of four-year nursing programs.  Nursing 

has actually been on the front edge of a lot of this competition stuff that—

we’ve had to deal with the private competition, the competition from other 

institutions, for a very long time.  This is nothing new to us, and so we 

have a little bit, maybe, of a different perspective than some of the others.  

But we’ve had arrangements, this direct-connect kind of arrangement, 

where students would do their first two years at a community college, and 

they would come here and finish their last two years here at [this 

institution] in nursing.  And what we found was that we had students who 

started [here and] did their first two years here, were very good students, 

but when we have to try to compare [these] students to students at 

community colleges, it was very difficult to do that.  But the students at the 

community college had been promised positions at [our university], and 

that became a little bit of a difficulty.  So when we look at what’s going on 

with the four-year institutions, I think we look at it with a little bit of a mixed 
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blessing, in that it provides us the ability to continue to foster growth and 

reward good students at our university, especially when there’s limited 

numbers of upper-division slots….I'll be blunt….I believe that our president 

has a diamond-in-the-rough philosophy when it comes to community 

colleges and some of the other institutions that feed to our institution.  He 

has openly said this, where he’ll pull out a couple of examples, what I call 

state of the union examples, where you have the state of the union when 

you’re talking about policy for the entire United States.  Then you have 

John and Jane Doe up in the gallery.  And it’s a great story, but health 

policy and other policies are not set on two people or individuals.  He’ll talk 

about the diamond in the rough, about how, “Oh, this student, who 

probably couldn’t have gotten into [our university], got into [a local 

community college], and then [the student] ended up being this awesome 

student that we were able to get....“And look what great things she’s done 

now.”  And I’m like, “That’s one.  Why do we have this giant policy that 

forces us to deal with all these students because there’s one diamond in 

the rough?”….Then he’s willing to deal with the volume because he wants 

to catch the diamond in the rough.  There are a lot of us who come from 

other institutions who had a philosophy of, “We’re really going to put some 

tight restrictions on the entry process.”  Because we want to make sure 

that when we bring someone in and start committing resources of this 

institution to their learning that we’re dealing with people who are going to 

be good learners, and they’re going to be productive, and they’re going to 
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be able to be successful and move forward.  And so I think that that’s an 

element that we have to do.  So competition is there, competition is 

happening, that’s not going to go away.  And so the strategic plan that we 

have here...had to do a lot with leveraging our volume to take advantage 

of those resources.  We are big, so we have an economy of scale, so we 

can do things that other universities can’t do, even the University of 

Phoenix and some of the others, can’t do.  So we, on our strategic plan, 

leverage the strengths of [the university], whether that’s faculty, whether 

that’s online resources, whether that’s connections with the community, to 

create an environment [that] offers something that people want to do.  And 

when you do that, good people come your way.  The bottom line is this; 

Harvard doesn’t have any trouble getting people.  Yale, Stanford, Duke, 

Vandy, they’re turning away 95, 98% of the people who apply to those 

institutions.  And so they’re not huge, they’re not massive; they’re not an 

economy of scale.  What they are is, they’re good at what they do, the 

world knows they’re good at what they do, and if you want to be good at it, 

then you know you go there. 

Education is going to continue to change.  I actually think the 

biggest changer of education that we are going to have to deal with….is 

the free, online education, those MOOCs, Udacity, Coursera, there’s 

others, a couple of others.  But just an example.  There’s some really good 

opportunities out there.  And there’s this notion that if there’s an individual, 

a faculty member, who teaches content that, say, is not that dramatically 
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changing, and even if it’s dramatically changing, it just has to be re-

recorded.  But from a financial perspective—let’s just take statistics.  I 

teach statistics.  Statistics don’t change that much.  Math doesn’t change 

that much.  Math is math.  One plus one equals two.  It’s going to be that 

way for forever.  If we have a really, really, really, really good teacher, 

someone who teaches the content exceptionally well in an online 

environment, where you have online learning modules that are self-paced 

and self-done, then the trick is, how do you deal with the grading and 

evaluation and the validation that the person who is getting the certificate 

of completion is actually the individual who did the work?  That’s the 

hurdle we really have to jump.  Then who’s to say that they didn’t get a 

better statistics education with that online course, with that great teacher, 

and those great resources, than they did sitting in a class with me?  And I 

think that’s going to be one of our biggest challenges is this notion of how 

do we deal with the MOOCs, especially as technology changes?  We’ve 

got a world that still is not fully digital.  And when you look at what’s going 

on in India.  India is a great example of how the world is changing, where 

you’ve got a country of a billion people who’s beginning to go more digital.  

What are we going to do when these people have the ability to take online 

classes and not leave India?  And not leave India, not leave China, not 

leave wherever.  They’re just going to be able to do this on a regular 

basis.  That is an untapped market, if you will, that we create.  But now, if 

they’re going to be getting a lot of free, solid education, it really is going to 
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do a lot of transformation for what we do in higher ed.  We’re going to 

have to ask ourselves, “What do people really need college degrees to 

do?”  And that’s going to be a hard question for us to answer because I 

think it’s going to change.  I think that the digital world and the ability to 

become a billionaire almost overnight just by knowing how to program an 

app and an iPhone—it didn't use to be that way, but I think that’s the 

biggest challenge that we have.  So there’s a lot of competition out there, 

but we have not, I don’t think, addressed the big competition, which is the 

MOOCs, and how that’s going to change the dynamics of our world. 

Now, as far as getting faculty, that’s a different opportunity.  And 

then, we’ll talk a little about students as well.  When you talk about getting 

good faculty at a research-intensive institution, you’re talking about faculty 

who tend to be able to do research and get funding.  This is where [our 

institution] is still a 17-year-old kid in a lot of ways.  A seventeen-year-old 

kids can usually do one or two things really, really, really well.  You can’t 

compete with them.  They’re just too big, too strong, too fast.  They don’t 

quit.  They’re just great.  Our engineering is that way.  Our gaming, online 

programming, is that way.  We’re number two in the country in that.  We'll 

run with anyone.  And our engineering department gets a lot of funding, a 

lot of funding, a lot of research funding.  The other thing that we do really 

well is we do, I'll say, team research.  Our department of psychology is 

elite when it comes to modeling and simulation of teams, world renowned 

for that.  And they have no trouble getting funding, and no trouble 
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getting—we have two whole buildings dedicated just to them.  So it's 

impressive work. 

…when you recruit the right kind of student and you use your 

money right, correctly, then it can make a big difference but it’s a 

difference over time.  It’s not a difference that’s going to occur in maybe 

even five years.  We’re looking at a 10-year commitment to making a big 

difference.  And so the way that they’re trying to recruit students is an area 

of a little bit of contention within some of the faculty.  And there was an 

area that I was a little contentious with it as well.  I tried not to be too 

contentious, but I was.  And it’s the notion of, “Who are we recruiting?” 

Because you’re going to target individuals.  And you’re going to target 

them—and the way you target individuals is you target them with money.  

You target them with reduced tuition or whatever.  That’s the way you 

target these individuals.  And so when you try to decide who these 

individuals are going to be that you’re targeting, that’s where some of the 

disparity comes in.  That’s where some of the disagreement comes in.  

That’s where some of the philosophical differences can occur, and you 

just have to be aware of that.  So I was a big proponent of, “I want the very 

best possible student.”  And I didn’t really care—as a matter of fact, I didn’t 

even want it on a form what their gender was, what their ethnicity was, 

what their religion was.  I didn’t want any of that.  I wanted the best 

possible students here.  My mindset—and it’s, part of it’s because I came 

from an elite private before I moved here—was I knew that I could pick the 
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very best students, I didn’t have to worry about retention.  I didn’t have to 

worry about graduation.  I didn’t have to worry about performance.  I didn’t 

have to worry about the quality of the student that I’ve graduated.  They’re 

top notch.  They’re going to blow everybody away.  And they’re going to 

blow everybody away, no matter where they go to school.  I want them 

with me, though.  Because it makes me look good.  It makes my program 

look good, but it also challenges me in a whole different way, too.  I have 

to be a good teacher when I’m dealing with the really good students.  And 

not everyone saw it that way.  Not everyone saw that the emphasis should 

be on just performance-based measures.  That there should be certain 

other metrics that got met on a regular basis, that were gender-based, that 

were ethnicity-based, that were based on other things that in my opinion 

sort of kept the university from moving forward in a way that I thought was 

going to be helpful for these particular scholarships.  I’m not talking about 

a general student scholarship.  I’m not talking about a Pell grant.  I’m not 

talking about this.  We’re talking about targeted dollars, high-number 

dollars.  Tuition offsets of 50 to 80, 90, maybe even 100%.  But certainly, 

in the 50 to 80, 90 range.  When you’re talking about an offset of 

tuition…you’re talking about a fairly robust investment in the student. 

…we don’t frame it in terms of competition, and we didn’t frame it 

that way because that’s really not who we are as an institution.  We are 

collaborative, and yes, if you want to talk about, “Do we go after some of 

the same students as other universities in the state university system?”  Of 
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course we do.  But we don’t look at them as competitors.  We look at them 

as partners, or if we’re not already working with them, potential partners.  

And so we have a consortium of metropolitan research universities, and 

so it’s ABC, XYZ, and DEF working together.  So in our plan, it’s not a 

spirit of competition, it’s a spirit of true, authentic collaboration.  And that 

goal is beyond the [SUS].  So, we also have a partnership of [several] 

public universities from across the nation.  Each region of the nation is 

represented.  And these are some of the largest public universities in the 

nation, and together we serve over 300,000 students, and we’re working 

to get—yes, I mean we do work with the same top students, but that 

doesn’t preclude us from working us from working together on these 

combinations.  And the combination for UIA is how do we remove income 

as a barrier to student success, so that no matter what income range you 

happen to be born in—whatever your birth lottery is or was, you can get a 

college degree.  You can be successful and you can complete it and 

thereby changing not only your life, but the lives of your even unborn 

children for generations. 

Our president, and our provost, and executive vice-president, and 

all of our leadership are constantly looking at ways that we can partner 

with other universities, in Florida, and other national institutions.  And 

there are more examples I can bore you with.  But I mean, that type of 

competitiveness is not us, that’s not who we are.  We are collaborative.  

We are about partnership.  We are America’s leading partnership 
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university…Our president is always called upon to go and speak about 

partnership with other university leaders and how we’ve done what we’ve 

done… 

Research Question 2 

The second research question addressed in this study was: How are the 

strategic planning processes and management practices among the selected 

case study HEIs similar or different?  The results for this research question were 

compiled based on the responses to interview question 1, which asked about the 

steps in the strategic planning process; 2, which asked how individuals were 

selected to serve on a strategic planning group; 3, which asked how input from 

external stakeholders was gathered; and 11, which asked about the strategic 

planning body structure. 

Similarities found among the strategic planning processes of the selected 

study institutions included that: a) the process was initiated by the president, b) 

effort was made to include and receive input from across the university and from 

external stakeholders, c) surveys were used to solicit input, and d) 

committees/working groups were used to develop the draft input for the final plan 

(see Table 6).  Differences included that: a) the number and types of broad focus 

areas identified among the universities varied, b) the role and involvement of the 

board of trustees was not the same at each institution; c) the amount of time 

required to complete the strategic plan differed; d) the structure of the strategic 

planning groups were different (see Table 6).  A comparison of the make-up of 

the studied institutions’ Strategic Planning Committees is shown in Appendix S. 
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Table 6 

Summary Comparison of University Strategic Planning Processes 

University/ 
Factor 

IA IB IC ID 

When 
Committee 
Was Formed 

Fall 2008 Fall 2009 Sept 2007 Oct 2015 

How 
Committee 
Membership 
Was 
Selected 

Appointed by 
president 

Four 
committees 

commissioned 
by provost 

Selected by 
president 

Selected by BOT 
representative 
and president 

Number of 
Committee 
Members 

39 on strategic 
planning 

committee 

10 on strategic 
planning 
steering 

committee 
 

50 on sub-
committees 

22 on strategic 
planning 

committee 

36 on strategic 
planning 

commissions 
 

32 on strategic 
planning council 

Make-up of 
the 
Committee 
Membership 

Administration: 
16 

Faculty/Staff: 
20 

Students: 2 
Alumni: 1 

Steering 
Committee 

Administration: 
8 

Faculty/Staff: 2 
Sub- 

Committees 
Administration:  

8 
Faculty/Staff: 

42 

Administration: 
10 

Faculty/Staff: 
10 

Students: 1 
Alumni: 1 

Commissions 
Academic 

representatives: 
18 

Community 
Representatives: 

18 
Council 

Administration: 
14 

Faculty/Staff: 15 
Students: 2 
Alumni: 1 

(continued)  
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Table 6.  Summary Comparison of University Strategic Planning Processes 

(continued) 

University/ 
Factor 

IA IB IC ID 

Strategic 
Planning 
Model 
Structure 

BOT strategic 
plan and 

performance 
measures 
committee 
Strategic 
planning 

committee 
Five strategic 
planning sub-
committees 

BOT strategic 
planning 

committee 
Strategic 
planning 
steering 

committee 
Five main 
working 
groups 

Series of sub-
working 
groups 

supporting the 
main working 

groups 

BOT strategic 
planning 

committee 
University 
strategic 
planning 

committee 

BOT strategic 
planning 

committee 
University 
strategic 

planning council 
Three strategic 

planning 
commissions 

each comprised 
of 50% academic 
representatives 

and 50% 
community 

representatives 

Number of 
Strategic 
Goals/ 
Priorities 

5 7 6 5 

Conducted 
SWOT 
Analysis 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Used Survey 
to Collect 
Input 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Has a 
Strategic 
Goal Specific 
to 
Addressing 
Graduation 
Rate 

Yes – Goal 1 Student 
Success – 

Goal 2 

Yes – Goal 4 Yes – Goal 1 

(continued) 
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Table 6.  Summary Comparison of University Strategic Planning Processes 

(continued) 

University/ 
Factor 

IA IB IC ID 

Has a 
Strategic 
Goal Specific 
to Addressing 
Funding 

Yes – Goal 3 Carnegie 
Designation – 

Goal 2 

Yes – Goal 4 Yes – Goals 4 & 
5 

Has a 
Strategic 
Goal Specific 
to Addressing 
Growth of/ 
Competition 
From 
Emerging 
Markets 

No Preeminence- 
Goal 2 

No No 

Has a 
Specific 
Reference to 
Process or 
Continuous 
Improvement 
in the 
Strategic Plan 

Yes – Goal 2 No No No 

Has a 
Program, 
Office, or 
Function 
Involved in 
the Strategic 
Planning 
Process That 
Specifically 
Focuses on 
Improving 
Institutional 
Efficiency 
Through 
Process or 
Continuous 
Improvement 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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Among all respondents from across the institutions in this study, primarily 

two reasons for being chosen to serve on a strategic planning team were 

identified.  Seventy-one percent of the respondents believe that they were 

selected to take part in the strategic planning process based on the position they 

held at their university.  Another 35% said they were chosen because of their 

background.  Eleven percent of interviewees were unsure as to why they were 

asked to participate in the process (see Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6.  Why participants reported that they were chosen to serve on a 

strategic planning committee. 

Responses to interview question 3, which asked how input from outside 

the university was gathered, produced the most uniform set of replies among the 

respondents.  Eighty-six percent of the respondents stated that meetings or focus 

groups were used to gather input from external stakeholders.  Additionally, 43% 

of the respondents indicated the use of surveys.  The third most common 
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approach cited for gathering external input was telephone calls or email, as noted 

by 14% of the interviewees.  In most instances, a combination of approaches 

was used by the university to gather external input. 

IA’s strategic planning group structure consisted of a strategic planning 

task force, which was comprised primarily of administrators and a few academic 

deans.  IA’s task force identified five strategic priorities for the university: 1) 

create a 21st century living and learning collegiate community; 2) enable 

excellence in University processes and procedures; 3) develop, enhance, and 

retain appropriate fiscal, human, technological, research and physical resources 

to achieve the University’s mission; 4) enable excellence in University Relations 

and Development; and 5) Enhance and sustain an academic and social 

environment, promoting internationalization, diversity, and inclusiveness.  

Subordinate to the task force were five committees, one for each of the five 

strategic priorities.  The committee membership was much larger than that of the 

task force and included representatives from the faculty, administration, staff, and 

student body.  The committees gathered and coordinated input from across the 

institution and from external stakeholders, then provided reports to the task force, 

which ultimately wrote the strategic plan. 

At IB a steering committee established four key areas: student success, 

preeminent programs, Carnegie Classification very high research designation, 

and finance base/efficiency.  A committee was formed for each of these key 

areas.  The chair of each committee was a faculty member except in the case of 

the finance base committee, which was chaired by a representative of the 
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finance department.  Working under each committee were several working 

groups that compiled data and information for specific topics related to the 

committees’ key areas and provided them to the responsible committee. 

The structure for the development of the current strategic plan at IC had, 

at the top, a committee that included the board of trustees chair, the chair of the 

board of trustees strategic planning committee, the university president, and the 

provost.  In addition, the provost and chief financial officer co-chaired a larger 

committee that included individuals from faculty, staff, administration, alumni, 

student affairs, business support units, and fundraising. 

The structure for ID’s strategic planning process was the most unique 

among the study institutions.  Similar to the other three universities, ID used a 

multi-tiered structure for its strategic planning process.  Three primary areas of 

focus were identified, which were: value, philosophy, and distinctive impact.  A 

commission was created for each of the areas of focus.  The commissions were 

the focal points for information and data concerning each area of focus, similar to 

the role of the area focus committees used at institutions A and B.  However, the 

composition of the commissions at ID was different from that of the other 

universities.  The commissions had one co-chair appointed by the BOT and one 

co-chair appointed by the university.  Additionally, the membership on each 

commission was 50% appointees of the BOT and 50% appointees of the 

president.  The researcher did not find this type of configuration at any of the 

other three universities.  A group referred to as the Collective Impact Support 

Staff provided support to the commissions. 
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Research Question 3 

 The third research question addressed in this study was: What factors 

explain successful versus unsuccessful (i.e., 

facilitators/detractors/incentives/disincentives) strategic planning implementation 

as perceived by participants in the selected HEIs’ strategic planning processes?  

Twenty-five percent of respondents indicated that benefiting from receiving 

additional funding from the state, or the redistribution of funds during the 

budgeting process, was the primary incentive associated with supporting the 

implementation of the strategic plan.  The next most often stated facilitator was 

recognition awards or bonuses (12%).  Conversely, 25% of the interviewees 

stated that supporting the plan implementation was expected and that the 

consequence for not doing so actually served as a “negative incentive” or 

disincentive.  The following interviewee statements serve as illustrations of these 

findings: 

The incentive is the age-old one of funding.  When we implement a 

strategic plan, and then annually, we’re asked to provide not only a report 

on what we’ve accomplished in relation to the strategies and the goals of 

the strategic plan, but future funding is all tied back to the priorities 

addressed in the strategic plan.  So if I were to ask for something new, I 

would be asked, “Well, how does this relate to the strategic plan?”  And 

so, in that sense, the incentive is the opportunity for increased funding for 

new [or existing] initiatives that support the strategic plan. 
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There are incentive funding mechanisms at the university to assist 

colleges in meeting components of the plan where [funding assistance] 

maybe necessary.  There are a lot of—at least in the plan that I was 

involved in—a number of activities related to student recruitment because 

there was a lot of it related to output on the other end of that.  

And…resources towards student recruitment were included.  There are 

usually some areas in the plan that have to do with increasing funding 

from external sources and providing assistance to faculty for grant 

support, and those kinds of activities. 

I don’t know if it’s an incentive or not, but it seemed like when the 

budget instructions come out each year, the different units are asked to 

provide budget request information.  And I think that they tied the budget 

request information to the plans, like, “How does this help the institution?” 

“There is no choice.  No specific incentives.  Everyone is expected to 

support the plan.  Only incentive would be that this is an opportunity for you to 

get your ideas heard and put perhaps in to the plan.” 

“I wouldn’t call them incentives per se, as much as the fact that there’s an 

accountability process that you have to report back what you’re doing.  You don’t 

want to not have anything to report back.” 

“The incentives are...it’s a negative incentive, which is a fear of not doing 

well on the state performance metrics.” 

The most frequently mentioned facilitators of the strategic planning 

process were: a) leadership, indicated by 50% of respondents; b) good 



 96 

communication, stated by 45% of respondents; and c) collaboration among 

participants, stated by 36% of respondents.  The primary detractors cited were: 

a) budget and resources, identified by 33% of respondents; b) trying to reach 

consensus, mentioned by 19% of respondents; and c) communication among 

participants, stated by 14% of respondents.  Communication was among both the 

most identified facilitators and detractors of the process.  Examples of related 

interviewee comments include: 

“I think one [facilitator] is probably a dead horse, but that top-down—or the 

leadership and commitment at the top.  Everybody knew that this was very 

important to the board and to the top leadership of the university.” 

Engagement.  Engagement.  Engagement [laughter].  Engaging at 

the highest level of our leadership, which is the board of trustees.  All the 

way through the senior leadership of the institution. All the way through 

middle management if you will in the institution.  All the way to rank and 

file, if you will, faculty and staff.  All the way to our community partners.  I 

mean just engagement of all the key internal representatives, rather, of all 

the key internal and external groups.  Bringing them together collectively 

to look at our best collective thinking and also the shared ownership of 

this, our plan. 

The president has always said that [the university] is not just in the 

community, but we’re of the community.  So the plan...has to be a plan for 

the whole community.  And the whole community or representatives 

thereof allow them into groups or stakeholder groups who are involved in 
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some way in this process.  Whether it was just through being in the town 

hall or what we're calling stakeholder meetings.  But they had a voice in 

this plan and that was powerful.  That was very powerful. 

There was a lot of communication—well, there were work groups 

created, and there was—most of the work was done in the work groups.  

And so, for example, I was on a work group having to do with improving 

gateway courses.  Okay?  And the groups brought together key players in 

each arena.  There was a lot of conversation around the best ways to 

improve. 

“Three significant facilitators of the strategic planning process: 

collaboration of everyone, student body included, had faculty and administration 

buy-in.” 

.…And if there’s any hint that this is going through the motions, or 

it’s not going to be followed, or anything like that, people pick up on that.  

So that, I think was really important.  Also, that the fact that we reached 

out broadly for input, and it wasn’t done in private, a special room that 

nobody saw what was happening. 

So we opened with some transparencies.  That was the easiest 

way to do it.  But it’s harder upfront because it takes more time and effort.  

But it’s actually easier in getting buy-in at the back end.  And so you have 

to invest that time to get to the term of buy-in.  And then I mentioned 

earlier.  I do think this process of iterative drafts and not being afraid to do 

a bunch of them and have them reviewed by the key people along the 
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way.  And there’s some human nature here that I know that there are 

people that need me to churn out drafts of it because they might be a 

challenge later if they weren’t part of the process.  But then they may 

have read very little or none of it.  But because they were asked or 

because they felt part of it, they sort of lost their opportunity to object. 

And I guess the last thing is that it really takes focused effort.  And 

so I have a luxury of this is what I was doing.  I was hired to do this, and 

focus on it, and took that seriously.  And if I were doing this plus having 

other [inaudible] leadership responsibilities in the university, I think this 

would have suffered.  You got to have somebody who—it doesn’t matter 

to me.  I don’t know that it matters if it’s internal or external.  But it takes a 

lot of effort, and you’ve got to give it to somebody who has the capacity to 

do it. 

“Big obstacle to doing the planning was [the limitation on how much we 

could do based on the] budget.” 

A few things.  Having an individual who was entirely dedicated to 

this process was key.  So [a consultant] being hired by the provost’s 

office to specifically handle the day-to-day administration of this process 

was absolutely key.  You essentially centralized all the planning through 

[the consultant] and therefore the university.  He was able to ensure that 

what the board of trustees were expecting was being followed through on 

at the commission meetings, at the stakeholder meetings, and internally 

in gathering data from all of the university components and leaders.  In 
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other words, he had to gather data and get the cooperation of several 

faculty and staff at [the university].  And so the fact that he was appointed 

by the provost to do this gave him the authority to do it.  And the fact that 

this was his only job, for lack of a better word, gave him the focus that 

was necessary to complete this.  And then, in addition to this 

arrangement with [the consultant], I think it was also important that it 

emanated from the auspices of the trustees, instead of it emanating from, 

say the administration.  I think because it started as a process that was 

approved and then certain expectations were established by the board of 

trustees, with the expectation that they would then approve the final plan, 

it created the right balance between administration and trustees in 

ensuring that this occurred. 

So I would say having a full-time dedicated, capable professional 

to handle the administration of the process and then having the authority 

of the board of trustees really enabled the process to move forward.  But 

also the fact that you split the commissions between the two, [the 

university president and the board chairman], was a nice way to ensure a 

balance of academia and of the outside world.  So the board of trustees 

represented the outside world in bringing in a diversity of talent and 

perspective from the business world and from the outside community, 

whereas the president’s appointment allowed for academia to have its 

rightful place in defining the path forward. 
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“The planning the process…the one thing is, I think communication as 

whole is not as sound as it could be.” 

Well, like with anything, you just feel like you don’t have enough 

time [laughter].  I know from the commissions because, again, remember 

you had [public citizens] on the commissions for hours, which again I’ve 

not seen in higher education.  You had both internal and external 

individuals on those planning commissions.  And these individuals have 

full-time jobs. 

Internal people, their full-time job is at [the university], just not 

related to strategic planning.  The external people, they have their own 

jobs and careers.  But they worked very well to find the time, really, and I 

think they saw it as an investment in our rally.  They get to help shape [the 

institution’s] future trajectory, and their time was kind of an investment in 

making sure that we were on the right trajectory.  So I think they put a lot 

of pride in that.  But I do recall them saying, “Wish we had more time.  

Wish we had more time.”  But that’s always going to be the case with 

strategic planning.  I’ve been involved in some that were a year long, and 

they wanted more time.  I even promised them 18 months and they 

wanted more time [laughter].  I’'s like you just never quite feel you have 

sufficient time, but the product that was developed is something that we all 

can be proud of.  It really is helping us go from an excellent university to 

really a preeminent university, a preeminent for purpose.  Not just 

preeminent for, status or prestige, but it's preeminent to really impact lives. 
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The region shouldn’t look [the same] in 20 years.  The region 

should be transformed.  Ithaca did a case study of our institution and 

wrote that the university is breaking that triangle of access, quality, and 

cost by high access through different alternative pathways, direct connect 

being one of them.  And then containing costs as much as possible.  And, 

even focused on how we might do that more.  In the plan, goals towards 

even being more efficient and [effective].  And then also by not sacrificing 

quality.  I just met with a group of faculty yesterday, and I’m doing a lot of 

those meetings.  I mean people can really see how through the plan and 

through really implementing and institutionalizing the plan, lives will 

change even more so than they are today, and we’ve got some pretty 

good data today [laughter]. 

 Narrowing it down to a one-paragraph mission; so, taking all of this 

information (when you invite this many stakeholders and you have this 

many commissions, there’s many people involved), and narrowing it down 

is something so that everyone can walk away and say, “This is the one 

thing that we are focused on doing over the next 20 years.” 

Research Question 4 

 The fourth research question addressed in this study was: How has each 

of the selected HEIs changed/adjusted their strategic planning process and 

strategic plan in response to their state’s performance-based funding program?  

Two themes dominated the interview responses to this research question.  Fifty-

seven percent of the interviewees stated that there was an increased focus on 
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specific performance measures, 24% noted that some measures important to the 

university’s mission were not included in the state performance-based funding 

formula, and as a result may have a lower ranking in the institution’s budgeting 

process and therefore be allocated a smaller share of the available funds.  

Examples of similar comments were: 

“Places greater focus on the state’s performance metrics.  These 

measures directly impact funding.” 

…so we’re spending a lot more time focusing on that [performance-

based funded metrics] and making an effort with that.  The biggest thing is 

anything that is tied to pay for performance….We get dollars for doing 

what we’re supposed to do and what they think is right.  The biggest issue 

is as a university, we don’t have the ability to argue with what we think the 

right metrics are.  The state gives us those metrics….And so our ability, as 

an institution of higher learning, to dictate, if you will, what metrics, what 

performance metrics are really important and valuable, we have no ability 

to do that.  Those metrics are given to us by the state.  So we have the, 

“You will increase your graduate research-based degrees, which is pre-

PhD students, by 25% over five years.”  “Okay, I hear you.”  And that may 

sound good on paper, but the reality of life is this, is it really a good idea 

for me to focus on bringing in more students?  Or is it really better for me 

to say, “We want to increase the number of people that we educate at the 

doctoral level or whatever research-based degrees, but we also want to 

have a quality indicator built into that because it’s”—And there, the state 
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will argue, “Well, we do have that.  We have retention and graduation built 

into that as well.”  My argument is, “That's not it.”  Because if I get paid…if 

I lose money because I lose a student, then that forces me to go out of my 

way, above and beyond, to do everything I can to keep a student enrolled.  

That might be a really bad decision.  That student may not need to be in 

school.  We are setting this student up for a horrible, miserable 

experience, maybe a lot of debt, and probably not going to be successful 

after they graduate in the field that they’ve chosen to pursue because they 

can’t do the work in school.  But I’m so focused on retaining them and 

graduating them on time, that it’s really difficult for me to look them in the 

eye and say, “Listen.  I really don’t think this is a good idea for you right 

now, in your life.  Maybe when your kids are a little older, or maybe in a 

different point.  In a year or two, after you’ve had some time to mature 

your thinking, or maybe you have a little bit more life experience.  Or 

maybe you’ve had an opportunity to think about is this what you really 

want to do.  But you don't seem to be either putting your whole heart and 

soul into getting this degree right, or you’re really, really, really struggling 

with being able to master the concepts.  Either way, we’re headed down a 

bad path and we need to rethink this.” 

“The main change is that now all of our activities are centered around one 

or more of the performance measures.” 

I would say we have some issues with the way some of the metrics 

are imposed on us.  For example, employment statistics, they’re not 
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captured for all 50 states.  And two of the bigger states, New York and 

California, are where a number of our students are employed.  And so, 

that metric, while a valid one—you want to know if your students are 

employed—it would be nice if there were a better way to collect all the 

data to measure an institution fairly.  And likewise, in terms of income, 

performance metrics reward high-income levels of graduates.  And I think 

that is a little bit against our mission.  I think there’s a need for social 

workers, and teachers, and other people who might not make a lot of 

money.  Although, we certainly understand why they would choose a 

metric like that.  But it isn’t necessarily a teacher is less successful than an 

engineer.  The teacher simply chose to go down a different path.  But from 

that perspective, I think we weren’t as caught up in the individual metrics 

per se, as in the overall metric of yes, we want our students to either be 

prepared for graduate schools or be prepared for a career.  And likewise, 

exposing them to the concept of lifelong learning and always getting 

better.  So I think there’s a lot of tie in with metrics, but in terms of starting 

with the metrics, and then going to plan it, I don’t think it worked that way.  

And I think it really started with the mission, what supported the mission.  

And is there overlap there with performance-based budget?  Absolutely.  I 

mean, there has to be.  But since we didn’t get to draft the performance-

based metrics [laughter], there’s not a complete one-to-one ratio with 

every metric being tied to a strategic plan. 
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I think what performance-based budgeting does is it gives you a 

structure that you have to be cognizant of.  I mean, I think that it’s…if it 

can be done within what your mission is, then I think that’s a very good 

thing to pay attention to.  Because obviously, that’s going to help you with 

funding.  That will help you be even more successful.  But for example, 

one of the things that the state would like is attention to STEM majors.  

Well, does that apply to every school?  Is every school a STEM factory?  

I’m not sure that they are.  To a certain degree, I think that’s kind of a 

misplaced metric for some institutions.  But for those of us that have 

strong STEM programs, it’s a reminder that, “Oh, yes.  We have a strong 

STEM program, but are we doing everything we can to make sure that 

students are aware of the opportunities in the STEM fields?”  And I think 

that—so the metrics serve to me as kind of a guide, if you will, to say, 

“Hey, whenever possible, let’s try and match what our mission and plans 

are with what the state thinks we should be doing.” 

And the problem with that, of course, is that the university is going 

to be here forever.  The state legislature is going to change yearly 

[laughter].  And so, you hate to match too closely on metrics that may be 

here today and gone tomorrow, but I think that some of the metrics—and 

we mentioned one earlier, a graduation metric.  Yeah, I think that’s always 

going to be there.  I think focusing on student success is probably a very 

valuable thing.  And to the degree that it makes us do that, I think that’s 

very important.  Another one like that, that I like because I’ve spent a lot 
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time on that, is access.  They look at Pell-eligible enrollment and that kind 

of thing, and I think that that’s—here again, fits very nicely with our 

mission.  And so, it kind of—it’s really simple to embrace those that work 

out very nicely like that.  And I think that that’s appropriate and should be 

in there.  And I think it’s an area where, in a sense, we can agree that all 

of these are important.  And I guess, to the extent that the performance-

based metrics will align themselves with your own mission, then I think 

that that’s appropriate to be in the plan. 

Now, I do think there’s sometimes a misalignment there, and I don’t 

know that an institution should change their very nature to meet 

performance metrics.  But I think those are the discussions that that [the 

strategic planning] committee would have.  Is this an important one for us 

to include?  Or is it something that really is contrived and left better to 

other schools?  And we’re going to ignore this one and focus on these that 

are our strengths or these that we can do very well?  That’s where the 

politics of it comes in quite a bit.  You can’t very publicly, I think, go 

against a vast majority of performance-based metrics [laughter] or you’re 

not going to have very much money.  But you hope [the university] has 

enough input on those performance-based metrics that they will at least, 

somewhat align with what your goals and aspirations are. 

I think probably the biggest change has been, in our previous plan, 

performance-funding formula didn’t fit.  And this [current] performance 

funding formula is primarily on output, whereas things in our previous plan 
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were primarily based on inputs.  So as the funding model has changed, so 

has our strategic plan had to change to account for those changes. 

Well, performance-based budgeting can give you money to put into 

your priorities, as long as those priorities align with the measures that the 

state has seen as important.  So some of [the state’s measures], we’ve 

seen as important: graduation rates.  But things that we’ve…okay, we 

started focusing on retention and graduation rates 15, 16 years ago.  And 

we wanted to get into the 90s in retention rate and into the high'70s low 

80s in graduation rates.  But we wanted to do it for all different types of 

groups, okay, so that to have a low Hispanic graduation rate and have a 

good overall rate, that wasn’t good.  But, the state doesn’t care that much 

about, they just want graduation rates and retention rates.  Okay, fine.  So 

we can put some money in that and move things up.  So that one’s not so 

bad.  But other measures, for example, how many are employed and how 

much are they making?  Well, because they’re using [these] data and 

because once again we’re as close to Atlanta as we are to any other big 

city.  That means a lot of our students are going out of state from the get 

go.  So we’re penalized from—or we’re not going to engage in a program 

that says to our students and finance, “Oh, don’t take a job in Atlanta, you 

hold out for one in [this state].”  That’s ridiculous; we’re not going to do 

that.  So that particular measure doesn’t work well for us.  What can we do 

with that?  The other piece of that is the best jobs are in areas that—our 

program mix is not particularly conducive to what the state wants.  What 
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the state wants is engineering, okay.  Well, we’re working on engineering 

but we’re not in that alone, we’re working with another institution.  And the 

fact that we have—that institution, like our engineering school, it can do 

great things.  It could be phenomenal in my view.  But it’s going to do, it is 

going to be with primarily Black students, okay.  Well, Black students 

come in, as our care program has shown, they can be successful, but you 

have to do a lot to make them successful.  So that means you have to 

spend money to make them successful.  So the question is, if we pour a 

lot of money in it, are we going to get enough out of the salaries to make 

back?  It sort of interrupts that process. 

And then the performance measures, there’s the—because there 

are two types of performance measures.  There’s preeminence measures 

and there’s the performance measures.  The preeminence measures are 

more geared to what we’re interested in.  But we may or may not get 

money for those.  And then the performance measures, they have some 

things that are not particularly aligned with what we do.  And then the 

other piece of the performance measures is, because they’re not 

operationally attuned, they missed some significant…there’s the chance 

that you will…it’s not that you will over invest in the wrong areas, it’s that 

you won’t invest enough in areas that need some attention. For example, 

the library.  Okay.  In order to be a great research institution, you got to 

have resources, journals.  Well, it’s really, really hard to take those 

performance measures and put them into the library on the hopes that 
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people then—okay, we keep the journals up and then that’ll keep your 

research enough to affect your performance measures.  The causal 

change is too long, and so that’s…because the performance measures 

don’t attend to the operational correlates, it’s a problem.  Other things are, 

they want more Pell students, okay?  We’re totally in favor of that.  If you 

take the money and put it into Pell, okay?  You will get some more Pell 

students, the more students you get, the more operational demands they 

will make on the office of financial aid. 

“PB funding has transformed the planning process and the plan-maybe to 

a fault.  The performance-based metrics drove the plan.  Some of the metrics 

reflected the institution’s values.” 

“PB funding has driven the strategic planning process.  The metrics must 

be met and a dashboard of metrics is reviewed monthly.” 

Research Question 5 

The fifth research question addressed in this study was: How, and to what 

extent, is process improvement addressed within each of the selected HEI’s 

strategic planning process? 

 In response to research question 5 and the follow-up question, what would 

be the impact of having process improvement as an integral component of the 

strategic planning process, 41% of the interviewees replied that some form of 

regular process improvement program exists at their universities, although not 

necessarily in the strategic planning process.  Twenty-nine percent explained 

that having process improvement as an element of the strategic planning process 
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could be beneficial, but it would have to be meaningful.  Twenty-four percent, or 

nearly one fourth of the respondents, indicated that they thought having process 

improvement as a part of the strategic planning process would be a good idea.  A 

few examples of the responses to this research question are as follows: 

…one of the co-chairs of the committee on student success is the chair of 

the faculty senate and the curriculum and all that goes through the faculty 

senate.  So there was an attempt to really get the faculty to buy into 

[process improvement] because, I’m going to give you an example.  One 

of the important components of the strategic plan, is to increase the six-

year graduation rate of under-graduate students… And 17 bottleneck 

courses were identified… So a plan and an effort was made around how 

to improve performance in those bottleneck courses, and there had to be 

a great deal of involvement of the faculty in working on that… 

If it is appropriate process improvement that is meaningful.  

Sometimes what happens with process improvement projects is [that they 

become] just continuous busy work.  Good continuous improvement 

sometimes comes into play at the faculty level, where faculty are 

continually improving their courses, their presentations, the integration of 

technology.  A negative example might be, introducing online classes 

because it is expedient, but really doesn’t meet the needs of the students 

who do better with face-to-face instruction.  Faculty dedicated to keeping 

on top of their field are the real drivers of good continuous improvement. 
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Having process improvement as a component of the strategic 

planning process could be a benefit, but it depends on the plan itself.  If 

the plan has priorities and goals that naturally lend themselves to a[n] 

improvement process, than that might work fine, but my preference would 

actually be to keep the strategic planning process and the continuous 

[process] improvement process separate.  An institution should be doing 

[continuous process] improvement on a regular basis no matter where the 

institution is with its plan development.  It would be better if there were an 

institutional culture of…improvement. 

I think it would be good.  I know that there were, one of the people 

who was in a work group with me in [our special learning] process is from 

the financial area, and she was very concerned about process 

improvement.  So I mean, I don’t know how much the efficiency area of 

the strategic plan addressed that.  It may somewhat. Yeah.  We do have, 

obviously, our assessment and evaluation office, and they do lots of 

program reviews.  We do an ongoing [Southern Association of Colleges 

and Schools (SACS)] type process every year.  So we don’t just wait for 

SACS.  I think if that were a formal part of the process, I think that would 

be good. 

“I would say that’s the dream.  And for many of us, that is the process.  

Whether it’s explicit or not explicit.  It is the approach we use with faculty in terms 

of their courses.” 
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Based on these findings, the model shown below provides a proposed framework 

for including both process improvement and continuous improvement as 

elements of an organization’s strategic planning process. 

 

Figure 7. Ford’s model for strategic planning and continuous process 

improvement. 

In other word, process improvement must be part of any strategic planning 

effort, particularly during these times of “do more with less,” higher education 

becoming less central to the state’s funding process, and in light of tuition not 

projected to increase anytime in the foreseeable future.  A related interviewee 
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comment was as follows: “we need to become more efficient so that we can use 

the monies we have more effectively.” 

Chapter Summary 

Through analyzing the four universities’ approaches, the researcher offers 

a new approach for HEIs grounded in the findings of this study.  The dominant 

theme concerned state funding, as performance-based funding offers an 

opportunity to acquire additional funds.  Representatives at each university 

indicated that the measures related to the funding program are watched closely 

at their institution so that interventions can be quickly applied if adequate 

progress is not being made.  Although an institution could be penalized for 

insufficient progress, it appears that the performance-based funding program is 

thought of as a positive source of additional revenue and a motivator for these 

public universities. 

 Graduation rate was identified as a core component of student success 

and was monitored, at a minimum, at the university and state levels.  Each 

institution participating this study had one or more measures within their strategic 

plan specifically for graduation rate, with projected goal targets covering several 

years into the future. 

 Competition from emerging sectors was not a specific topic of discussion 

during the strategic planning processes.  Some interviewees mentioned their 

university’s desire to recruit the best possible faculty and students as part of 

creating the institution’s future status.  One interviewee pointed out that he 

believed MOOCs are a big form of competition that will change the dynamics of 
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academia in the future.  However, the overall perception given was that for each 

institution, focusing on achieving their goals and improving partnerships across 

their communities was important, and if these actions resulted in the university 

being more competitive, then that would be considered an added benefit. 

 Two characteristics of the strategic planning processes, (the steps and 

how strategic planning committee members were selected), were relatively 

common to all of the institutions in this study.  However, for two other 

characteristics, (how community input was gathered and the structure of the 

strategic planning organization), one institution (ID) demonstrated approaches 

that were different from the other three universities. 

The major steps in the strategic planning processes at each participating 

institution included: 1) a review of the current environment, 2) validation of a 

vision and mission statement, 3) the use of sub-groups to gather input from 

across the organization, 4) development of a draft plan with goals and measures, 

5) creating a final strategic plan, and 6) obtaining board of trustees approval of 

the plan.  Each strategic planning process also included a communication loop 

with the board of trustees.  ID’s strategic planning structure that included a 

strategic planning council was unique in that half of the members were selected 

by the university president (academics) and the other half were chosen by a 

designated board of trustees representative (community members).  Including a 

specially formed council of this type in the strategic planning process stood out 

as novel among the institutions in this study, and provided a different model for 

ensuring input in the strategic planning process from the stakeholder community.  
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The council met regularly and was an integral component of the university’s 

strategic planning process. 

One-forth of the participants indicated that the possibility of securing 

additional state funding served as an incentive that encouraged them to want to 

effectively implement their strategic plan, particularly those elements of the plan 

that were tied directly to performance-based funding.  It was also noted that the 

potential for having some state funds taken away due to poor performance was a 

disincentive that also encouraged conscientious implementation of the strategic 

plan.  Therefore, it could be concluded that the study participants believed both 

the incentive of obtaining additional funding, and the disincentive of possibly 

being penalized for not achieving selected standards, motivated universities to 

rigorously carry out the implementation of their strategic plans in pursuit of the 

best performance. 

The involvement of the university’s senior leaders was identified most 

often as the key facilitator of the strategic planning process.  At each of the 

studied institutions, the university provost was responsible for developing and 

implementing the strategic plan, while the president repeatedly expressed 

support for the strategic planning process and played a key role in determining 

who would serve on the strategic planning committee.  Although, each of the 

universities in this study also had a selected individual who was responsible for 

the day-to-day management of the strategic planning process, the consistent 

engagement of the provost and the president made clear to university personnel 

at every level, and to the students, the importance being placed on the strategic 
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planning process and plan.  Based on the interview comments, particularly 

feedback that provided insights about previous strategic planning efforts that did 

not have much senior leadership involvement and were not well thought of, one 

might conclude that a university strategic planning effort that did not have the 

consistent and meaningful engagement of the institution’ senior leaders would be 

at a significant disadvantage, and add less value for the organization than 

strategic planning that included engaged senior leadership. 

Another facilitator to the strategic planning process and the 

implementation of the plan noted in this study was having good, open 

communication.  Many respondents pointed out that creating and maintaining an 

atmosphere in which participants felt their input was earnestly being sought and 

that raising difficult or challenging issues would not be discouraged, would yield 

the best results and facilitate acceptance of the final strategic plan by others 

throughout the university.  However, some cautioned against having too many 

participants on the strategic planning committee, noting that having open 

communication with too large a group can create confusion and ultimately 

become unproductive. 

The introduction of performance-based funding has caused each of the 

universities in this study to place an increased emphasis on meeting, and 

exceeding, the state’s targets.  Nonetheless, several respondents in this study 

expressed concern that some of the performance-based funding measures, 

(such as salary after graduation or percent of jobs placement in Florida), are not 

necessarily applicable to the institution’s mission or within their capability to 
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control.  For example, one respondent stated that it is normal for a graduating 

student to pursue jobs offering the best salaries and opportunities.  This 

respondent added that for many fields, particularly in STEM, the best job salaries 

and opportunities are located in other states, and the university’s capability for 

dissuading a graduate from leaving the state for employment is limited; therefore, 

grading the institution on an aspect the respondent felt the university had very 

little control over, was not appropriate.  This respondent also mentioned that 

determining where graduates find employment was outside of the university’s 

mission. 

 Additionally, several respondents indicated that they would have preferred 

that the universities played a greater role in determining the appropriate state 

measures for a university-focused performance-based funding program.  These 

study participants suggested that sometimes universities (academia) and 

legislatures (elected officials) have different visions as to the purpose and 

mission of HEIs. 

 Forty-one percent of participants in this study indicated that some form of 

process improvement structure exists at their institution, often related to 

accreditation reviews and outside of the strategic planning process, such as a 

review of the quality enhancement plan (QEP) process in preparation for an 

upcoming accreditation assessment.  Yet, 53% of the responses to the question 

“What do you believe would be the impact of having process improvement as an 

integral component in the strategic planning process?” replied that it would be 

good or beneficial if it were carried out in a meaningful manner.  Twenty-nine 
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percent of the 53% stated that the process improvement efforts often become 

process improvement for process improvement’s sake, and that including 

process improvement in the strategic planning process should be done in a 

manner that adds value to the strategic planning process and the institution. 
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V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the strategic plans and strategic 

planning processes at four public HEIs in the State of Florida.  Strategic plans 

were examined in relationship to state funding, growth of competition from 

emerging higher education sectors, and undergraduate degree completion.  In 

addition, the researcher examined the perceptions of the strategic planning 

participants at each of the selected study institutions regarding strategic planning 

processes, including their beliefs with regard to continuous process improvement 

across the university, as a component of the strategic planning process.  

Perceived facilitators and detractors of strategic planning and its implementation 

were explored. 

The documents examined in this study aligned with and supported 

comments made by the participating interviewees. Based on the strategic plans 

examined, relative to state funding, it was found that state funding for the 

universities was significantly influenced by the state’s adoption of a performance-

based funding approach.  As a result, performance-based measures were used 

in the strategic planning processes of the selected study sites to address current 

challenges of higher education, such as graduation rates and growth in 

competition from emerging sectors.  Thus, working to earn a larger share of 

performance-based funds was a primary strategy used by the four study sites to 

address funding issues at the institutional level.
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Interestingly, however, none of the respondents indicated that they 

expected to be able to increase revenues by raising tuition.  Rather, each of the 

study institutions indicated that it was also placing a greater emphasis on 

pursuing more research grant dollars and working to increase philanthropic 

contributions. 

Growth of competition from emerging higher education sectors was not 

evident as a key topic of discussion or concern during the strategic planning 

processes of the study institutions.  At each institution the respondents indicated 

that their university focus was more on improving their performance, which some 

suggested would also keep them competitive with other HEIs. 

In terms of undergraduate degree completion, this is a priority at each 

institution.  All of the plans reviewed contained a performance measure specially 

focused on undergraduate graduation rate and all interviewees indicated that this 

was an institutional priority.  This measure was also tied to the state’s 

performance-based funding program. 

The perceptions of the strategic planning participants at each of the 

selected study institutions regarding strategic planning processes, including their 

beliefs with regard to continuous process improvement across the university as a 

component of the strategic planning process, yielded results indicating that 

strategic planning was an important process for defining and communicating the 

goals of the university and that including continuous process improvement could 

be beneficial if properly applied.  Perceived facilitators of strategic planning and 

its implementation were found to be the engagement of the university’s 
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leadership throughout the process, open communication among the committee 

members, and obtaining input from across the institution and outside 

stakeholders.  The primary perceived detractor to the strategic planning process 

and implementation was improving communication among the committees and 

across the institution due to the large amount of input and ideas, and staying 

focused on goals and priorities.  Finally, only one institution’s strategic plan 

specifically identified continuous process improvement as a strategy for 

achieving a goal.  Based on the results of the study a new model that includes a 

continuous process improvement for strategic planning in higher education is 

suggested. 

Many authors have written about strategic planning (Birnbaum, 2000b; 

Blackerby, 1994; Bryson, 1995; Chaffee, 1985; Dooris, 2003; Keller, 1983; 

Kotler & Murphy, 1981; Learner, 1999; Migliore, 1990; Mintzberg, 1994; Paris, 

2003; Peterson, 1999; Williams, 2009).  Based on what we know about higher 

education today, public higher education will need a stronger emphasis on 

strategic planning in order to survive in the years ahead.  A significant 

component of such plans for the future should include a focus on continuous 

process improvement; that is, a focus on efficiencies, particularly as public 

funding continues to decrease.  Birnbaum (2000b) stated, however, that the 

strategic plans of many institutions turn out to be “a grand name without a grand 

thing” (p. 75).  Inclusion of a focus on continuous process improvement 

throughout the university with ongoing process assessments would serve to 
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strengthen the functionality of strategic planning, making it less of a “grand 

name,” and making it more of a “grand thing” in higher education. 

Leadership, however, is key in making such a focus a priority.  Not only 

should it be tied into leadership’s vision, but also tied into the institution’s 

mission.  The consistent engagement of an institution’s leadership will make it 

clear to university personnel at every level the importance of continuous process 

improvement as both a long-term, as well as a short-term, cost effectiveness 

mechanism.  In addition, the majority of the study respondents indicated that 

having [continuous] process improvement as a regular component of the 

strategic plan could be beneficial if applied correctly. 

The ultimate goal of strategic planning is to improve the HEI performance.   

Organizations can use many different approaches leading to improvement, 

including employing technologies that bring about improvements in efficiency 

and work process effectiveness.  According to the results of this study, three 

primary desirable components of the strategic planning process were identified: 

1) consistent involvement of senior leaders, 2) stakeholder representation 

(administration, faculty, staff, students, and community), and 3) open 

communication.  These three key components of the strategic planning process 

are consistent with the literature on strategic planning for HEIs conducting 

strategic planning. 

An additional, and perhaps novel, element identified in this study was 

continuous process improvement as a component of the strategic planning 

process.  Including continuous process improvement in the strategic plan 
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provides a mechanism for identifying and addressing potential weaknesses in 

planned processes.  The interview responses to research question 5 in Chapter 

IV indicated that 29% of participants explained that having process improvement 

as an element of the strategic planning process could be beneficial, but it would 

need to be meaningful; and 24%, or nearly one fourth of the participants, 

indicated that they thought having process improvement as a part of the 

strategic planning process would be a good idea.  The Ford model (see Figure 

7) depicts where continuous process improvement fits in the strategic planning 

process.  As Chaffee (1985) noted, in an adaptive strategy approach “the 

organization is expected continually to assess external and internal conditions. 

Assessment then leads to adjustments in the organization…” (p. 92).  Chaffee 

(1985) also stated that “…monitoring the environment and making changes are 

simultaneous and continuous functions in the adaptive model” (p. 92).  Further 

study of this approach should prove useful. 

Along these lines, the Ford model for strategic planning diagrammed in 

Chapter IV that adds continuous process improvement to the strategic plan, 

offers a practical approach.  The Ford model combines the strategic planning 

and continuous improvement systems of organization into one interconnected 

system.  According to the researcher’s model, the strategic planning process 

should include: 

• Consistent involvement of senior leaders; 

• Representation of the major stakeholders of the institution (administration, 

faculty, staff, students, and the community); 



 124 

• An atmosphere of open communication among the participants; and 

• A component for continuous process improvement. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Future research should include: 

1. The continued examination of the use of process improvement in higher 

education. 

2. Further examination of continuous process improvement as a component 

of the strategic planning process in higher education. 
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Atlantic University Social, Behavioral and Educational Research IRB has APPROVED your new project.
This approval is based on an appropriate risk/benefit ratio and a study design wherein the risks have
been minimized. All research must be conducted in accordance with this approved submission.

• This study is approved for a maximum of 150 participants.

• It is important that you use the approved, stamped consent documents or procedures included with
this letter:

o Protocol - IRB Protocol- 12 30 2015 (stamped)
o IRB - Stan. Adult Consent Form.doc  12 30  2015-2.doc (stamped) (1).pdf
o Protocol - Interview Protocol (stamped)
o flyer_Recruitment 30 Dec 2015.docx (stamped).pdf

• **Please note that any revision to previously approved materials or procedures, including
modifications to numbers of subjects, must be approved by the IRB before it is initiated.
Please use the amendment form to request IRB approval of a proposed revision.

• All SERIOUS and UNEXPECTED adverse events must be reported to this office. Please use
the appropriate adverse event forms for this procedure. All regulatory and sponsor reporting
requirements should also be followed, if applicable.

• Please report all NON-COMPLIANCE issues or COMPLAINTS regarding this study to this office.
• Please note that all research records must be retained for a minimum of three years.
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- 2 - Generated on IRBNet

• This approval is valid for one year. A Continuing Review form will be required prior to the
expiration date if this project will continue beyond one year.

If you have any questions or comments about this correspondence, please contact Ximena Levy at:

Institutional Review Board
Research Integrity/Division of Research
Florida Atlantic University
Boca Raton, FL 33431
Phone: 561-297-0777
researchintegrity@fau.edu

* Please include your protocol number and title in all correspondence with this office.

 

This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations,
and a copy is retained within our records.
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Appendix B. Letters of Cooperation 

 

  

OFH CJ... OJ.. THE PROVOST AND 
VIC!· PKf:,.'\IOE:-.11' FOR ACADEMIC AFFAIRS 

March 25,2016 

Mr. Stanford Ford 
Doctoral Student 
Florida Atlantic University 

Re: Letter of Consent for-inclusion in the Florida Atlantic University (IRB) Study 

Dear Mr. Ford: 

This Letter of Cooperation is provided on behalf of the ••••••••••••••• llillll•••••llwith regard to a planned research study for the dissertation titled, A Qualitative 
Examination of Strategic Plans, Associated Management Processes and Implementation in Five of 
Florida's Stale Universities in Relationship to Decreased State Funding, Growth of Emerging Sectors and 
Degree Completion "Strategic Planning and Challenging Times in Higher Education: Towards a New 
Model". Dianne Avery Wright, Ph.D. is the Principal Investigator (PI) and Stanford Ford serves as the 
Co-Principal Investigator (Co-PI). 

As the Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs at - I (or my designee) understand(s) 
- involvement to include providing permission for preliminary access (i .e. names, email addresses, 
and/or telephone numbers) to members of the university's most recent Strategic Planning Committee, the 
current( and past, if the incumbent has held the position for Jess than two years) Faculty Senate Chair, and 
the Student Government Association President for the main and any associated branch campuses, in order 
to conduct a researcher developed interview protocol. 

I (my designee) also understand(s) that - may also be asked, and agrees, to assist with logistics in 
the provision of a facility/space where relevant university personnel can participate on a volunteer basis 
in a follow-up focus group session within 30 days after the PI /Co-PI's interview sessions. 

Finally, it is my understanding that this research will be carried out following sound ethical principles and 
that participant involvement in this research study is strictly voluntary and provides confidentiality of 
research data, as described in the protocol. 

-IS AN EQUALOPPORTUNITYIEQUAL ACCESS UNIVERSITY 
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Stanford Ford 

Florida Atlantic University 

 

October 8, 2015 

 

To: The Florida Atlantic University (IRB) 

 

This Letter of Cooperation is provided on behalf of the  

 with regard to a planned research study for the dissertation titled, A Qualitative 
Examination of Strategic Planning in Florida’s Public Universities: Relationship to Decreased 
State Funding, Growth of Emerging Sectors and Degree Completion.   

As the Provost and Executive Vice President of , I (or 

my designee) understand(s) s involvement to include providing names, email 

addresses, and/or telephone numbers of members of the university’s current Strategic 

Planning Committee, the current (and past, if the incumbent has held the position for 

less than two years) Faculty Senate Chair, and the Student Government President for 

the main campus and any associated branch campuses.  This information will be used 

to facilitate conducting the researcher developed interview protocol. 

 

I (my designee) also understand(s) that  may be asked, and agrees, to assist with 

logistics in the provision of a facility/space where university faculty can participate, on 
a volunteer basis, in a follow-up focus group session within 30 days after the interview 

sessions.   

 

Finally, it is my understanding that this research will be carried out following sound 

ethical principles and that participant involvement in this research study is strictly 

voluntary.  
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Letter of Cooperation 

December 8, 2015 

To: The Florida Atlantic University (IRB) 

This Letter of Cooperation is provided on behalf of the 
with regard to a planned research study for the dissertation of Mr. Stanford Ford titled, A 
Qualitative Examination of Strategic Plans, Associated Management Processes and 
Implementation in Four of Florida 's State Universities in Relationship to Decreased 
State Funding, Growth of Emerging Sectors, and Degree Completion. 

As the Provost I (or my designee) understand(s) -
involvement to ng access the purpose of conducting interviews and a 
focus group involving members of the university's current Strategic Planning 
Committee; i.e. , the Chief Financial Officer (CFO), the current (and past, if the 
incumbent has held the position for less than two years) Faculty Senate Chair, and the 
Student Government President for the main and any associated branch campuses. 

I (my designee) also understand(s) that we may be asked, and agree, to assist with 
logistics in the provision of a facility/space for conducting the interviews/focus group 
sessions. 

Finally, it is my understanding that this research will be carried out following sound 
ethical principles and that participant involvement in this research study is strictly 
voluntary and provides confidentiality of research data, as described in the protocol. 
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February 18, 2016 

Florida Atlantic University 
Division of Research 
777 Glades Road 
Boca Raton, FL 33431 

ATTN: Institutional Review Board 

To Whom It May Concern: 

Office of the Provost and Executive Vice President 

This Letter of Cooperation is provided on behalf of the ith regard to a planned 
research study for the dissertation titled A Qualitative Examination of Strategic Plans, Associated Management 
Processes and Implementation in Four of Florida's State Universities in Relationship to Decreased State Funding, 
Growth of Emerging Sectors and Degree Completion "Strategic Planning and Challenging Times in Higher 
Education: Towards a New Model.* Dianne Avery Wright, Ph.D. is the Principal Investigator (P.I) and Stanford 
Ford serves as the Co-Principal Investigator (Co-PI). 

As the Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs of the I {or my designee) 
understand(s)- involvement to include providing permission for preliminary access, i.e. names, email 
addresses, and/or telephone numbers, to members of the university's current Strategic Planning Committee, the 
current (and past, ifthe incumbent has held the position for less than two years) Faculty Senate Chair, and the 
Student Government President for the main and any associated branch campuses, in order to conduct a 
researcher developed interview protocol. 

1 (or my designee) also understand(s) that-may also be asked, and agrees, to assist with logistics in the 
provision of a facility/space where university faculty can participate on a volunteer basis In a follow-up focus group 
session within 30 days after the PI /Co-PI's interview sessions. 

Finally, it is my understanding that this research will be carried out following sound ethical principles and that 
participant involvement In this research study is strictly voluntary and provides confidentiality of research data, as 
described in the protocol. 
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Appendix C. Documents Reviewed in the Study 

Institutions/ Documents IA IB IC ID 

Current Strategic Plan X X X X 

Strategic Plan Update 2012-2013  X   

Strategic Planning Process Description X X X X 

Annual Work Plan Report 2012-2013 X X X X 

Annual Work Plan Report 2013-2014 X X X X 

Annual Work Plan Report 2014-2015 X X X X 

Strategic Planning Committee Minutes   X  

Annual Accountability Report 2011-2012 X X X X 

Annual Accountability Report 2012-2013 X X X X 

Annual Accountability Report 2013-2014 X X X X 

Fact Book Enrollment Data X X X X 

Fact Book Graduation X X X X 

Fact Book Admissions Data X X X X 

Fact Book Retention Data X X X X 

Interview Responses and Notes X X X X 
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Appendix D. Document Source Control Table 

Document Received 
From 

Provider’s Role in 
the Strategic 

Planning Process 

Type of Data Notes 
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Appendix E. Higher Education Strategic Planning Interview Protocol 

  

Appendix A
Higher Education Strategic Planning Interview Protocol

(Sample) 
The purpose of this study is to examine strategic plans and planning processes in 

higher education institutions (HEIs) determine facilitators and detractors of related 
planning and implementation. As the researcher for this study, I will record your 
responses in both written form as well as with an audio-recorder (but only with your 
permission) for purposes of transcription. 

Any information collected about you personally will be kept confidential and secure
and only the people working with the study will see the data, unless required by law. 
The data will be kept for 5 years in a password-protected computer in the 
researcher’s office.  Results of this study may be published, but your name/identity 
will be kept confidential, unless you give the researcher permission to do otherwise.

For each of the following questions, please   
provide a response that best represents your views:

Part I:  Strategic Planning and Processes:
 

1. Please describe the steps in your university’s strategic planning process?

2. How are participants in your University’s process selected, and by whom?

3. For purposes of your institution’s strategic planning process, describe how 
input from members of the community is gathered.

4.  Why were you involved in the strategic planning process?

5. How is progress toward the strategic goals/objectives of your institution’s 
strategic plan measured, and reported on, to the best of your knowledge, at 
your institution? (follow up: How often)

Part II:  Facilitators/Detractors

6. What incentives, if any, are used to encourage implementation of your 
institution’s strategic plan?

7. What would you say are the three most significant facilitators at this university 
to strategic planning and the plan implementation?  

8. What do you think are the three most significant distractors/obstacles to 
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strategic planning and the implementation of the plan? 

Part III:  Challenges

9. How does your institution’s strategic plan and planning process address 
emerging higher education sectors, e.g., for-profit higher education 
institutions? State colleges?  Global education?  Other emerging higher 
education sectors?  Please provide examples. 

10.How has the strategic planning process, and its implementation changed in 

response to the state’s performance-based funding program?

 

Part IV:  Management Approaches/Continuous Improvement©

11. Please describe the structure of your institution’s strategic planning 
organization.
Probe:  Is there an organizational chart that depicts this structure?

12.How do you think academic processes such as advising and curriculum 
development impact achieving the strategic goals?

13.How do you think administrative processes such as Financial Aid or information
technology impact achieving the strategic goals?

   

14.What impact do you believe improving administrative would have on 
graduation rate? Competition? Funding management?  Please explain.

15.What impact do you believe improving academic processes would have on 
graduation rate? Competition? Funding management?  Please explain.

16.How and how often are the administrative and academic processes 
reviewed/improved?  

17.How do you think reviewing and improving the processes as a part of a cycle 
would affect achieving the goals or student success? 

18.How is process improvement addressed in the strategic planning process?

Part V:  General

19.What happens if sufficient progress toward a particular strategic goal is not 

met? How and when does the university leadership learn about such things?
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20.What do you believe could be done to improve the strategic planning process 
and the plan?

21.What do you believe could be done to improve the institution’s 
competitiveness, graduation rates, and financial outlook?

22. Is there anything I have not asked that you would like to share relative to your 
institution’s strategic planning process?  If so, please describe.

Thank You

Ford © 2015
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Appendix F. IRB Approved Consent Form 

 

  

ADULT CONSENT FORM 

1)  Title of Research Study  :  A Qualitative  Examination of  Strategic Planning in Florida’s Public  Universities:

Relationship to State Funding, Emerging Sectors and Degree Completion.

2) Investigator(s): Dianne A. Wright, Ph.D. (PI) and Stanford Ford (Doctoral Student).

3) Purpose: 

The purpose of this study is to examine the strategic plans and strategic planning processes at four selected
public HEIs in the State of Florida in relationship to three current challenges facing higher education in the United 
States.  These current challenges are in state funding, emerging higher education sectors and undergraduate 
degree completion.  In addition, the researcher will examine the perceptions of the participants at each of the 
selected study institutions regarding strategic planning processes, including their beliefs on having process 
improvement, across the university setting, AND as a component of the strategic planning process.  

Perceived facilitators and detractors of strategic planning and its implementation will also be explored.  A 
further purpose is to design a new model of Strategic Planning for Higher Education. Along these lines, the 
researcher will consider existing and emergent models of strategic planning in light of the study findings. 

4) Procedures:  You will be asked to participate in a semi-structured interview and/or, if selected, a focus group 

session in a location to be determined at your institution. Each will take no more than 60 minutes.  Sessions will be 
audio-taped, but only with your individual permission.  Your participation will be voluntary and you may stop at any 
time, without penalty. Your responses will be completely anonymous and your name will not appear anywhere in the 
final write up.  The data will be stored in a secure, locked file cabinet in the researcher’s office.  Within three years 
after the end of this study, all data and materials, including audio tapes, will be shredded. No reward of any kind will 
be offered to participate in this study.

5) Risks: The risks involved with participation in this study are no more than one would experience in regular daily 
activities.

6) Benefits: The potential benefit to the subjects is a feeling of satisfaction knowing that you have contributed to a 

better understanding of strategic planning in U.S. higher education institutions.

7) Data Collection & Storage: Primary data will be collected via document reviews, interviews, and focus group
sessions with key administrators, faculty, staff and students involved in the strategic planning process at the four
selected study sites.  Study materials and records will  only be seen and handled by the PI and Co-PI (doctoral
student), unless as required by law, kept in a pass-word protected computer and locked file cabinet for three years.
After three years, paper copies will be destroyed by shredding and electronic data will be deleted.  The researchers
may publish what is learned from this study.  If we do, we will not let anyone know your name/identity unless you
give us permission. 

8)  Contact  Information:  If  you  have  questions  about  the  study,  you  should  call  or  email  the  principal
investigator(s), Dianne A. Wright, Ph.D. at 954.236.1080.  If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a
research participant, contact the Florida Atlantic University Division of Research at (561) 297-0777 or send an email
to fau.research@fau.edu.

9) Consent Statement:
*I  have read or  had read to  me the preceding information describing this  study.   All  my questions have been
answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older and freely consent to participate.  I understand that I am
free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.  I have received a copy of this consent form. 

I agree  ____  I do not agree ___ be audiotaped/videotaped. 

Signature of Participant:______________________________________ Date: _____________________

Printed Name of Participant:  First Name ___________________  Last Name_______________________

Signature of Investigator: ______________________________ Date: _____________________
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Appendix G. Criteria for Determining Relevancy of the Use of a Key Word 

Indicator (Term) 

Criteria for defining a key term as “relevant” in the study: 
• Initially included as part of the quantitative count of the number of times 

the term is used. 
• The term is used in a statement identifying a university strategy, or action 

to be taken. 
• The term is used in a statement describing an impact on, or challenge to, 

the institution. 
• The term is used specifically in relation to public funding, graduation or 

retention rate, emerging competition (includes global competition), and/or 
continuous improvement. 

• The term is used in describing performance. 
• The term is in a statement of a goal or objective for the university. 
• The term is used in the mission, vision, and/or values of the university. 
• Term provides details/information about the strategic planning process. 

 
An example sentence of where the term “budget” would be considered 

“relevant” for this study is: “The University will recruit 10% more students from 
outside the United States as a part of an overall strategy to increase revenues 
and increase its budget to partially compensate for shortfalls in state funding.” 
 
Criteria for defining a key term as “not relevant” for this study: 

• Used in a generic informational sentence. 
• Used only as a section or chart heading. 
• Used as part of a title. 
• Items intended for graduate and professional level programs. 

 
An example of a sentence of where the term “budget” would not be 

considered “relevant” for this study is: “The institution receives funding from the 
annual state budget.” 
 
Note: Examples of the use of the word “college” considered relevant in this study 
include its use as a specific objective (e.g., create a college), or as a targeted 
subject (e.g., increase recruitments from the state colleges or take XXX action to 
offset competition from state colleges).  In this study the term ”college” is not 
considered “relevant” when it is used simply as part of a title (e.g., The College of 
Business). 
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Appendix H. Axial Coding Paradigm 

 

  

Open-coded 
Categories • 23 Items

Axial 
Themes • 4 Items

Selected 
Item • 1 Item
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Appendix I. Sample Letter to Potential Interview Participants 

Dear Dr. Provost/Vice President of Academic Affairs, Chair of the Strategic 
Planning Committee, Faculty Senate Chairs, Director of Institutional 
Effectiveness, Chief Operating Officer, 
 

My name is Stanford Ford, and I am a doctoral candidate at Florida 
Atlantic University.  I am writing to request your assistance in the completion of 
my dissertation for the degree requirements.  My research involves an 
examination of strategic planning in public universities in the State of Florida. 
 

I would greatly appreciate your cooperation in this study by permitting me 
to interview you, and providing relevant public strategic planning and institutional 
effectiveness documents that I will request to review.  I can be available to 
conduct an interview in person, at your location, or by telephone, subject to your 
preference.  Any information collected about you personally will be kept 
confidential and secure and only the people (my Dissertation Chair and me) 
working with the study will see such data, unless required by law.  The data will 
be kept for five years in a password-protected computer in the researcher’s 
office.  Results of this study may be published, but your name/identity will be kept 
confidential, unless you give the researcher permission to do otherwise. 
 
Thank you in advance for responding favorably to my request for your 
participation by entering your name and position on the line below and returning 
the this letter to me using the enclosed stamped envelope, or by emailing the 
letter to me (my address is sford14@fau.edu).  If you have questions and would 
like to speak with me feel free to call me. My telephone number is [(561) 310-
0085.  Your contribution to helping me reach this goal is greatly appreciated. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Stanford Ford, Doctoral Candidate, 
Florida Atlantic University 

 
I _____________________________________ agree to participate in this study. 
         (Please enter your name and job title) 
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Appendix J. Verbal Consent Script (Interview) 

My name is Stanford Ford, from Florida Atlantic University, a graduate student in 
the department of Educational Leadership working on a dissertation.  I am 
conducting a research study on strategic planning.  The research will help me 
understand the strategic planning processes of several Florida universities and 
how the processes correlate to traditional corporate strategic planning models. 

Today you will be participating in an interview, which should take 
approximately 45 minutes.  Your participation is voluntary.  If you do not wish to 
participate, you may stop at any time.  The information you discuss with the 
researcher will be protected and will be kept in a safe place for five years that 
only the researcher will be able to access.  There are minimal risks associated 
with this study, and do not involve any more risk that you would be exposed to 
during a regular day.  Taking part in this survey is your agreement to participate 
in this study. 

If you would like a copy of this letter for your records, please let me know 
and I will email, mail, or fax it to you.  If you have any questions regarding the 
research, contact Stanford Ford or Dianne Avery Wright, Ph.D. at (561) 310-0085 
or (954) 226-2553, respectively.  If you have any questions regarding your rights 
as a research subject, please contact the Florida Atlantic University Division of 
Research at (561) 297-0777. 

Thank you again for your assistance. 
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Appendix K. Institution A Education and General Revenues 

 2010-2011 

Actual 

2011-2012 

Actual 

2012-2013 

Actual 

2013-2014 

Actual 

2014-2015 

Estimates 

Main Operations      

Recurring State 
Funds 

$101,521,534 $91,821,312 $92,309,490 $96,977,120 $109,885,100 

Non-Recurring 
State Funds 

$6,379,472 $6,000,982 -$14,850,901 $2,655,777 $2,501,329 

Tuition $66,438,001 $69,519,546 $64,620,473 $57,711,385 $63,417,964 

Tuition Differential 
Fee 

$3,245,773 $5,840,726 $9,317,774 $8,558,070 $7,424,483 

Misc. Fees & Fines $973,993 $716,105 $853,415 $829,453 $1,604,485 

Phosphate 
Research TF 

$0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Federal Stimulus 
Funds 

$8,460,902 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Total $187,019,675 $173,898,671 $152,250,251 $166,731,805 $184,833,361 
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Appendix L. Institution B Education and General Revenues 

 2010-2011 

Actual 

2011-2012 

Actual 

2012-2013 

Actual 

2013-2014 

Actual 

2014-2015 

Estimates 

Main Operations      

Recurring State Funds $185,414,169 $166,562,455 $166,175,715 $187,401,218 $212,630,085 

Non-Recurring State Funds $3,456,924 $2,242,351 -$19,291,544 $3,464,073 $2,264,694 

Tuition $146,292,913 $155,824,885 $162,663,753 $174,197,985 $175,924,140 

Tuition Differential Fee $15,411,111 $25,308,323 $41,710,632 $44,587,407 $44,806,690 

Misc. Fees & Fines $3,456,746 $3,845,967 $3,579,822 $3,799,262 $3,998,791 

Federal Stimulus Funds $13,635,669 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Subtotal $367,667,532 $353,783,981 $354,838,378 $413,449,945 $439,624,400 

Health Science Center / Medical School 

Recurring State Funds $24,210,077 $26,293,035 $26,935,242 $29,501,199 $30,068,321 
Non-Recurring State Funds $1,000,000 $0 $0 $1,041,990 $800,000 

Tuition $2,427,750 $5,375,235 $10,136,811 $13,426,050 $16,670,486 

Tuition Differential Fee $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Misc. Fees & Fines $62,695 $57,900 $56,325 $62,562 $62,350 

Federal Stimulus Funds $859,244  $0 $0 $0 

Subtotal $28,559,766 $31,726,170 $37,128,378 $44,031,801 $47,601,157 

Total $396,227,298 $385,510,151 $391,966,756 $457,481,746 $487,225,557 
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Appendix M. Institution C Education and General Revenues 

 2010-2011 

Actual 

2011-2012 

Actual 

2012-2013 

Actual 

2013-2014 

Actual 

2014-2015 

Estimates 

Main Operations      

Recurring State Funds $273,217,211 $247,765,002 $252,310,487 $285,334,106 $324,214,740 

Non-Recurring State Funds $3,844,700 $2,823,515 -$65,234,110 $11,454,736 $1,702,215 

Tuition $140,903,123 $153,495,138 $158,160,491 $163,971,734 $158,850,741 

Tuition Differential Fee $12,421,375 $19,147,556 $30,035,814 $30,783,721 $31,359,674 

Misc. Fees & Fines $5,783,712 $6,377,254 $7,179,624 $3,763,534 $2,121,877 

Federal Stimulus Funds $20,268,504 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Subtotal $456,438,625 $429,608,465 $382,452,306 $495,307,831 $518,249,247 

Health Science Center / Medical School 

Recurring State Funds $35,246,051 $34,662,201 $33,279,050 $34,586,934 $35,009,382 

Non-Recurring State Funds $1,000,000 $0 $0 $65,246 $0 

Tuition $7,894,971 $8,547,978 $9,101,202 $9,796,272 $9,973,827 

Tuition Differential Fee $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Misc. Fees & Fines $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Federal Stimulus Funds $2,858,522 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Subtotal $46,999,544 $43,210,179 $42,380,252 $44,448,452 $44,983,209 

Total $503,438,169 $472,818,644 $424,832,558 $539,756,283 $563,232,456 
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Appendix N. Institution D Education and General Revenues 

 2010-2011 

Actual 

2011-2012 

Actual 

2012-2013 

Actual 

2013-2014 

Actual 

2014-2015 

Estimates 

Main Operations      

Recurring State Funds $236,617,996 $219,981,159 $170,599,744 $239,382,364 $271,776,712 

Non-Recurring State Funds $4,011,025 $3,193,785 $2,000,000 $9,624,575 $4,450,724 

Tuition $171,296,902 $188,596,560 $193,715,731 $198,942,361 $193,491,471 

Tuition Differential Fee $13,262,074 $24,304,933 $44,021,427 $47,438,857 $47,445,577 

Misc. Fees & Fines $7,969,502 $7,925,436 $7,348,478 $4,724,992 $5,599,644 

Federal Stimulus Funds $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Subtotal $450,700,312 $444,001,873 $417,685,380 $500,113,149 $522,764,128 

Health Science Center / Medical School 

Recurring State Funds $19,710,194 $22,184,003 $22,989,863 $24,514,526 $25,257,576 

Non-Recurring State Funds $1,000,000 $0 $0 $32,946 $500,000 

Tuition $2,438,201 $4,674,909 $7,777,491 $10,474,857 $13,189,361 

Tuition Differential Fee $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Misc. Fees & Fines $204,142 $263,166 $316,851 $247,459 $241,549 

Federal Stimulus Funds $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Subtotal $24,463,977 $30,023,038 $38,548,136 $35,269,788 $39,188,486 

Total $475,164,289 $474,024,911 $456,233,516 $535,382,937 $561,952,614 
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Appendix O. Institution A Graduation Rates 

 

Chart extracted from Institution A’s Annual Accountability Report 2013-2014. 

Institution A Graduation Rates by Student Type 
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Appendix P. Institution B Graduation Rates 

 

Chart extracted from Institution B’s Annual Accountability Report 2013-2014. 
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Appendix Q. Institution C Graduation Rates 

 

Chart extracted from Institution C’s Annual Accountability Report 2013-2014. 

Institution C Graduation Rates by Student Type 
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Appendix R. Institution D Graduation Rates 

 

Chart extracted from Institution D’s Annual Accountability Report 2013-2014. 

Institution D Graduation Rates by Student Type 
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Appendix S. Strategic Planning Process and Committee Make-up by 

Institution 

Characteristic Institution A Institution B Institution C Institution D 

# of Committee Members 49 57 38 66 

Duration of Strategic Plan 10 Years 5 Years 6 Years 20 years 

Board of Trustees Member X   X 

University President X X X X 

Provost/VP Academic 
Affairs 

X X X X 

VP Administrative Affairs X X X X 

VP Student Affairs X X X X 

VP Information Technology X X X X 

VP Institutional 
Effectiveness 

X X X X 

Chair, Faculty Senate X X X X 

University Attorney X X X X 

VP Athletics X X X X 

VP Security and Safety X    

Budget Director/Finance X X X X 

Student Representative X X X X 

Separate Campus 
Presidents 

X X X X 

Faculty Member (other) X X X X 

Alumni X X X X 

Graduate Deans X X X X 

Registrar X X X X 

Foundation X X X X 
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