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ABSTRACT 

 This three article mixed methods dissertation is titled “Three Studies on the Leadership 

Behaviors of Academic Deans in Higher Education.” Each of the three articles offers a distinct 

thesis regarding administration in academic institutions. While the research questions and 

perspectives in each of the articles are quite different from one another, the articles are similar in 

that they all examine the same context within higher education, academic administration, and 

more specifically the deanship.  Each article is based on a sample of 51 academic deans from a 

three state region in the Southeastern United States.  Each dean who responded was contacted in 

advance and asked to participate in the study which included a survey and follow-up interview 

by phone.  While only 17 of the 51 deans were interviewed, the overall study provides a rich set 

of data.  

Study One 

 In the first study, the results of the statistical analyses reinforce the gender similarities 

hypothesis which states that “males and females are similar on most, but not all psychological 

variables” (Hyde, 2005, p. 581). Male and female deans did not differ significantly on political 

skill and social capital.  However, the study did contain two methodological concerns which may 

have obscured the relationship between gender, political skill, and social capital. First, the 

sample size was necessarily small due to the time consuming nature of converting survey data 

into social network data for statistical analysis. Second, the political skill scores and social 

capital scores were based on self-reported data. Ultimately, there is ambiguity in my results 

because it is difficult to determine whether the results indeed support the gender similarities 
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hypothesis as I argued or whether methodological limitations have resulted in non-significant 

statistical findings. 

Study Two 

 In the second study, the central result is a conceptual model of information use in 

problem solving in academic administration. The conceptual model is a visual representation of 

the relationship between information use and problem solving among decision makers in 

academic administration. In my model, the problem solving process begins with a problem 

catalyst which initiates the information filtering phase of the process. The decision makers then 

embark on an iterative process of questioning, seeking information, verifying information, and 

weighing decision options. This information filtering phase is fed by information streams 

including explicit, tacit, cultural, external, internal, received, and sought information.  

 The information filtering process narrows until a decision point is reached. After the 

administrator makes the decision, the institutional action phase initiates with successive cycles of 

decision sharing and institutional action. Ultimately, the possible outcomes of the problem 

solving process represent a continuum with unresolved problems at one end, resolved problems 

leading to incremental organizational change at the midpoint, and resolved problems leading to 

organizational paradigm shifts at the far end of the continuum. Data representing each of these 

phases of the problem solving process are presented.  

Study Three 

 The third study illuminates the ambiguity of sexual discrimination and the issues around  

gender roles in academic administration. From these data, four propositions regarding gender are 
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presented. First, there is ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration in higher 

education because of the culture of academia. This explanation for the unwillingness of deans to 

express certainty surrounding the influence of gender in academic administration is that they are 

adopting the social norms of universities, which emphasize uncertainty both in their 

organizational culture and in the ideas they produce.  Second, academic leaders who must 

represent the broad interests of male and female employees keep their own feelings of 

discrimination private as part of their practice of impression management within the 

organization.  Ambiguity also surrounds gender in academic administration in higher education 

because of attributional ambiguity (Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, Major, 1991). This term suggests that 

there is considerable ambiguity about whether social interactions have occurred because of 

gender or for other reasons. Finally, changing gender roles creates ambiguity in academic 

administration in higher education  Gender roles in the modern era are now constantly in flux, 

being quite rigid under some circumstances and quite flexible under other circumstances 

(Andersen & Witham, 2010; Barnett & Rivers, 2004; Eagly, Makhijari, & Klonsky, 1992; 

Epstein & Straub, 1991; Hyde, 2006; Rudman & Glick, 1999; White & Kowalski, 1994).   
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Three Studies on the Leadership Behaviors of Academic Deans in Higher Education  

 Each of the following three articles offers a distinct thesis regarding administration in 

academic institutions. While the research questions and perspectives in each of the articles are 

quite different from one another, the articles are similar in that they all examine the same 

position in higher education, academic administration, and more specifically, the academic 

deanship. The focus of the first article in Chapter Two, titled “Gender, Political Skill, and Social 

Capital in Academic Administration: Support for the Gender Similarities Hypothesis?” is the 

relationship between gender, social capital, and political skill in academic administration.  The 

second article found in Chapter Three is titled “A Conceptual Model of Information Use in 

Problem Solving in Academic Administration.”  It attempts to establish a conceptual model that 

looks at ways in which different types of information are used by deans to address problems that 

arise in academic administration. The third article in Chapter Four titled “Is It Because I’m a 

Woman? Gender and Ambiguity in Academic Administration” looks at situations in which it is 

ambiguous and unclear whether gender plays a role in interactions and organizational outcomes 

in higher education administration. Although Chapter Two and Chapter Four at first appear 

similar because they are both about gender in university administration, they adopt different 

research methods and reach different conclusions about the role of gender in colleges and 

universities. 

  In the present chapter, Chapter One, I describe the organization of the dissertation, 

introduce the purpose of each of the three articles, and provide an overview of the methods used 
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in the dissertation.  An overview of the results from each of the three articles is provided in the 

final chapter. Like a traditional dissertation, this three article dissertation contains five chapters. 

However, unlike the traditional format, Chapter One begins with an introduction to the articles, 

Chapters Two through Four follow with three self-contained articles, and Chapter Five ends the 

dissertation with a conclusion highlighting the most significant results from each of the three 

articles.  

 For the sake of continuity, each of the three articles follows roughly the same 

organization with sections for the introduction, literature review, method, results, and discussion. 

The method sections all contain subsections on data collection and data analysis. Chapter Two is 

a quantitative social network analysis while Chapters Three and Four are qualitative grounded 

analysis studies. Due to the quantitative nature of the second article and the social network 

methods, Chapter Two also contains sections on operational definitions and assumptions and 

limitations.  

1.1.1. Purpose of the Three Articles 

 The purpose of my research in the first article, “Gender, Political Skill, and Social Capital 

in Academic Administration: Support for the Gender Similarities Hypothesis?” is to determine 

whether or not men and women who serve as academic deans differ in their stores of political 

skill and social capital. The overarching research questions for the first research article are: What 

is the relationship between gender and social capital in academic administration? And what is 

the relationship between gender and political skill in academic administration?  

 The purpose of my research in the second article, “A Conceptual Model of Information 

Use in Problem Solving in Academic Administration” is to explore how deans use different types 

of information within higher education institutions to solve the problems they encounter in 
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academic administration. The research question for the second article is: How do academic 

administrators use information to solve problems in higher education? 

 The purpose of my research in the third article, “Is It Because I’m a Woman? Gender and 

Ambiguity in Academic Administration” is to explore situations in which it is ambiguous or 

unclear whether gender plays a role in social interactions and organizational outcomes in higher 

education administration. The research question for the third article is: In what ways is the 

influence of gender ambiguous in academic administration?  

1.1.2 Research Methods Overview 

 In some regards, this document represents a dissertation of maximal complexity.  I 

collected my own data for each of the three studies rather than using an existing database. This is 

a mixed methods dissertation in which I collected both quantitative data from a survey I designed 

as well as qualitative data from interview questions I developed. As a three-article dissertation,  I 

have three distinctly different sets of research questions, literature bases, and methods. The first 

article utilizes a quantitative method called social network analysis, which is still experimental in 

the field of higher education.   Finally, I used three different data analysis software packages.  

These include E-NET for social network analysis, SPSS for quantitative data analysis, and 

NVIVO 9 for qualitative data analysis.  

 In this introductory section, I provide an overview of the research methods used in this 

dissertation. A more detailed description of research methods highlighting differences in the 

methods for each study follows in Chapters Two through Four. For the sake of simplicity, I 

describe my research methods in four phases: the quantitative data collection phase, the 
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quantitative data analysis phase, the qualitative data collection phase and the qualitative data 

analysis phase.  

 The first phase of my research involved a social network survey titled “The Social 

Networks of Academic Deans” that was administered in early summer 2013. The survey 

contained three types of questions: social network questions, Likert scale political skill questions, 

and demographic questions. The social network questions were used to create spreadsheets 

representing deans’ social relationships, which were then input into E-Net for analysis. E-Net 

created social network graphs (or diagrams) of each of the instrumental work networks of the 51 

academic deans who participated in the survey. E-Net also generated metrics on the social 

network graphs which were used to measure two of the dependent variables in Chapter Two 

(bridging and bonding social capital). The Likert scale political skill questions on the survey 

were used by permission of Ferris and colleagues, who developed and validated the instrument 

titled the Political Skill Inventory (2005).  

 Self-reported responses to the political skill questions were used to calculate political 

skill scores for each of the 51 deans as well as sub-scores on the four dimensions of political 

skill: social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity. The 

demographic question on gender was used as the independent variable in Chapter Two, and the 

other demographic questions were used as control variables in Chapter Two. I then took the data 

that I generated for the independent variable (gender), the control variables, and the dependent 

variables (both types of social capital, composite political skill, and the four dimensions of 

political skill) and ran seven ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analyses in SPSS. 

Following the regression analyses, I ran seven independent-samples t-tests to determine whether 
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mean differences existed between male and female deans on the seven dependent variables listed 

above. 

At the end of the quantitative survey, I asked any deans who would be willing to be 

interviewed over the phone to provide contact information. From this survey question, I 

scheduled 17 interviews with academic deans for the third phase of my research, the qualitative 

data collection phase. The interviews were performed in late summer 2013. The interviews 

consisted of two “grand tour question” (Spradley, 1979), and subsequent questions that were 

intended to follow up for explanatory details not already provided in response to the grand tour 

question.  

The first grand tour question was: I wonder if you could recall a recent or a very vivid 

situation that you dealt with as a dean in which you needed to have very trustworthy information 

for making decisions, or solving a problem, and knowing how best to proceed? And when such a 

situation comes to mind, please just tell me the story, feeling free to leave out specific names or 

details so as to help protect the confidentiality of those involved. The second grand tour question 

was: I wonder if you can recall a recent or a very vivid situation that you dealt with as a dean 

where your gender had some bearing on a decision (either a decision that you made or a 

decision that someone else made). Please tell me the story feeling free to leave out specific 

names or details so as to help protect the confidentiality of those involved. The follow-up 

questions encouraged the deans to elaborate on the context, actors, and personal and 

organizational consequences of the situations they described. I concluded each of the interviews 

by asking: Is there anything I didn’t ask about that would be important to know? All of the 

interview questions were used as data in Chapter Three while only the second grand tour 

question about gender and its follow-up questions was  used for Chapter Four. 
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I took notes and performed memoing during the interview process, and then had the 

audio files transcribed so that I could input the transcripts into NVIVO 9 for analysis. The 

interviews yielded very rich qualitative data, which I then coded in the qualitative data analysis 

phase in several iterations using open, axial, and selective coding. The open coding followed 

Corbin and Strauss’ (2008) conditional/consequential matrix for grounded analysis, but also 

incorporated codes I developed from the memos I wrote during the interview process. Thus, 

through the coding process, the storyline of propositions about information use and problem 

solving became refined. After each of the phases of coding was complete, I developed 

conditional matrices of propositions for my qualitative “stories” for both of the qualitative 

chapters. Based on the conditional matrices, I also developed a visual model for Chapter Three. 

1.1.3 Statement of Reflexivity 

Regarding the necessity of self-disclosure in qualitative research, Creswell (2007) 

asserted that:  

How we write is a reflection of our own interpretation based on the cultural, social, 

 gender, class, and personal politics that we bring to research. All writing is “positioned” 

 and within a stance. All researchers shape the writing that emerges, and qualitative 

 researchers need to accept this interpretation and be open about it in their writings (p. 

 179).  

Thus, in keeping with the need for reflexivity, I provide this statement of self-disclosure in order 

to frame my work as well as expose possible sources of bias in my qualitative interpretations.  

 The researcher in this study is a White, female, middle-aged student with a family history 

of educational attainment. I am the daughter of an academic and a psychologist. I am also the 

wife of an academic and the mother of a school-aged child. I would describe my worldview as 
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pro-education, egalitarian, anti-racist and politically progressive. Having travelled extensively in 

developing countries, I acknowledge the fact that I am deeply privileged by virtue of having been 

born a White, middle class American. My worldview is undoubtedly the product of my life 

experiences as well as the multiple roles that I play in my professional and private life (wife, 

mother, student).  

 I am ambivalent about using the term “feminist” as the theoretical lens through which to 

understand my work, especially with respect to the third study in the dissertation. Whether or not 

I embrace the feminist label often depends on whom I’m talking to. That is, when I hear overtly 

discriminatory remarks, I am likely to characterize myself as a feminist. When I hear views 

expressed which depict women narrowly as an oppressed class and men as the oppressors, I am 

likely to avoid the feminist label. More accurately, I either subscribe to “postmodern feminism” 

or “third wave feminism.”  Postmodern feminism seeks to replace the essentialism of some 

feminist theory with the notion that feminism encompasses a diverse, set of irreducible views on 

gender. Third wave feminism, which began in the 1990s and continues to the present era, 

critiques the narrow focus on workplace equality found in second wave feminism.   

 In the context of higher education, I do not find myself to be personally aggrieved. Like 

many women in colleges and universities, I have occasionally encountered sexist attitudes, but 

these experiences have been minor irritants and have not substantively affected my opportunities 

or life trajectory. More relevant to my life trajectory has been my desire to balance my own 

professional aspirations with those of my husband and to reach some balance between my dual 

roles as mother and doctoral student.  
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1.3 Summary 

This dissertation offers three distinct perspectives on academic administration in higher 

education. It is intended to contribute to our current understanding of higher education 

administration by exploring the themes of gender, ambiguity, social capital, political skill, and 

information use in problem solving. This research tests relationships among variables including 

gender, political skill, and social capital as well as explores the constructs of information use and 

the ambiguity of gender in academic administration. The mixed methods research design 

involved four phases: quantitative data collection, quantitative data analysis, qualitative data 

collection, and qualitative data analysis.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

GENDER, POLITICAL SKILL, AND SOCIAL CAPITAL IN 

ACADEMIC ADMINISTRATION: SUPPORT FOR THE 

GENDER SIMILARITIES HYPOTHESIS?  

2.1 Introduction   

 Research on gender differences between men and women abounds in the psychological 

and higher education literature (Aiken & Tarule, 1998; Astin & Leland, 1991; Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger, Tarule, 1986; Bornstein, 2008; Gilligan, 1993; Glazer-Raymo, 2008; Helgesen, 

1990; Kanter, 1977; Rosener, 1995). Indeed, discussions of gender differences appear so 

frequently in the scholarly literature that the phenomenon has largely become an article of faith 

in academic discourse. Yet a large scale meta-analysis of 124 meta-analyses (Hyde, 2005) found 

that the effect sizes for most studies showing gender differences were relatively small (d < .35). 

Therefore, Hyde coined the phrase “the gender similarities hypothesis” (p. 581) to express the 

notion that “males and females are similar on most, but not all psychological variables” (p. 581).   

Indeed, her review of 124 psychological meta-analyses revealed that effect sizes were small for 

cognitive variables, verbal and nonverbal communication variables, personality variables, self 

esteem variables, and moral reasoning variables. Effect sizes were moderate to large in only 

three areas: motor behavior, some aspects of sexuality, and aggression. Other researchers have 

supported the gender similarities hypothesis in areas such as communication (MacGeorge, 

Graves, Feng, Gillihan, & Burleson, 2004), mathematics (Spelke, 2005), and experience of the 

workplace (Metz & Simon, 2008). The psychological evidence suggests that the differences 

between members of the same gender will be greater than the differences between genders.  
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 This study investigates whether women differ from men in their stores of political skill 

and social capital in academic administration. Political skill can be defined as “the ability to 

effectively understand others at work and to use such knowledge to influence others to act in 

ways that enhance one’s personal and/or organizational objectives” (Ferris, Treadway, 

Kolodinsky, Hochwarter, Kacmar, Douglas, & Frink, 2005, p.127). Social capital can be defined 

as “the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or group by virtue of possessing a 

durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). Both constructs are important to higher 

education administration because previous literature suggests that political skill and social capital 

can provide differential access to organizational benefits such as promotion and higher salary in 

work environments (Burt, 1992, 2001, 2005; Ferris, Davidson, & Perrewe, 2005).  

2.2 Literature Review 

 This article examines the relationship among three important concepts in academic 

administration: gender, political skill and social capital. The literature review is organized into 

three main sections: gender and academic administration, political skill, and social network 

theory and social capital. The sections on political skill and social capital contain subsections on 

the relationship between these concepts and gender. The final section on social network theory 

provides an in-depth discussion of social network analysis because it involves both a set of 

theories and a distinct research methodology.  

2.2.1 Philosophy of Gender 

  Hare-Mustin and Maracek (1988) warn about the dangers of two types of bias in writing 

about gender. “Alpha bias” involves the tendency to exaggerate gender differences. Scholars 

who believe gender differences are innate are more likely to exhibit alpha bias in their work. 
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“Beta bias,” on the other hand, involves the tendency to minimize gender differences. Scholars 

who believe that gender is largely socialized will tend to exhibit beta bias in their work.  

 Scholars who believe gender differences are innate have hypothesized that there are 

fundamental differences between male and female leaders (Aiken & Tarule, 1998; Astin & 

Leland, 1991; Bornstein, 2008; Glazer-Raymo, 2008; Helgesen, 1990; Rosener, 1995). From this 

perspective, men and women lead differently because they tend to adopt different 

epistemological views of truth, ethics, power, human relationships, and their role in the world 

(Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1997; Gilligan, 1993). These epistemological 

differences between men and women result in different behaviors of leaders based on gender.   

 Scholars who believe gender differences are primarily socialized have hypothesized that 

male and female leaders are more alike than different.  Gender schema theory, for instance, is 

generally considered to have been introduced by Sandra Bem (1981), who created the Bem Sex 

Role Inventory (BSRI) as an attempt to explain how cognitive processes contribute to the 

gendered identities of individuals. According to Bem, the degree to which people exhibit 

gendered behavior is less dependent on genetic influences than on their cognitive schema 

regarding gender. Some theorists who believe gender is primarily socialized have argued that 

women occupying leadership positions will tend to adapt their behavior to the norms of the 

position rather than changing the nature of the position (Chliwniak, 1997; Coleman, 2003). From 

this perspective, the position within the organization affects the individual more than the 

individual affects the position within the organization.  

 The perspective taken in this study is that gender roles are both culturally learned and 

innate (i.e. both the result of genetics and cognitive schema). The position taken in this study, 

however, is that gender differences have frequently been exaggerated in the scholarly discourse 
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as well as in the popular imagination (Barnett & Rivers, 2009; Hyde, 2006; White & Kowalski, 

1994). With respect to women in leadership positions, this means that women do sometimes 

view truth, ethics, power, human relationships, and their role in the world differently than men. 

Nonetheless, the norms of the position and the organization may exert a greater influence on the 

behavior of women who occupy leadership positions in academia. 

 2.2.1.1 Gender and academic administration.  The phenomenon of women in academic 

administration in higher education exists in a larger social and historical context. At the 

beginning of the twentieth century,  the U.S. labor force was largely segregated by sex, and men 

were firmly in a dominant position in the workplace. The significant changes in the labor force 

with respect to gender occurred in the second half of the twentieth century. Increased educational 

opportunities and participation in the labor force by women coincided with an increase in the 

number of white-collar jobs available in the US economy.  In the 1960s, equal employment 

opportunity (EEO) laws were passed to restrict discrimination in the workforce (including sex 

discrimination). By 1980, the proportion of women managers in the workplace was 26% and by 

2000 it was 45% (Powell & Graves, 2003). Today, large numbers of women hold supervisory 

roles, yet the higher one looks in the organization, the fewer women are present.  

 Although women in administrative roles in higher education have followed trends in the 

larger society, women have not reached levels of parity in academic leadership. In 2008, for 

instance, 53% of college students were female and 40% of university faculty was female, yet 

84% of college presidents were male, 83% of chief business officers were male, and 75% of 

academic deans were male (Ryu, 2009).  

 Bornstein (2008) attributes the gender inequities in higher education leadership to three 

trends: “pipeline inadequacies” (p. 165), “barriers to the legitimacy of women” leaders (p. 167), 
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and the reality of “leading in a turbulent external environment” (p. 172). One reason fewer 

women occupy leadership positions is that fewer women occupy senior faculty positions 

(Wilson, 2004), and thus are less likely to be in a position to move into leadership roles. 

However, when women are qualified for academic leadership by occupying senior faculty 

positions, they also may not seek leadership roles because of childrearing responsibilities and a 

greater desire for work/life balance (Dean, 2003). Once women have achieved leadership 

positions in higher education, important facets of the role of leaders in higher education can 

present challenges to women’s legitimacy in these roles. For instance, finance, legal affairs, and 

high technology, traditionally male-dominated spheres, may dominate the job responsibilities of 

women leaders in higher education (Bornstein, 2008). In addition to the nature of the job, women 

must sometimes overcome traditional gender assumptions that may subtly associate maleness 

with competence, assertiveness, and decisiveness and femaleness with incompetence, weakness, 

and a tendency to second-guess decisions (Oakley, 2000). Research on the effects of gender 

stereotypes on women leaders suggests that women who violate gender role assumptions may be 

penalized in the workplace in areas such as hiring, compensation, and evaluation (Barnett & 

Rivers, 2004; Eagly, Makhijani & Klonsky, 1992; Hyde, 2006; Rudman & Glick, 1999; White & 

Kowalski, 1994).    

2.2.1 Political Skill 

 The use of power or the ability to influence others has long been the province of 

philosophy, political science, and economics. Philosophers, political scientists, and economists 

from Niccolo Machiavelli to Michel Foucault to John Kenneth Galbraith have attempted to 

define power. John Kenneth Galbraith (1985), for instance, divided power into three types 

including condign, based on the use of force; compensatory, based on access to resources; and 
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conditioned, based on social influence. Galbraith (1985) also argued that the sources of power 

could be personality, property or organizational position. This article focuses on conditioned 

power (based on social influence) that is the result of both personality and the organizational 

context.  

 During the same era that Galbraith developed his theory of power, Pfeffer (1981, 1992) 

and Mintzberg (1983, 1985) began to argue that organizations needed to be analyzed through a 

political lens and that individuals needed political skill in order to be successful in organizations. 

This area of organizational behavior was not thoroughly explored until the first decade of the 

twenty-first century when Ferris and colleagues (2005) developed an instrument to measure 

political skill called the Political Skill Inventory. Political skill was further broken down by 

Ferris and colleagues (2005) into four dimensions including social astuteness, defined as 

“comprehending social interactions and accurately interpreting behavior in social settings” (p. 

127); interpersonal influence, defined as “having a subtle and convincing personal style that 

exerts a powerful influence on those around them” (p. 128); networking ability, defined as 

“developing and using diverse networks of people” (p. 129) and apparent sincerity, defined as 

“appearing to possess high levels of integrity, authenticity, sincerity, and genuineness” (p. 129).  

 In addition to the four dimensions on the Political Skill Inventory, there are a number of 

characteristics and experiences associated with individuals with high political skill. Among 

these,  Ferris and colleagues (2005) include perceptiveness (self-monitoring and 

conscientiousness), control (locus of control and self-efficacy), affability (extraversion, 

agreeableness, and positive affectivity), active influence (proactive and action state), and 

experiences (role modeling and mentoring). 
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 2.2.2.1 The political skill of women. While there is a dearth of research on political skill 

in academic institutions, several authors have suggested that in order to join the ranks of 

management in the private sector, women need training in political skill (Fernandez, 1981; 

Rosen & Lovelace, 1991). Indeed, Ferris and colleagues (2005) have made the following 

observation about the political skill of women and people of color in organizations:  

 Political skill itself often represents privileged information that is passed on selectively in 

 organizations to certain newcomers, allowing them to be more successful at work…This 

 takes on the aura of a private club where only certain individuals are allowed 

 membership, and they typically bear a striking resemblance to those who make up the 

 power elite in organizations – white males. Consequently, women and racial or ethnic 

 minorities must do without such information and therefore must compete for pay, 

 promotions, and other valued organizational rewards against privileged individuals who 

 have been well schooled in the rules of the game and have developed strong political 

 skill (p. 51).  

 Thus, one dimension of political skill, networking ability, is essential for women and 

people of color to access the informal networks operating in organizations (Bell & Nkomo, 

2001). Ferris and colleagues (2005) contend that men, unlike some women, tend to use their 

networking abilities to gain information and to “read political currents” (p. 54), skills that may be 

essential to survival at the highest levels of an organization. Women, on the other hand, are more 

likely to rely on formal channels of information and consequently miss important undercurrents 

of information within an organization (Ferris et al., 2005). What is unclear from their study, 

however, is whether this information gathering activity is attributable primarily to gender 

identification or to the individual’s structural location in formal and informal networks. 
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 Political skill is one of the greatest challenges for women seeking promotion to 

management because women can be reluctant to use their political skill overtly in organizations 

(Ferris et al., 2005; Mann, 1995). One explanation for women’s reluctance to utilize political 

skill is the perception that political skill serves the private good rather than the public good 

(Labaree, 1997). However, Tarule and colleagues (2009) point out that this perception of 

political skill is based on the idea of power as finite:  

 As we struggled with issues of power, we came to discover that even as we talked about 

 sharing power, we were accepting a traditional way of thinking about power as a finite 

 commodity. If I have more power, someone else must have less. A gendered leadership 

 style, we contend, must be grounded in an understanding that power is infinite (p. 43).  

According to this interpretation, women using political skill to seek power (an infinite 

commodity) can serve the public good without infringing on the power of others.  

2.2.3 Social Network Theory and Social Capital  

 Network theory has its earliest roots in the sociological and social psychological research 

traditions in the United States and England. The early history of social network theory includes 

three traditions of social network theory ranging in time from the 1920s to the 1970s. The 

sociometric analysts used mathematical methods from graph theory to publish the first results in 

the field. During the 1930s, Harvard University’s Hawthorne Plant researchers studied cliques.  

Later, beginning in the 1950s, University of Manchester anthropologists, who were influenced 

by both schools, studied the structural configurations of obligation and influence in village and 

tribal relations primarily in Africa. Then in the 1960s and 70s, researchers at Harvard University 

laid the foundation for modern social network theory (Berry, Brower, Choi, Gao, Jang, Kwon, & 

Word, 2004; Scott, 2000).  
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2.2.3.1 Social network methods. In social network theory, data differ significantly from 

conventional quantitative data. In conventional quantitative data, rows represent cases while 

columns represent scores or attributes. Cells in the statistical array display a score or attribute of 

particular actors. Unlike conventional data, network data are displayed so that rows and columns 

both represent cases, while the cells describe a relationship between the actors or nodes. 

According to Hanneman and Riddle (2005), “this is the first major emphasis of network analysis: 

seeing how actors are located or embedded in the overall network” (p. 2). The second major 

emphasis of network analysis is “seeing how the whole pattern of individual choices gives rise to 

more holistic patterns” (p. 3). That is, network data look not just at attributes of actors, but at the 

relationships among actors so that attributes of the relationships may be just as important as 

attributes of the actor.  

 Another important characteristic of network analysis is that actors in network studies are 

not randomly sampled. In fact, network studies generally do not have samples at all because in 

network analysis, the entire population is studied. This population will tend to be all of the actors 

within a “naturally occurring boundary” (Hanneman & Riddle, 2005, p. 4) such as a classroom, a 

university, an organization, or a group of organizations with a similar purpose.  

In one sense, however, network studies do contain sampling. Since human beings and 

human organizations can interact in an infinite number of ways, a network study samples from 

among the types of relations that individuals or organizations can have. For instance, networks 

can measure friendship relations, kinship relations, supervisory relations, etc. (Hanneman & 

Riddle, 2005, p. 4). Therefore, researchers who intentionally seek out one or another of these 

types of relations are actually sampling from within the broader set of activities of the population 

of individuals within the “naturally occurring boundary.” 
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2.2.3.2 Social network theories. One characteristic of social network studies is that their 

observations can be largely contextual. However, there are some important general theories in 

social network research. I will briefly discuss three such theories: the “structure matters” thesis 

(Borgatti, Mehra, Brass & Labianca, 2009), the diffusion thesis, and the homophily thesis.  

 One family of theories in network research is related to the notion that “structure 

matters.” The position of an actor in the network determines both its opportunities and its 

constraints within the network (Borgatti, Mehra, Brass & Labianca, 2009). For instance, network 

researchers have found that occupying a central position in the network predicts positive 

outcomes such as innovation, power and influence, better compensation, improved performance, 

and promotions within organizations (Burt, 1992, 2001, 2005; Ibarra & Andrews, 1993).  

 Another important theory in social network research is related to how diffusion occurs. 

That is, diffusion processes often start with early adopters and either spread or fail to spread 

based on the structure of the network. This diffusion principle has been studied in areas such as 

the diffusion of innovation, disease transmission, the diffusion of information in terrorist 

networks, and language shift over time (Bot & Stoessel, 2002; Carley, Lee, & Krackhardt, 2002; 

Christakis & Fowler, 2010; Rogers, 2003; Valente, 1996).  

 Finally, the notion that “birds of a feather flock together” (homophily) suggests that 

similar actors most frequently group with each other (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001, 

p. 415). Homophily encourages both social cohesion and conformity. Actors in the network must 

then form ties with dissimilar others (heterophily) in order to escape social constraint, or benefit 

from “the strength of weak ties” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1360). The concepts of homophily and 

heterophily are especially important to women in academic administration.  It is incumbent on 

women to practice heterophily and form ties with dissimilar others in the academic 
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administration whereas males can succeed in academic administration solely by practicing 

homophily and forming ties with similar others.   

2.2.3.3 Social capital. Various theorists have extolled the importance of social capital in 

social relationships. In Robert Putnam’s classic Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of 

American Community (2000), for instance, he argued that “our economy, our democracy, and 

even our health and happiness depend on adequate stocks of social capital” (p.27-28). While the 

importance of social capital is emphasized by many authors, few agree on how it should be 

defined. Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) argued that “social capital is the sum of the resources, 

actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or group by virtue of possessing a durable network 

of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (p. 119). 

Coleman (1988) related social capital to social structures which create advantage:  

Social capital is defined by its function. It is not a single entity but a variety of different 

entities having two characteristics in common: They all consist of some aspect of a social 

structure, and they facilitate certain actions of individuals who are within the structure. 

Like other forms of capital, social capital is productive, making possible the achievement 

of certain ends that would not be attainable in its absence (p.S98). 

Like Coleman, Burt (2001) focused on “a social capital metaphor in which social structure is a 

kind of capital that can create for certain individuals or groups a competitive advantage in 

pursuing their ends. Better connected people enjoy higher returns” (p. 32). Putnam (1993) 

highlights the actions which are facilitated by social structures: “Social capital here refers to 

features of social organization, such as trust, norms, and networks that can improve the 

efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated action” (p. 167).  
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 In Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000) he defined two types of social capital - bonding social 

capital and bridging social capital. In simple terms, bonding social capital occurs when people 

socialize with people who are like them. In the network literature, the tendency for people of 

similar income, education, age, or gender to socialize together is referred to as homophily. 

Bridging social capital, on the other hand, occurs when people socialize with people who are 

dissimilar from them. This research will use network definitions for Putnam’s bonding social 

capital and bridging social capital.  

Two network structures are theorized to create social capital. The closure argument finds 

that “social capital is created by a network of strongly interconnected elements,” while the 

structural hole argument finds that “social capital is created by a network in which people can 

broker connections between otherwise disconnected segments” (Burt, 2001, p. 31). The closure 

dynamic focuses on the ways that networks constrain individual opportunities and actions by 

imposing group pressures and obligations for conformity on individuals. These dynamics are 

also seen as generating trust within dense networks of interconnected relationships. The 

brokerage or structural hole dynamic (measured as “efficiency” in my study), on the other hand, 

illuminates how particular types of network structures create opportunities for the exercise of 

individual discretion and tie together groups that are otherwise isolated from each other. This 

study will use the closure argument to define bonding social capital (measured as “constraint” in 

my study) and the structural hole argument (measured as “efficiency”) to define bridging social 

capital.  

Coleman’s closure argument is that social capital occurs when everyone in a network is 

connected. A highly connected or dense social network is sometimes described as the “small 

world” phenomenon (Burt, 2005). Network closure produces bonding social capital in two ways. 
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First, it impacts access to information within the network. For instance, “a person who is not 

greatly interested in current events but who is interested in being informed about important 

developments can save the time required to read a newspaper if he can get the information he 

wants from a friend who pays attention to such matters” (Coleman, 1990, p. 310). Second, 

network closure reduces the risk of trusting another individual in the network. According to Burt 

(2005), “You trust someone when you commit to a relationship before you know how the other 

person will behave” (p. 93).  

Granovetter’s work  (1992) supports the thesis that trust is present in dense networks by 

showing that trust is more likely between people with mutual friends because the threat of 

sanctions is greater: “My mortification at cheating a friend of long standing may be substantial 

even when undiscovered. It may increase when the friend becomes aware of it. But it may 

become even more unbearable when our mutual friends uncover the deceit and tell one another” 

(p. 44). In my research, I will focus on the trust phenomenon of bonding social capital.  

In order to operationalize the closure argument of bonding social capital, it is important 

to first define network density and the egocentric network. Kilduff and Tsai (2003) defined the 

egocentric network as “the social network around ego, including ego’s direct ties and the ties 

among ego’s direct ties. Thus, Jane’s egocentric friendship network would include Jane’s 

connections to her friends and the connections among Jane’s friends” (p. 134). Density, then, is 

“the number of ties in the network divided by the maximum number of ties that are possible. If 

all actors are isolates, density = 0, if all actors are connected to all other actors, density =1” (p. 

134). Density, however, can be calculated for the egocentric network and for the network as a 

whole. Measures of the density of an actor’s network are referred to as the “ego-centric 

approach” while measures of network density as a whole are referred to as the “socio-centric 
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approach” (Scott, 2009, p. 72). The ego-centric approach will be used in this study to 

operationalize the density of individual administrators’ networks.  

The structural hole argument of bridging social capital is closely related to the diffusion 

of information (Burt, 1992). Kilduff and Tsai (2003) defined a structural hole as “a gap between 

two actors or two clusters of actors (A and B) that can be spanned by another actor (C) who may, 

thereby, become the only member to belong to both A and B (if these are clusters), or who serves 

as the only intermediary between A and B” (p. 136). Structural holes are gaps between clusters 

of actors that  create holes in the flow of information. Therefore, structural holes create an 

advantage for any individual who can span the holes and broker information between people. 

Individuals who span structural holes can control the projects that bring people together from 

either side of the hole.  

Actors spanning structural holes are advantaged in three ways: “access to a wider 

diversity of information, early access to the information, and control over information diffusion” 

(Burt, 2005, p. 16). Additionally, Brass (1985) has found that actors who span structural holes 

tend to function as gatekeepers of information.  While the concept of a structural hole is similar 

to “boundary spanning,” it is a different concept because boundaries in network theory have a 

specific meaning related to the outer limit of the network. Thus, a structural hole is more 

properly thought of as “clique spanning” than “boundary spanning.”  

2.2.3.4 Gender, networks, and social capital. Putnam (2000) asserted that men and 

women possess equal amounts of social capital. Yet feminist researchers point out that much of 

the social capital literature is “gender blind” (Gidengil & O’Neill, 2006; Staveren, 2002). 

Specifically, scholars have not explored whether there is a difference between the social capital 

of men and women and whether men and women derive the same benefits from social capital.  
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Some research suggests that women’s continued primary responsibility for domestic 

work has meant that in comparison to men, women are more likely to build “supportive social 

networks in the community” (Russell, 1999, p. 219). In one of the few studies of men’s and 

women’s interaction patterns in workplace networks, Brass (1985) found that individuals’ 

position in workflow and networks was strongly correlated with measures of influence within the 

organization. On average, women were rated as less influential than men in the network, and 

were not integrated into many men’s networks, especially the dominant organizational network. 

Women who worked directly with both men and women were exceptions. Promotions were 

correlated with centrality in departmental networks, men’s networks, and the dominant network.  

Erickson (2006) proposed five models with respect to gender and network influence. The 

first model is “simple influence” (p. 303) in which social relationships with others influences 

people to adopt the views of those in their networks. The second model is “male dominance” (p. 

304) in which network ties to men are more influential than network ties to women. Erickson 

argues that the male dominance model is supported by the finding that men are perceived to be 

more effective in instrumental areas while women are perceived to have better social skills 

(Erickson & Nosanchuk, 1998). The third model is “female specialization” (p. 304) in which 

women are more influential in areas of stereotypically female expertise such as family and 

children. The fourth model is “same gender influence” (p. 304) in which ties to men are more 

likely to influence men and ties to women are more likely to influence women. The fifth model is 

“subordinate responsiveness” (p. 305) in which men are less responsive to their networks than 

women are to their networks.  
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2.3 Operational Definitions 

Political skill or social effectiveness:  

Political skill or social effectiveness is “the ability to effectively understand others at work, and 

to use such knowledge to influence others to act in ways that enhance one’s personal and/or 

organizational objectives”(Ferris, Treadway, Kolodinsky, Hochwarter, Kacmar, Douglas, & 

Frink, 2005, p.127). 

Social astuteness:   

 Individuals possessing political skills are astute observers of others and are keenly 

 attuned to diverse social situations. They comprehend social interactions and accurately 

 interpret their behavior, as well as that of others, in social settings. They have strong 

 powers of discernment and high self awareness. Pfeffer to this characteristic as 

 ‘sensitivity to others,’ and he argued, ‘Somewhat ironically, it is this capacity to identify 

 with others that is actually critical in obtaining things for oneself’ (1992:173). Socially 

 astute individuals often are seen as ingenious, even clever, in dealing with others. As 

 such, this dimension of political skill would be expected to relate most strongly (of all the 

 dimensions) to supervisor evaluations of an employee’s job performance because of the 

 employee’s social astuteness at presenting his or her work behavior in the best possible 

 light. In summary, people high in social astuteness have an accurate understanding of 

 social situations as well as the interpersonal interactions that take place in these settings 

 (Ferris et al., 2005, p. 129).  

Interpersonal influence:  

 Politically skilled individuals have a subtle and convincing personal style that exerts a 

 powerful influence on those around them. Individuals high on interpersonal influence 
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 nonetheless are capable of appropriately adapting and calibrating their behavior to each 

 situation in order to elicit particular responses from others. Indeed, aspects of the 

 interpersonal influence dimension capture what Pfeffer (1992) referred to as ‘flexibility,’ 

 which involves adapting one’s behavior situationally to different targets of influence in 

 different contextual conditions in order to achieve one’s goals” (Ferris et al., 2005, p. 

 129).  

Networking ability:   

 Individuals with strong political skill are adept at developing and using diverse networks 

 of people. People in these networks tend to hold assets seen as valuable and necessary for 

 successful personal and organizational functioning. By the sheer force of their typically 

 subtle style, politically skilled individuals easily develop friendships and build strong, 

 beneficial alliances and coalitions. Furthermore, because social networks are deliberately 

 constructed structures, individuals high in networking ability ensure they are well 

 positioned in order to both create and take advantage of opportunities (Pfeffer, 1992).  As 

 masters of the ‘quid pro quo, they are often highly skilled negotiators and deal makers, 

 and adept at conflict management’ (Ferris et al., 2005, p. 129).  

Apparent sincerity:  

 Politically skilled individuals appear to others as possessing high levels of integrity, 

 authenticity, sincerity, and genuineness. They are, or appear to be, honest, open, and 

 forthright. This dimension of political skill strikes at the very heart of whether influence 

 attempts will be successful because it focuses on the perceived intentions (i.e., as 

 assessed by the target of influence) of the behavior exhibited (i.e. by the actor). Indeed, 

 perceived intentions or motives are important and have been argued to alter the 
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 interpretation and labeling of behavior. As noted by Jones (1990), influence attempts will 

 be successful only when actors are perceived as possessing no ulterior motives. Because 

 their actions are not interpreted as manipulative or coercive, individuals high in apparent 

 sincerity inspire trust and confidence in and from those around them (Ferris et al., 2005, 

 p. 129).  

Social capital:  

“Social capital is the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or group 

by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of 

mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). 

Social network:  

A social network is “a set of actors and the relations (such as friendship, communication, advice) 

that connect them” (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003, p. 135).  

Node:  

A node is a dot on a network graph representing actors in the network (Wasserman & Faust, 

1994).  

Tie  or edge:  

A tie or edge is a line on a network graph representing a relationship between actors (Wasserman 

& Faust, 1994). 

The egocentric network:  

“The social network around ego, including ego’s direct ties and the ties among ego’s direct ties. 

Thus, Jane’s egocentric friendship network would include Jane’s connections to her friends and 

the connections among Jane’s friends” (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003, p. 134).  
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Structural hole:  

“A gap between two actors or two clusters of actors (A and B) that can be spanned by another 

actor (C) who may, thereby, become the only member to belong to both A and B (if these are 

clusters), or who serves as the only intermediary between A and B” (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003, p. 

136).  

Network survey:  

The network survey is the most commonly used data collection method in network research. It is 

a questionnaire about actors’ ties to other actors (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).  

Network graph or diagram:  

A network graph is a model or visual representation of a social network (Wasserman & Faust, 

1994).  

2.4 Method 

The research participants for this study included 51 academic deans, all of whom 

completed my social network survey and serve, respectively, at 27 different four-year public 

universities in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia. The institutions where the deans were employed 

ranged from small public liberal arts colleges to large public research institutions.  

An  email invitation to participate in the survey was sent to 279 deans at public 

universities in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia. With  51 respondents participating, the final  

response rate was 18.3%. In a large-scale study of survey response rates, Kaplowitz, Hadlock, 

and Levine (2004) found lower response rates for email only surveys (21%) compared to mailed 

paper surveys (31%). Though my email only survey response rate was close to that of the above-

cited study, it did not reach or exceed 21%. The busy nature of the position of dean, the amount 
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of time I estimated it would take to complete my survey (20 minutes), and the sensitive 

information I requested from each of the deans certainly accounts for the lower response rates.   

I  grouped the 51 deans who responded to the survey into White and non-White 

racial/ethnic categories to protect the identities of the small numbers of deans from non-White 

racial/ethnic backgrounds (in some cases only one dean from a specific racial/ethnic group). 

Forty-five deans who participated in the survey were White (88.2%) while six deans were non-

White (11.8%). Twenty-eight deans were male (54.9%) and twenty-three deans were female 

(45.1%). The number of years in office as dean ranged from less than one year to 18 years. The 

mode for the number of years as dean was two. The number of universities employed at prior to 

becoming dean ranged from 0 to 6. The mode for the number of universities employed at was 

one university. The number of positions held by the deans in national professional organizations 

over the course of their careers ranged from 0 to 11 or more. The H index or research 

prominence of the deans ranged from 0 to 18.   

2.4.1 Data Collection 

 Data for this study came from three sources: an online ego network (see definition below) 

survey of academic deans; the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS); and 

Web of Science data on the H index for individual deans, a measure of research prominence. 

Most of the data for this study came from the ego network survey.  

 Surveys are the most commonly used data collection method in network research, 

particularly when the network nodes are people. There are two types of network research. These 

include whole network research in which the entire population is studied (e.g. the entire 

population of college administrators at a single institution) or ego network research in which the 

local network around a sample of individuals is studied (e.g. a sample of academic deans at 
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several institutions in several states). Local networks are called “ego” networks because focal 

individuals in networks are referred to as “ego” while individuals with ties to ego are called 

“alters.” The local social network is the network around ego, including only ego’s direct ties and 

the ties among ego’s alters. Whole network studies lend themselves to case study research while 

ego network methods are typically employed in studies intended to generalize to a population 

(Wasserman & Faust, 1994).   

 In addition to the two types of network studies (whole network and ego network), there 

are different types of network surveys including roster vs. free recall and free vs. fixed choice 

(Wasserman & Faust, 1994). My survey used free recall rather than a predetermined roster of 

network actors. Survey respondents were able to choose from three to eight individuals for their 

instrumental network. Respondents were asked to list individuals with whom they consulted in 

making important work-related decisions. The survey was free rather than fixed choice because 

respondents could  nominate up to eight other individuals (or alters) in their network. The ego 

networks around each academic dean were limited to eight or fewer individuals; that is, the 

survey asked for a maximum of eight alters out of respect for the time required by the deans to 

complete the online network survey.  

 The online survey contained three types of questions: social network questions, political 

skill questions (also known as “social effectiveness” questions), and demographic questions. The 

social network questions were used to measure both bonding and bridging social capital, two of 

the dependent variables in the study. The political skill questions (or social effectiveness 

questions) came from the Political Skill Inventory developed by Ferris and colleagues. Five 

political skill scores were computed: a composite political skill score and four sub-scores on the 
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four dimensions of political skill identified by Ferris and colleagues (social astuteness, 

interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity).  

 The composite political skill scores were used to measure the independent variables in 

two of the regression analyses. The composite political skill scores as well as the four sub-scores 

were used to measure the dependent variables in the regression analyses in which gender was the 

independent variable. The demographic questions were used for the independent variable gender 

and the control variables (See Appendix A, Table 3 for a table summarizing the variables in the 

seven OLS regression analyses). Demographic questions used as control variables included the 

following: How many years have you been in your current position as academic dean? Prior to 

your current position as dean, at how many universities have you held faculty or administrative 

positions? How many positions have you held in national professional organizations over the 

course of your career?  

 The social network data collected from the online survey were displayed in an Excel 

spreadsheet, converted into a Notepad format, and then entered into the social network analysis 

software package, E-NET for analysis. The E-NET software visually displayed the data in 51 

network diagrams. For the dependent variables for social capital, the E-NET software computed 

measures of bonding social capital measured as “constraint” with possible scores ranging from 0 

to 1 and bridging social capital measured as “efficiency” with possible scores ranging from 0 to 

1.125 (Borgatti, 2006).  The measure, efficiency, was used rather than effective size because 

efficiency scores normalize for the size of the network. The actions of an actor with a top 

constraint score of 1 are maximally constrained by their social network, but they also have high 

levels of trust in their network and can communicate readily with most other actors in their 

network. An actor with a top efficiency score of 1.125 is situated so as to be able to have 
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maximum access to critical strategic information possessed by others in the network and to be 

able to influence other, divergent groups within the network.   

 Estimated total enrollment for fall 2012 for each of the deans’ home institutions (a 

control variable) was taken from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). 

Another control variable, the research prominence of each dean was taken from Web of Science 

data on the H index for individual deans. 

2.4.2 Data Analysis 

 While there were seven distinct research questions for this study, there were two basic 

types of research questions: questions measuring the influence of gender on social capital, and 

questions measuring the influence of gender on political skill. In this section, I describe the data 

analysis methods for each of the seven OLS regression analyses I performed. I first list the 

quantitative research question for each multiple linear regression analysis, then list the 

independent, control, and dependent variables for each research question.  (See Appendix A, 

Table 1 for descriptive statistics for each of the dependent variables. See Appendix A, Table 2 

for descriptive statistics for the continuous control variables. See Appendix A, Table 3 for a 

summary of the variables used and the results of each of the seven OLS regression analyses.) 

Lastly, I describe the data analysis method I used for the seven research questions.  

 2.4.2.1 Research question one. The research question for the first analysis was: What is 

the relationship between gender and bridging social capital among academic deans? The 

independent variable for the first research question is gender, a demographic question on the 

network survey. The control variables for the first research question included variables that 

might influence the structure or shape of the social networks of academic deans. These included 

the race/ethnicity of the dean; the number of years in the position of academic dean; the number 
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of universities where the dean had been employed; the number of positions in national 

professional organizations; the research prominence of the dean (or H index); the political skill 

of the dean; and the size of the institution where the dean was employed.  

 Most of the control variables came from demographic questions on the survey. Political 

skill was a composite score from the survey based on the deans’ answers to the questions on the 

Political Skill Inventory. The research prominence of the deans was measured as their individual 

H index scores from a Web of Science search. The size of the institution was determined by the 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). The dependent variable for the first 

research question is bridging social capital. Bridging social capital is measured by the 

“efficiency” score generated by the software E-Net, from the network questions on the survey. 

 2.4.2.2 Research question two. The research question for the second analysis was: What 

is the relationship between gender and bonding social capital among academic deans? The 

independent variable for the second research question is gender. The control variables for the 

first research question included variables that might influence the structure or shape of the social 

networks of academic deans.  These included the race/ethnicity of the dean; the number of years 

in the position of academic dean;, the number of universities where the dean had been employed; 

the number of positions in national professional organizations; the research prominence of the 

dean (or H index); the political skill of the dean;, and the size of the institution where the dean 

was employed. The dependent variable for the second research question was bonding social 

capital. Bonding social capital was measured by the “constraint” score generated by the software 

E-Net, from the network questions on the survey. 

 2.4.2.3 Research question three. The research question for the third analysis was: What 

is the relationship between gender and political skill among academic deans? The independent 
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variable for the third research question is gender. Since it was difficult to ascertain what other 

personal attributes might influence political skill and be distinct from political skill among 

academic deans, race/ethnicity was the only control variable for the third research question. The 

dependent variable for the third research question was political skill. Political skill was a 

composite score computed from the self-reported political skill questions on the survey.  

 2.4.2.4 Research question four. The fourth research question for the fourth analysis was: 

What is the relationship between gender and social astuteness among academic deans? The 

independent variable for the fourth research question is gender. Race/ethnicity was the only 

control variable for the fourth research question. The dependent variable for the fourth research 

question was social astuteness, a score computed from a subset of the self-reported political skill 

questions on the survey. 

 2.4.2.5 Research question five. The fifth research question for the analysis was: What is 

the relationship between gender and interpersonal influence among academic deans? The 

independent variable for the fifth research question is gender. Race/ethnicity was the only control 

variable for the fifth research question. The dependent variable for the fifth research question is 

interpersonal influence. Interpersonal influence, a score computed from a subset of the self-

reported political skill questions on the survey. 

 2.4.2.6 Research question six. The research question for the sixth analysis was: What is 

the relationship between gender and networking ability among academic deans? The 

independent variable for the sixth research question is gender. Race/ethnicity was the only 

control variable for the third research question. The dependent variable for the sixth research 

question is networking ability, a score computed from a subset of the self-reported political skill 

questions on the survey.  
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 2.4.2.7 Research question seven. The research question for the seventh analysis was: 

What is the relationship between gender and apparent sincerity among academic deans? The 

independent variable for the seventh research question is gender. Race/ethnicity was the only 

control variable for the seventh research question. The dependent variable for the seventh 

research question is apparent sincerity, a score computed from a subset of the self-reported 

political skill questions on the survey.  

 2.4.2.8 Data analysis for research questions one through seven. Multiple linear 

regressions were used to answer each of the seven research questions. I followed a four-step 

process for performing the seven OLS regression analyses. First, I determined whether the 

variables were normally distributed by calculating measures of central tendency, dispersion, and 

frequency distributions. Second, I checked for multicollinearity to determine whether the 

independent variables and any of the control variables were correlated at .5 or above. None was 

correlated above .5, so I kept all of the control variables in the model. Third, I calculated the 

regression equation. Lastly, I checked for measures of association and significance tests for each 

coefficient in the equation and for the entire equation.  

 After finding non-significant results for each of the seven regression analyses, I then 

performed seven independent-samples t-tests to diagnose the reason for the non-significant 

findings. Specifically, I evaluated whether mean differences existed for male and female deans 

on the seven dependent variables (bridging social capital, bonding social capital, composite 

political skill, social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent 

sincerity).  
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2.5 Assumptions, Limitations, and the Scope of the Study 

 In this study, it is assumed that social capital is a construct relevant to organizational 

behavior which can be represented structurally in social networks and can be defined through 

network relationships. This study also assumes that political skill is a construct relevant to 

organizational behavior which can be measured using the Political Skill Inventory. It is assumed 

that the participants will report their network relationships accurately in the survey. A potential 

weakness of this study is that social capital is an abstraction which can be difficult to define 

operationally. Another potential weakness is that actors in social networks may not report their 

network relationships accurately.  

 The study  was confined  to surveying and interviewing academic deans in public 

institutions in three states – Alabama, Florida, and Georgia. While this study may provide 

insights into the social networks of academic deans, the results of the survey may not be 

generalizable to private and for-profit institutions because the sample contains only public 

institutions. Generalizability may also be affected by the fact that deans self-select to participate 

in the survey. Furthermore, the findings from this study could be subject to other interpretations.  

2.6 Results 

 From the significance tests of the seven OLS regression analyses, I determined that after 

controlling for the covariates, the independent variable, gender, did not have significant 

explanatory value for any of the dependent variables including political skill, the four dimensions 

of political skill, or  bonding and bridging social capital. Specifically, the results of the first 

regression indicated that gender explained 2% of the variance for bridging social capital (R2=.08, 

F(1,42)=.43, p=  n.s.). Gender did not significantly predict bridging social capital (β=.16, p= 

n.s.). (See Appendix A, Table 4 for results of the first regression.)  
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 The results of the second regression indicated that gender explained 0% of the variance 

for bonding social capital (R2=.09, F(1,42)=.52, p= n.s.). Gender did not significantly predict 

bonding social capital (β=.03, p= n.s.). (See Appendix A, Table 5 for results of the second 

regression.)  

 The results of the third regression indicated that gender explained 1% of the variance for 

composite political skill (R2=.02, F(2,48)=.37, p= n.s.). Gender did not significantly predict 

composite political skill (β=.12, p= n.s.). (See Appendix A, Table 6 for results of the third 

regression.)  

 The results of the fourth regression indicated that gender explained 3% of the variance for 

social astuteness (R2=.03, F(1,48)=.63, p= n.s.). Gender did not significantly predict social 

astuteness (β=.16, p= n.s.). (See Appendix A, Table 7 for results of the fourth regression.)  

 The results of the fifth regression indicated that gender explained 1% of the variance for 

interpersonal influence (R2=.02, F(1,48)=.48, p= n.s.). Gender did not significantly predict social 

astuteness (β=.09, p= n.s.). (See Appendix A, Table 8 for results of the fifth regression.)  

 The results of the sixth regression indicated that gender explained 1% of the variance for 

networking ability (R2=.02, F(1,48)=.38, p= n.s.). Gender did not significantly predict 

networking ability (β=.07, p= n.s.). (See Appendix A, Table 9 for results of the sixth regression.)  

 The results of the seventh regression indicated that gender explained 0% of the variance 

for apparent sincerity (R2=.04, F(1,48)=1.03, p= n.s.). Gender did not significantly predict 

apparent sincerity (β=-.06, p= n.s.). (See Appendix A, Table 10 for results of the seventh 

regression.)  
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 Seven independent-samples t-tests were also performed to evaluate whether male and 

female deans differed on the seven dependent variables (bridging social capital, bonding social 

capital, composite political skill, social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, 

and apparent sincerity). None of the seven t-tests was significant, again indicating that male and 

female deans did not differ on the seven dependent variables. Specifically, women (M = .66, SD 

= .19) and men (M=.71, SD = .16) did not differ significantly on bridging social capital, t(49)=-

1.11, p= n.s. Women (M = .47, SD = .13) and men (M = .49, SD = .22) did not differ 

significantly on bonding social capital, t(49)= -.28, p = n.s. Women (M = 5.94, SD = .61) and 

men (M = 6.07, SD = .57) did not differ significantly on composite political skill, t(49)=-.77, p = 

n.s. Women (M = 5.77, SD = .79) and men (M=5.99, SD = .65) did not differ significantly on 

social astuteness, t(49)=-1.11, p = n.s. Women (M=6.04, SD = .61) and men (M = 6.16, SD = 

.64) did not differ significantly on interpersonal influence. Women (M=5.59, SD = .97) and men 

(M = 5.74, SD = .83) did not differ significantly on networking ability, t(49)= -.56, p = n.s. And 

women (M = 6.77, SD = .25) and men (M = 6.71, SD = .41) did not differ significantly on 

apparent sincerity, t(49)=.57, p = n.s. In the next section, I first consider the implications of the 

descriptive statistics in this study and then consider the implications of the results of the 

statistical analyses.  

2.7 Discussion 

 The bridging and bonding social capital scores in this study can be compared with those 

in other studies. For instance, in an ego network study of 125 University of Melbourne students, 

Kalish and Robins (2005) found a minimum efficiency score (bridging social capital) of .06, a 

maximum efficiency score of .9, and a mean efficiency score of .55. In the same study, the 

researchers found a minimum network constraint score (bonding social capital) of .02, a 
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maximum network constraint score of .32, and a mean network constraint score of .05.  

 Likewise, Abbasi, Chung, and Hossain (2012) performed ego network analyses on a large 

co-authorship network of 8,069 authors whose articles appeared in the top nine journals in the 

field of information and library science from 2000 to 2009. The network of 8,069 individuals 

involved 12,783 collaborations, and 4,837 publications. Although mean efficiency and constraint 

scores were not reported in the study, efficiency and constraint were reported for the top ten most 

productive scholars in the field. The efficiency scores (bridging social capital) for the ten most 

productive scholars ranged from .73 to 1.02. The constraint scores (bonding social capital) for 

the ten most productive scholars ranged from .04 to .54.  

 Thus, when we compare the efficiency scores in my study of 51 academic deans with 

those in other studies, we find that the mean efficiency score in my study was .69 while the mean 

constraint score was .48. This mean efficiency score is somewhat higher than the university 

students at the University of Melbourne, but not as high as the most productive scholars in the 

field of information and library science. The constraint scores in my study were higher than the 

constraint scores for the university students, and within the same range for the ten highly 

productive scholars. Recall that one of the benefits of bridging social capital (efficiency) is that 

actors with high efficiency scores tend to be boundary-spanners (or clique-spanners) with access 

to a great deal of non-redundant information. Though it is important to exercise caution in 

making generalizations from these comparisons, there are some possible implications. Academic 

deans likely have greater access to non-redundant information than college students but 

somewhat less access to non-redundant information than the most productive scholars in a 

discipline. The constraint scores are harder to interpret. However, it is possible that academic 
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deans have higher levels of trust and social constraint in their networks than college students, and 

similar levels of trust and social constraint to highly productive scholars.          

 Like the social capital scores, the political skill scores for academic administrators in this 

study can be compared with those in other studies. For instance, a study conducted by Ferris and 

colleagues (2005) found the following mean scores for political skill in a sample of 350 

individuals, which included 226 undergraduate students and 124 managerial and administrative 

employees at a large southeastern university: social astuteness (M = 5.18), interpersonal 

influence (M = 5.6), networking ability (M = 4.9), and apparent sincerity (M = 5.92). In a second 

sample from the same study, 93 employees with occupations, which included patrol officer, 

human resources manager, chief executive officer,  and accountant, reported somewhat lower 

political skill scores than the sample of undergraduates and university employees: social 

astuteness (M = 3.72), interpersonal influence (M = 4.01), networking ability (M = 3.51), and 

apparent sincerity (M = 4.05). In a third sample from the Ferris et al. (2005) study, 93 law firm 

workers had higher political skill scores than either of the first two samples: composite political 

skill (M = 5.52), social astuteness (M = 5.29), interpersonal influence (M = 5.87), networking 

ability (M = 5.00) and apparent sincerity (M = 6.49).  

 Thus, when I compare the political skill scores collected in my study of 51 academic 

deans with those collected in Ferris and colleagues’ (2005) three samples, I find that the political 

skill scores of academic deans surpassed those in each of the three samples in the other study: 

composite political skill (M = 6.00), social astuteness (M = 5.89), interpersonal influence (M = 

6.11), networking ability (M = 5.67), and apparent sincerity (M = 6.74). This suggests one of two 

possible explanations. First, it is possible that academic deans have higher mean political skill 

scores than individuals in other  occupations because they are genuinely politically skillful 
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individuals who occupy positions within academic institutions requiring considerable finesse and 

social effectiveness. Second, due to the self-reported nature of the political skill scores, it is 

possible that academic deans have higher mean political skill scores because they are more 

confident in their political skill than individuals in other occupations.   

 I now consider the possible interpretations of the results of the t-tests and regression 

analyses in this study. Broadly speaking, there are two possible explanations for the results of my 

analyses. The first possible interpretation of my results is that gender does predict social capital 

and political skill, but methodological limitations have obscured those relationships. The second 

possible interpretation of my results is that significant gender differences do not exist between 

female and male deans in academic administration. In this section, I examine both possibilities.  

 Two particular methodological issues could have contributed to the first possibility. First, 

the nature of the sample may have influenced the results; second, the nature of self-reported data 

may have influenced the results. Due to the time consuming nature of converting survey data into 

social network data, my sample was necessarily small.  Furthermore, the sample was not random 

because it was taken from the southeastern United States, and there was no practical way to 

determine whether survey respondents differed from non-respondents on important variables, 

particularly the dependent variables social capital and political skill.   

 In addition to the small, non-representative sample, it is possible that the political skill 

scores and social network metrics were inaccurate. Due to the sensitive nature of political skill 

among deans, the data on political skill were self-reported. It would have been difficult to obtain 

institutional review board (IRB) approval for a study in which coworkers assessed the political 

skill of their dean colleagues.  Similarly, the ties between alters in the social networks were 
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reported by the deans rather than the alters of the deans. Indeed, the IRB required that deans 

provide initials for the alters in their networks rather than names to protect confidentiality. In this 

case, it would have been difficult to receive IRB approval to study the ties between alters as 

reported by the alters. Nonetheless, the self-reported nature of both the political skill scores and 

the social network graphs could have resulted in inaccuracy in the data.    

 It is difficult to determine whether the results of this study indeed support the gender 

similarities hypothesis or whether methodological limitations have resulted in non-significant 

statistical findings. Indeed, it would be difficult to design a large-scale study of deans’ political 

skill and social capital without self-reported data. Since confidentiality and time constraints 

continue to be a consideration in studies of this kind, the gender similarities hypothesis may not 

be definitively proved or disproved in this context. Instead, the question of whether gender 

similarities or differences predominate in academic administration can only be answered through 

the accumulation of additional scholarly evidence and similar studies exploring the same 

variables and issues.   

 The second possible interpretation of my results is that both the t-tests and regression 

analyses reinforced the gender similarities hypothesis.   Female deans in the study did not differ 

significantly from male deans in their stores of political skill and social capital. This was true for 

the composite political skill scores, the four dimensions of political skill (social astuteness, 

interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity), and the two types of social 

capital (bonding social capital and bridging social capital). In this interpretation of the results, 

gender predicts neither levels of social capital nor political skill.  
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 Two explanations could help to explain why male and female academic deans don’t 

exhibit significant gender differences in academic administration. First, women who reach the 

upper echelons of academic administration may have been selected  for desirable leadership 

traits that not all women possess. That is, women occupy these positions because they have 

certain traits that their female peers don’t have. Second, women who reach the upper echelons of 

academic administration may conform to the norms of the organization with respect to their 

dispositions and social relationships, and hence do not differ significantly from men on those 

variables. This second theory posits that women don’t differ from men in these leadership roles 

because organizations represent  powerful socializing forces (Chliwniak, 1997; Coleman, 2003).  

 Support for the gender similarities hypothesis has practical significance for the academic 

workplace because the literature suggests that gender stereotypes which exaggerate gender 

differences tend to have negative consequences for women leaders (Barnett & Rivers, 2004; 

Eagly, Makhijani & Klonsky, 1992; Hyde, 2006; Rudman & Glick, 1999; White & Kowalski, 

1994). For example, women leaders who violate gender role stereotypes experience prejudice by 

being less likely to be perceived as hirable and receiving lower performance evaluations (Eagly, 

Makhijani & Klonsky, 1992; Rudman & Glick, 1999). This suggests that research which 

debunks “alpha bias” or the exaggeration of gender differences can improve outcomes for 

women in the workplace by discouraging stereotypical thinking about the roles of men and 

women as leaders.   

  Ultimately, the prejudice and negative workplace outcomes for women leaders can 

improve when gender roles change or leader roles change (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Both are 

possible. For instance, the widespread participation of women in the workplace may have 

decreased public acceptance of rigid gender role expectations (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Twenge, 
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1997). Some scholars have also argued that there has been an increase of agentic (i.e. confident 

and assertive) personality traits in women over time (Diekman & Eagly, 2000).  

 There is also evidence that leader roles may be changing due to changes in organizations.  

It has been suggested that the rise of global, high technology industries has led to less 

hierarchical, more egalitarian organizations in the United States and abroad (Drucker, 1988; 

Voberda, 1998).  Thus, Eagly and Karau (2002) assert that:  

 Organizational scholars have offered a host of new perspectives on leadership that 

 construe management in terms that are more congenial to the female gender role than 

 traditional views. These perspectives emphasize democratic relationships, participatory 

 decision making, delegation, and team-based leadership skills that are consistent with the 

 democratic leadership styles actually adopted by many female managers (Eagly & 

 Johnson, 1990) as well as the communal characteristics typically ascribed to women (p. 

 591).  

I suggest here that reduction in prejudice toward agentic female leaders would either require 

societal changes in gender roles or changes in leader roles. However, there is evidence that both 

may be occurring. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF INFORMATION USE IN 

PROBLEM SOLVING IN ACADEMIC ADMINISTRATION 

3.1 Introduction 

 Information is ubiquitous in higher education institutions. Indeed, information use is so 

commonplace that institutional actors may fail to realize how crucial information processes such 

as acquiring, filtering, and sharing information are to organizational effectiveness. Much has 

been written about why information is important to organizations, but far less has been written 

about how knowledge is used in organizations (Ipe, 2003). In an era in which there is a veritable 

fire hose of data and information circulating within academic institutions at all times, it is 

essential that researchers and academic administrators consider how information is used to solve 

problems in colleges and universities.  

 In a seminal article on information use in organizations, Feldman and March (1981) 

describe the importance of information use to organizational effectiveness:  

 Organizations are consumers, managers, and purveyors of information. Rules for 

 gathering, storing, communicating, and using information are essential elements of 

 organizational operating procedures. The technologies associated with using and 

 managing information are the bases for several major growth industries, most notably 

 computing and consulting. Reputations for organizational intelligence are built on 

 capabilities for securing, analyzing, and retrieving information in a timely and intelligent 

 manner. This practical consciousness of the importance of information is mirrored by 
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 research intended to understand and improve the uses of information by human beings. 

 Information-processing interpretations of cognition, economic theories of information, 

 and cybernetic perspectives on adaptation all build on the idea that the processing of 

 information is a vital aspect of human behavior (p. 171).  

Like Feldman and March, many researchers have argued that knowledge is the key resource that 

determines organizational effectiveness (Ipe, 2003; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995; Spender & Grant, 1996). Integral to the understanding of information use in 

organizations is the understanding that not all information is the same. Indeed, information use 

differs by the type of information in question. Following Kogut and Zander (1992), I  use the 

terms  information and knowledge interchangeably. Information and knowledge in organizations 

involve the experiences and beliefs of individuals as well as the products and rules of the 

organization such as data and policies. Given the essential nature of information in academic 

organizations, the research question for this study is: How do academic administrators use 

information to solve problems in higher education?  

3.2 Literature Review 

 The literature review for this study focused on the academic dean and their information 

use in organizations. Because academic deans are the research participants in this study, the 

literature review briefly considers the role of academic deans in higher education institutions. 

The literature review then focuses on information use in organizations. The literature on 

information use is not confined to studies of academic institutions since much of the important 

work on information use has occurred outside the field of higher education.  
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3.2.1 The Academic Dean  

 The deanship began in medieval universities, but only became universally accepted in 

American higher education in the early twentieth century (Deferrari, 1956; Dibden, 1968; 

McGinnis, 1933). Historically, senior faculty members have been the most likely to be promoted 

to the academic deanship (Austin, Ahearn, & English, 1997). However, the academic deanship 

has undergone significant change in the past 50 years. In a study of academic deans conducted 

by Gould in 1964, deans were all male, 56 years old on average, and had held their position for 

six years (Gould, 1964). Gould’s description of the deanship at this time corresponds to some 

degree with the position of the department chair today because deans were more moderators of 

faculty decision making than opinion leaders.  

Morris (1981) highlighted four career paths to the academic deanship. These include 

professional ascension (from full professor to department chair to associate dean to dean), trained 

administrator (non-faculty assistant dean to dean), managerial outside transfer (from business or 

the military to dean), and political appointment (from an external political position to dean).  

Wolverton, Wolverton, and Gmelch (1999) described the difficult balancing act that 

deans must negotiate between being representatives of the faculty and members of university 

administration:  

In the academic anatomy of institutions of higher learning, deans provide the delicate but 

 crucial backbone of university decision making. They, more than any other academic 

 administrators, link central administration with academic departments. On the one hand, 

 they serve as extensions of the presidency (through the provost); on the other, they are 

 regarded by many as extensions of faculty. And, herein lies the bind (p. 80). 
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Beyond mediating between the upper administration and the faculty, Tucker and Bryan (1988) 

broadly defined the role of the academic dean to include dividing the budget among academic 

departments, evaluating department heads, and interacting with a variety of actors both internal 

and external to the institution. Internal actors with whom deans frequently interact include 

chairpersons, faculty, students, presidents, provosts, vice presidents, other deans, and 

institutional support staff. External actors with whom deans interact include alumni, parents, 

trustees, and legislators.  

3.2.2 Information Use in Organizations    

 Thousands of studies have been written on information use in organizations (Choo, 2006; 

Dervin & Nilan, 1986; Westbrook, 1993; Wilson, 1997) in fields such as “cognitive psychology, 

communication studies, diffusion of innovations, information retrieval, information systems, 

decision making, and organizational learning” (Choo, 2006, p.30). One of the difficulties of 

generalizing across these studies is that much of the research is specific to particular groups of 

information users and particular organizational contexts. Nonetheless, studies of information use 

can be grouped according to whether the study focuses on the system of information use as a 

whole or on the individual user of information (Dervin & Nilan, 1986). Studies of information 

use can also be grouped according to whether they are “task directed” (Choo, 2006, p. 32) 

studies that focus on particular activities in the process of information seeking or are “integrative 

research” (Choo, 2006, p. 32) studies that focus on the whole process of information use. Given 

the vast scope of this topic, this discussion focuses primarily on studies that examine the use of 

information by individuals in an integrative manner.  

 Knowledge exists at several levels including the individual level, the group or team level, 

the department level, the division level, and the organization level (David & Fahey, 2000; Roos 
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& von Krogh, 2000). Knowledge can be categorized into tacit knowledge, explicit knowledge, 

and cultural knowledge (Boisot, 1995; Spender, 1998). Tacit knowledge “is the implicit 

knowledge used by people in organizations to do their work and to make sense of their worlds” 

(Choo, 2006, p. 135). Tacit knowledge, a term coined by Polanyi (1997), is extremely important 

in organizations because it can be lost when employees leave or can be difficult to communicate 

to others effectively because it is implicit rather than explicit (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000; 

Weiss, 1999). Explicit knowledge “is knowledge that has been codified formally using a system 

of symbols or made tangible as a physical artifact and can therefore be easily communicated” 

(Choo, 2006, p. 135). Explicit knowledge is easy to transfer across time and space precisely 

because it has been codified (Lam, 1997). Cultural knowledge “consists of the shared 

assumptions and beliefs about an organization’s identity, goals, capabilities, customers, and 

competitors” (Choo, 2006, p. 136). 

 This section on information use is divided into subsections based on the information use 

actions which emerged from my interview data: receiving and seeking information, filtering 

information, and sharing and withholding information. Each subsection begins with a definition 

of the concept.   

 3.2.2.1 Receiving and seeking information. Receiving information is defined as the 

process by which an individual receives information from formal or informal sources “that can 

change his or her state of knowledge” (Choo, 2006, p. 26). Seeking information is defined as 

“the process where the individual looks for information in order to change her state of 

knowledge” (Choo, 2006, p. 41). Receiving information can be contrasted with seeking 

information because receiving information is a passive process while seeking information is an 

active process undertaken by individuals.  
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 An interesting finding related to receiving information is that decision makers tend to 

prefer local or easy to obtain information over less accessible or difficult to obtain information. 

While this is a common sense finding, it also indicates that for many users, the availability of 

information can be more important than the quality of the information received (Auster & Choo, 

1993).  

 In a study of the information seeking behaviors of social scientists, Ellis (1989) 

categorized information seeking into six specific behaviors that individuals engage in: 

 ( 1 ) Starting: activities characteristic of the initial search for information. (2) Chaining:  

 following chains of citations or other forms of referential connection between materials. 

 (3) Browsing: semi-directed searching in an area of potential interest. (4) Differentiating: 

 using differences between sources as a filter on the nature and quality of the material 

 examined. (5) Monitoring: maintaining awareness of developments in a field through the 

 monitoring of particular sources. (6) Extracting: systematically working through a 

 particular source to identify material of interest (p. 238). 

Later work of Ellis, Cox, and Hall (1993) added two more activities to the list of information 

seeking behaviors of academics: (a) verifying the accuracy of information and (b) ending (or 

preparing information for dissemination). Many of these information seeking behaviors 

identified by Ellis, Cox and Hall are applicable to information seeking among academic 

administrators. However, a limitation of their analysis for this study is that Ellis, Cox and Hall 

were concerned with information used by academic researchers rather than organizational 

information used by decision makers. Therefore, their analysis of information seeking behaviors 

does not include all of the types of information (e.g., tacit knowledge, explicit knowledge, and 
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cultural knowledge) that an administrator might use in problem solving. In addition, some of the 

categories are more closely aligned with my concept of seeking information and some of the 

categories are more closely aligned with my concept of filtering information.  

 Saracevic (as reported in Choo, 2006) argued that information seeking can be cognitive, 

affective, or situational. Cognitive information seeking “refers to how people use cognitive 

structures to interact with texts” (Choo, 2006, p. 42). Affective information seeking “refers to 

users’ intentions as well as the beliefs, motivations, feelings, desires, urgency, and so on that 

accompany intentionality” (Choo, 2006, p. 42). Situational information seeking “concentrates on 

effects on tasks or problems at hand, changes in the problem, the use of information to resolve a 

problem, and the like” (Choo, 2006, p. 42). I concentrate on situational information seeking 

rather than cognitive or affective information seeking in this study because the focus of the study 

is problem solving in academic administration.  

 Choo (2006) goes on to assert that “task complexity, situational complexity, and the 

information-use environment” can affect information seeking behaviors in individuals. Vakkari 

(1998) found that as organizational tasks become more complex, more information is needed 

from more sources. Given that the current study takes place in university administration, the task 

complexity and situational complexity of the problems described in the interview data are 

maximized. 

 3.2.2.2 Filtering information. In the scholarly literature, “filtering information” is 

frequently linked to computer algorithms used in computer searches to retrieve information. 

Since I refer to filtering information as a process that individuals engage in, I will draw on 

Choo’s description of the “user orientation” (p. 32) to define filtering information as ‘the process 
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of interpreting information and infusing it with meaning so that it can be used for decision 

making and problem solving.’ Choo (2006) describes the user orientation of information as a 

perspective that:  

 views information as a subjective construction that is created internally in the minds of 

 the users. While a document or record may be defined or represented as being about 

 something or some topic, the user wraps this objective content in an interpretive envelope 

 so that the information therein becomes meaningful, and it is this combined package of 

 content plus interpretation that users find valuable and useable. Information value thus 

 resides in the relationship that the user constructs between herself and himself and a 

 given piece of information. Thus, information is only useful when the user has infused 

 meaning in it, and the same piece of objective information can be given quite different 

 subjective meanings by different individuals (p. 32).  

The interpretive task that Choo describes is precisely how individuals filter information in 

organizations. Nonetheless, one of the difficulties of studying information filtering is that it is an 

action that takes place in the mind of individuals (Wilson, 1997). 

 Information needs represent “gaps or deficiencies in the state of mental knowledge or 

understanding that may be represented by questions or topics that could be posed to an 

information system or source” (Choo, 2006, p. 57). Weigts et al. (as reported in Wilson, 1997) 

found that information needs included the need for new information, the need to interpret current 

information, and the need to confirm received information. Wilson (1997) added to this list the 

need to elucidate beliefs and the need to confirm beliefs.  I argue  that these five information 

needs can also be understood as five information filtering processes. Furthermore, I consider the 
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need to interpret current information as akin to Ellis, Cox and Hall’s (1993) differentiating 

behavior or “using differences between sources as a filter on the nature and quality of the 

material examined” (p. 238) and the need to confirm received information as akin to Ellis, Cox 

and Hall’s (1993) verifying behavior or checking the accuracy of information.   

 3.2.2.3 Sharing and withholding information.  Sharing and withholding information 

are considered together in this section because they represent related but opposing actions by 

individuals within organizations. Sharing information will be defined as “the process by which 

knowledge held by an individual is converted into a form that can be understood, absorbed, and 

used by other  individuals” (Ipe, 2003, p. 341). Sharing information is distinguished from 

knowledge transfer because sharing information is a transaction that occurs between individuals 

whereas knowledge transfer takes place between divisions or departments of an organization 

(Ipe, 2003; Lam, 1997). The focus of this study is sharing information rather than knowledge 

transfer.  

 While technology such as email and databases have greatly increased the potential for 

information sharing among individuals in organizations, the extent of information sharing or 

withholding still relies on a number of complex issues related to the nature of the information, 

opportunities to share  information, the norms and policies of the organization, pro-social or self-

interested attitudes of individuals, individuals’ closeness to their colleagues, and individuals’ 

levels of happiness at work (Constant, Kiesler, & Sproull, 1994; Ipe, 2003). Information sharing 

is generally considered good for organizations because it increases performance and the creation 

of new knowledge (Bartol & Srivastava, 2002) as well as “organizational efficiency, learning, 

innovation, flexibility, and understanding of organizational goals” (Constant, Kiesler, & Sproull, 

1994, p. 401).  
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 Individuals may withhold information when they work in organizations where people’s 

primary value to the organization is their knowledge (e.g. academic institutions). In this case, 

individuals may withhold information because they believe doing so could potentially increase 

their value to the organization (Alvesson, 1995; Empson, 2001; Ipe, 2003). This phenomenon 

may be especially frequent during times of uncertainty and change in an organization (Weiss, 

1999). Some types of organizations may actually discourage information sharing for a variety of 

reasons such as fears of industrial espionage or concern about role conflict among employees 

(Constant, Kiesler & Sproull, 1994; Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Hendriks, 1999, Ipe, 2003).  

 Thibaut and Kelley (1959) developed interdependence theory to distinguish how people 

might act in the absence of an organization versus how they tend to act within the socializing 

influence of an organization. In the absence of an organization, individuals’ actions will tend to 

revert to primitive rules governed by self interest and reciprocity. For instance, I will exchange 

information if you do, but I will withhold information if you hurt me. In the context of an 

organization, however, these primitive patterns of behavior are mitigated by a number of factors 

including our future relationships with others, the balance of power in the organization, how we 

are perceived by others, and how our behavior might impact organizational goals (Constant, 

Kiesler, & Sproull, 1994). Organizational culture exerts its influence at this point because 

stronger pro-social norms towards “friendship and polite behavior, of altruistic attitudes, and of 

good citizenship norms” (Constant, Kiesler, & Sproull, 1994, p. 404) will increase the likelihood 

that information is shared. In keeping with the organizational culture thesis, Macy (1990) argues 

that the number of pro-social or self-interested individuals may tip the balance of organizational 

culture in one direction or another. Thus, having a critical mass of pro-social employees will 
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encourage information sharing whereas a critical mass of self-interested employees will 

encourage information withholding. Indeed, Constant, Kiesler and Sproull (1994) asserted that:  

 Believing that information sharing is usual, correct, and socially expected workplace 

 behavior should increase information sharing, independent of the information 

 possessor’s personal feeling about his or her coworkers or organizational commitment. 

 This belief could be acquired from, or reinforced by, organizational norms (p. 404) 

Therefore, when the pro-social culture in an organization is weak, people will be more likely to 

revert to primitive behavior patterns based on self-interest and reciprocity. 

 Organizational culture is not the only factor which tends to encourage or inhibit 

information sharing, however. The nature of the information is also important. Constant, Kiesler 

and Sproull (1994) distinguish between information as a product of the organization and 

information as personal expertise. I will instead refer to explicit and tacit organizational 

knowledge because I argue that information as a product is akin to explicit knowledge while 

information as expertise is akin to tacit knowledge. Explicit knowledge may be more frequently 

exchanged in organizations because individuals view it as information that belongs to the 

organization whereas tacit knowledge is personal knowledge that belongs to the individual. This 

argument does not mean that tacit knowledge is not frequently shared in organizations. However, 

the likelihood that tacit knowledge will be shared depends on the personal benefits that 

individuals may reap, such as monetary rewards (Ipe, 2003) or personal rewards such as greater 

self esteem, self efficacy, respect from peers, and feelings of commitment to the organization 

(Constant, Kiesler, & Sproull, 1994).   
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 3.3.3.4 Information use in decision making and problem solving.  In this study, 

decision making will be defined as “the processing of information about available alternatives in 

order to select one that can achieve desired objectives” (Choo, 2006, p. 4).  All decision making 

in organizations has two fundamental facets: goal uncertainty and procedural uncertainty. Choo 

(2006) asserted that:  

 goal uncertainty tends to be high when goals are ambiguous; when they are nonspecific 

 and difficult to translate into concrete criteria for evaluating options; and when there is 

 disagreement about the substance of interpretation of goals. Procedural uncertainty tends 

 to be high when the problem is complex, comprising many sub problems with unclear 

 interactions; when the problem is novel, so there is no prior experience about alternatives 

 or even where to search for alternatives; and when the situation imposes pressures or 

 constraints such as the need to act quickly in a crisis situation or a lack of options in a 

 highly regulated environment (p. 211).  

Several models can be used to understand decision making in organizations when there is goal 

uncertainty and procedural uncertainty including “the rational model, process model, political 

model, or anarchic model” (Choo, 2006, p. 211). The rational model (or boundedly rational 

model) assumes that decision making is driven by problems and organizational goals, and the 

possible decision options are governed by routines and rules (Simon, 1991). The process model 

assumes that routines determine complex decision options (Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 

1976). The political model assumes that competing factions and individuals with differing 

amounts of power determine decision making (Cyert & March, 1992). Finally, the anarchic  or 

the garbage can model, assumes that decision making occurs when streams of problems, 

solutions, and decision makers randomly align (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972). Due to the 
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nature of the data provided by the research participants, this study employs the bounded 

rationality model to interpret decision making and problem solving. Bounded rationality as the 

theoretical framework for this study will be examined in greater detail in the discussion section.  

 Communication and information are integral to problem solving. For instance, in a classic 

study by Allen (1977) 33 project teams in research laboratories worked on matched projects. At 

that time the U.S. government awarded contracts to at least two laboratories to perform the same 

task. Government agencies then evaluated the success of each team’s project. One finding from 

this study was that teams that were especially successful at problem solving tended to 

communicate more and tended to interact with one another outside the project.  

 Despite the importance of information in problem solving, it is not always immediately 

apparent what information is necessary to solve a given problem. Belkin (1980) developed the 

Anomalous State of Knowledge (ASK) hypothesis to describe situations in which information 

users don’t know what information they need. This scenario makes information use for problem 

solving far more complex than simple information retrieval. Therefore, Belkin (1980) suggested 

that information systems should be designed to delve into the nature of the problem an 

information seeker is experiencing in order to retrieve appropriate information for that particular 

problem. 

 Taylor (1991) has categorized the information-use environment as including people, 

problems, settings, and assumptions about problem resolution. Assumptions about problem 

resolution are closely related to information seeking because the information needed to resolve a 

problem will impact where to seek information as well as the amount of time and effort spent on 

information seeking. The nature of the problem can influence information seeking in other ways 
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as well. For instance, whether the problem is simple or complex, novel or routine, and the degree 

of agreement among institutional actors about the problem all influence information seeking 

behaviors (MacMullin & Taylor, 1984). However, perfect solutions to problems do not exist in 

organizations. Instead decision makers “satisfice” by finding solutions that are sufficient for the 

problem at hand (Simon, 1982, p. 236). 

 The field of organizational development and change has identified two paths that 

organizations may take after problems have been resolved or decisions have been made within 

the organization. The first type of organizational change is called single loop or first order 

organizational change. In this type of change, the organization has only changed incrementally 

and individuals’ organizational schemata have not shifted. The second type of organizational 

change is double loop or second order change. In this type of change, the organizational schema 

has shifted. Thus, there may be a mission change or a significant paradigm shift within the 

organization as a result of the decision (Argyris & Schön, 1999; Bartunek & Moch, 1987; 

Blackman, Connelly & Henderson, 2004).  

3.3 Method 

 The research participants for this study were 17 academic deans at public universities in 

Alabama, Florida, and Georgia. The deans came from a variety of colleges and academic 

institutions ranging in size from a small public liberal arts college to a large public research 

institution.  

3.3.1 Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were performed with each of the academic deans. The 

interviews opened with the following question intended to elicit a story about using information 
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in decision making or problem solving: I wonder if you could recall a recent or a very vivid 

situation that you dealt with as a dean in which you needed to have very trustworthy information 

for making decisions, or solving a problem, and knowing how best to proceed? And when such a 

situation comes to mind, please just tell me the story, feeling free to leave out specific names or 

details so as to help protect the confidentiality of those involved.  

Follow-up questions were elicited based on the story that the deans told. Depending on 

the dean’s story, follow-up questions to this introductory question included: What information 

came to you without your having to seek it intentionally, and how did it come to you? What 

information did you have to seek out more deliberately, and how did you do that? How did you 

ascertain the accuracy and importance of various parts of the information you obtained? How 

did you use this information in fulfilling your job responsibilities for this situation? How did you 

use information to make decisions in this situation? How did you decide which information from 

this situation to share with others? What information did you decide not to share with others, 

and why? Frequently the deans were also asked to clarify aspects of the story they told and to 

elaborate on the context and details of the situations. I concluded the interview with the 

following question: Is there anything I didn’t ask about that would be important to know?  

The interviews for this study presented a number of challenges. While these challenges 

created difficulties for me as the researcher, they also resulted in the unique richness of the 

interview data. One challenge was that these were elite interviews, and there was a significant 

power differential between me and the deans. This condition required me to seek a lot of 

elaboration from the deans in order to fully understand the complex interactions that were 

occurring at the upper echelons of administration in academic institutions.  
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Another challenge was that when deans were asked about a “vivid situation,” they 

invariably spoke about problems that needed to be addressed within their colleges or ‘a fire that 

needed to be put out.’ This meant that the deans were discussing very sensitive matters at a high 

level of academic administration with someone of considerably lower status from outside the 

organization. Due to the sensitive nature of the problems that were discussed, the deans were 

asked to maintain confidentiality, so it was necessary for them to think carefully about how to 

disclose information about the situation in ways that protected the confidentiality of the 

individuals involved.  

Another challenge was that because the interviews were conducted with reflective, 

insightful individuals, the deans tended to intellectualize a great deal about the situations they 

described. This process created a challenge in conducting a grounded analysis because the focus 

of the analysis was on the conditions, actions, and consequences of those actions. Since the focus 

was on what the deans did, in what contexts, and the results of those actions, it was important for 

me not to automatically adopt the theories the deans had developed about the situations they 

described, but instead to construct new theory based on the actions of the actors involved. It was 

often challenging to pull the deans back from their intellectualizing to simply tell the “story” and 

report what happened in each of the situations. Finally, the interviews were of necessity, semi-

structured.  While an interview script had been prepared, the nature of the situations as well as 

the forcefulness of the deans’ personalities made it nearly impossible to stick to the interview 

script. This meant that I had to listen carefully as I was interviewing to elicit the information I 

needed while at the same time allowing the stories to unfold in the way that the deans understood 

them or chose to convey the information.   
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3.3.2 Data Analysis  

In keeping with the iterative nature of qualitative research, the data analysis process 

actually began while I was collecting data because I performed memoing during and 

immediately following each of the interviews. I also listened to the audio files a second time and 

added additional information to my memos. After having the interviews transcribed, I entered the 

interview data into qualitative research software NVIVO 9 for coding. The data analysis process 

involved three coding phases: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding.  

 The open coding process incorporated both inductive and deductive methods. In the open 

coding phase of data analysis I coded the transcripts five times. First, I coded inductively for the 

nature of the problems the deans described. In a second round of coding I used a simplified 

version of Corbin and Strauss’s (2008) conditional/consequential matrix for grounded analyses. 

Thus, I coded inductively for “conditions,” “actions,” and “consequences.” For the third round, I 

coded for themes that I had identified in the memos I created while listening to the interviews. 

These included categories of information use that I identified (receiving information, seeking 

information, filtering information, sharing information, and withholding information); themes 

that appeared frequently in the data (transparency and confidentiality); and whether the problems 

had been resolved or unresolved from the perspective of the dean.  In the fourth round, I coded 

deductively for the types of information (tacit, explicit, and cultural). In the fifth and final round, 

I coded for the people with whom the deans were communicating.  I then grouped codes together 

into families of causal conditions, contexts, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences 

of behavior. Grouping codes together into these categories was the culmination of open coding.  

After open coding the data several times, I then engaged in axial coding by identifying 

how the causal conditions, contexts, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences of 
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behaviors described in the data related to each other as theoretical patterns (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). Axial coding involved the early formulation of theory, showing how various open codes 

or code categories related to each other in the form of my emergent explanatory theory. Thus, a 

“storyline” began to emerge from the axial coding process.  

Subsequently, I engaged in selective coding to refine the interrelationships among and 

properties of these categories. Thus, the conceptual model I had developed about information use 

and problem solving became refined. During this process I developed a conditional matrix of 

propositions for my qualitative “story.” Based on the conditional matrix, I developed a visual 

model or theory about deans’ information use in problem solving.  

Validation of the results in this study was established in three ways. First, I performed 

triangulation by using multiple sources of interview data and multiple theories to support the 

interpretation of the interview data. Second, peer debriefing was performed with a colleague who 

acted as a “devil’s advocate” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985),  asking questions about the methods and 

interpretations in the study. Finally, member checking was performed by reviewing the 

interpretations with the participants.  

3.4 A Conceptual Model of Information Use in Problem Solving in Academic 

Administration 

 My conceptual model of information use in the problem solving process in academic 

administration is a visual representation of the relationship between information use and problem 

solving among decision makers in academic institutions (Appendix B, Figure 1). In my model, 

the problem solving process begins with a problem catalyst. This catalyst initiates the 

information filtering phase of the process. As the information filtering phase is initiated, the 
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decision makers begin an iterative process involving successive cycles of questioning, seeking 

information, verifying information, and weighing decision options.  

 This information filtering phase is fed by various information streams. These information 

streams represent different sources and types of information including explicit, tacit, and cultural 

information as well as information from external sources, information from internal sources 

(from  superiors, peers, and subordinates), information which is passively received, and 

information which is actively sought. These information streams enter the filtering process and 

provide the substantive information upon which the decision makers ultimately base their 

decision.  

 The cycles of questioning, seeking information, verifying information, and weighing 

decision options do not represent a linear process in which one action is distinct from another 

action in a precise chronological order. Instead, these actions take place in a cyclic fashion, often 

occurring simultaneously. As the filtering process proceeds, the decision options are narrowed 

based on the information entering the system until a decision point is reached. This decision 

point may occur because of an external organizational deadline or timeline or it may occur 

because the filtering process has naturally reached a juncture where a decision “satisfices” 

(Simon, 1982, p. 236) the decision maker’s principal criteria.  

 After the decision is made, it is then shared with institutional actors in the organization, 

so that the institutional action phase begins. This phase constitutes successive cycles of decision 

sharing and institutional action. Like the information filtering process, this phase represents a 

cyclic rather than linear process in which individuals in the institution act on the decision that has 

been shared with them. Based on factors such as the success of the decision implementation as 
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well as the degree of buy-in within the organization, the problem will either be resolved or 

remain ultimately unresolved.  

 The possible outcomes of the problem solving process represent a continuum. At one end 

of the continuum are problems that remain unresolved, and which may then re-enter the problem 

solving process as problem catalysts. The midpoint of the continuum represents problems which 

are resolved and lead to first order or incremental change within the organization. The far end of 

the continuum represents problems, which are resolved and lead to second order organizational 

change involving a significant paradigm shift or mission change within the organization.   

 Perhaps due to the sample size of 17, I did not find discernible differences in information 

use patterns based on the state context, institution type, or demographics of the dean such as 

gender, years as dean, etc. It should be emphasized that this model is based on interview data 

from academic deans at public universities. The model may not generalize to academic 

administration in other types of institutions such as private universities or community colleges. 

Information use patterns may also differ by state context due to differences in open record laws. 

Research participants from Florida, for instance, did note that they are careful about information 

they share in writing and in email communications due to the state’s open records law.  

 Despite the possibility that variation in information use may exist for the demographics 

of the dean, type of institution, and state context, the conceptual model is intended to be 

inclusive of a wide variety of different problem solving scenarios in academic administration. 

Thus, specific aspects of the model will differ for each situation based on the nature of each 

problem and decision made. Furthermore, not all information streams will be relevant to every 

problem. The information filtering and institutional action phases will vary in duration and 
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complexity for each problem. Finally, the outcome of each decision will fall somewhere on the 

continuum from unresolved to resolved and from no organizational change to second order 

organizational change.  

 The excerpts from the data are taken verbatim from the interview data. I have 

intentionally kept the native spoken language of the research participants. Note that in order to 

protect confidentiality, deans’ identifying information has been omitted in the interview data. I 

begin my discussion of the problem solving process with problem catalysts.  

3.4.1 Problem Catalysts  

 Although a typology of problem catalysts in academic problem solving is beyond the 

scope of this analysis, two of the most common catalysts for problems in the interview data were 

information conflicts and interpersonal conflicts within the organization.  A table of the problems 

which deans described in their interview data  is available (see Appendix B, Table 3). The types 

of problems I identified in the data were administrative problems, budgetary problems, personnel 

problems, curricular problems, student problems, and cultural problems. Personnel problems 

were the most numerous while cultural problems were the least frequently cited.  In this section, 

I provide examples from the data of two of the most common types of problem catalysts: 

information conflicts and interpersonal conflicts.  

 A dean in a large college is tasked with determining appropriate faculty workloads across 

several campuses with different student enrollment patterns. In this situation, the information 

conflict is not related to different types of information. Instead,  the conflict is related to two 

different sources of information within the university, one source of information is the 

Institutional Effectiveness Office and the source of information is internal to the college:  
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 So we sometimes will generate internal documents that conflict with the – sorry – 

 sometimes will generate internal data – we can do that manually and actually just count 

 students or count courses or whatever the case may be, generate internal data within the 

 college, and it may conflict with information we’re getting.   

 And that creates a very difficult scenario for us to manage because I’ve got people within 

 my college saying, “This is the situation,” and I can use the data as a management tool, 

 but if I do, it conflicts with the so-called official data that come from Institutional 

 Effectiveness.   

 So I suspect we’re not the only one that has that problem.  It’s just the number of – how 

 do you count the number of students at a university?  How do you count the number of 

 students?  You can count the number of students enrolled in a class; that’s one thing.  But 

 the question of fulltime equivalent, they’re subject to – the definition of that is subject to 

 interpretation….  

 Well, you get data, and if it’s – we have manual tools that we can utilize, and I have 

 people internally here in the office, secretarial support, etc., that can manually generate 

 information.  And if it comes up different from what we’re told officially, then I’m going 

 to have to go to the provost, my supervisor, and say, “We have a problem here.”   

 And he’s been very – I’m not the only one doing that.  There are five colleges in the 

 university, not counting graduate school.  And he has the same problem.  We’re, of 

 course, the largest of the colleges, but he has the same problem in the other colleges.  So 

 he’s sympathetic to it, and he’s not sure what to do about it either.  It’s a problem.  It’s a 

 problem. 
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Both information streams in this situation involve explicit knowledge (i.e., codifiable 

knowledge), but one has been passively received and the other actively sought by the dean. 

 Another problem catalyst involving information conflicts occurs when types of 

information contradict one another. In this situation, a dean and her management team are 

making recommendations about merit increases for staff members. The problem arises in this 

scenario because types of information conflict:   

 And I’ll give you an example.  As we’ve talked about it, we had one individual who we 

 know the supervisor is going to be – we’re at evaluation time for all of our employees.  

 So we know that the supervisor – and, obviously, because of our interactions with this 

 person – is going to give the employee probably a very positive evaluation.   

 And yet, we all have instances or evidence coming to us from a variety of ways that 

 suggest things are not so rosy with this individual.  And we have been providing that kind 

 of feedback to the supervisor.  And yet, I don’t believe it’s being used in the appropriate 

 way.   

 So that’s creating a situation because, undoubtedly, my belief is that the supervisor’s 

 going to argue strongly that this person is meritorious and deserves a merit increase when 

 the rest of the evidence that we’re collecting suggests that that’s not true.  

In this case, the tacit information that has come to the dean from interactions within the college 

about how the individual does her or his job conflicts with the explicit information in 

performance evaluations stating that the employee is exemplary. The nature of the problem is 
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determining which source of information (tacit or explicit) is more accurate for the purposes of 

determining a merit increase.  

 Another common problem catalyst within the interview data was interpersonal conflict. 

In this situation, a male dean supervises two female employees experiencing significant 

interpersonal disagreements that have disrupted the workplace environment:  

 I have two staff members, where one is an assistant dean and one is more of an 

 administrative staff person, who are both females who are, how should I say, very strong-

 willed individuals.  They have recently just – they are just at each other all the time. 

 I certainly don’t want to sound in any kind of way sexist, but it is a different dynamic 

 when two females are at odds as opposed to two males who are at odds.  It’s not better or 

 worse, it is just a different dynamic.  Having to deal with that, I don’t know how it just 

 ended up – I mean, it wasn’t by design by any stretch.  I’m the only male in this 

 administrative part of the organization, so I deal with it.  It wasn’t by design, it just 

 occurred, because I was hiring the best people I could find at the time. 

 This situation has been more perplexing than any others that I’ve had to deal with.  

This situation involves conflict between two administrative employees. However, interpersonal 

conflicts that deans were asked to mediate between department chairs or heads and faculty 

members also occurred frequently in the data.  

 A female dean describes interpersonal conflict between a department chair and a faculty 

member based on the department chair’s communication style, which the dean deems 

inappropriate:  
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 I had a faculty member come to me who was a female faculty member and thought that 

 she was being discriminated against by a department chair based upon her gender.  The 

 department chair believed that – in this case, he – was not treating her differently because 

 of her gender.  From my perspective, it was clear to me that the way that he was talking 

 to her would be a way that would be maybe appropriate for a man, but that she bristled at. 

 His communication style wasn’t effective for a female faculty member or this particular 

 female faculty member, because it made it seem like she wasn’t doing her job 

 competently when, in fact, she was.  I had to counsel him on sometimes we need to use 

 different communication styles for different gender of faculty members. 

 I think I would have only known that because I’m female and I have had those same 

 types of situations occur where you have to distinguish between am I being treated this 

 way because I’m female or am I being treated this way because that’s just the way people 

 – he talks to, in this case, to everyone. 

Having explored some examples of problem catalysts from the interview data, we now turn to 

examples of information streams.  

3.4.2 Information Streams 

 The information streams identified in this study are essential because they represent the 

sources and types of information which deans use in their cycles of questioning, seeking 

information, verifying information, and weighing options during the information filtering phase 

of the problem solving process. The variation in the information streams were related to the 

categories of information (explicit, tacit, and cultural) as well as the sources of information 

(received versus sought) and (external versus internal).  
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 The most commonly coded category of information was explicit information. Explicit 

information was coded 35 times in the interview data. Indeed, as knowledge-generating 

organizations, universities are awash in explicit information. Recall that explicit information “is 

knowledge that has been codified formally using a system of symbols or made tangible as a 

physical artifact and can therefore be easily communicated” (Choo, 2006, p. 135).  In the 

following scenario, a dean was trying to determine the source of a $30,000 deficit in an auxiliary 

enterprise:  

 We have centralized budgeting functions at the college and we determined that one of our 

 departments ran an auxiliary enterprise that was basically $30,000.00 in the hole.  And 

 so, it was very important that I get information from my budget officer so that we could 

 determine exactly how much we were in the hole, why we had gone in the hole, and to 

 analyze the previous operations – this account had been open for a number of years, and 

 to determine why all of a sudden we were running a deficit in this account….   

 We used university foundation financial records and university financial records; those 

 were the two primary sources.  The person that I had moved in as budget officer was 

 familiar with the accounting procedure, both at the university and in the foundation and 

 could go through and identify from the multiplexity of accounts that we had in that 

 department where there may have been funds and revenues that had not been credited 

 appropriately to that account and what the oversight procedure and controls had been to 

 alert us to this deficit earlier before those gaps existed. 

In the preceding situation, the dean examined explicit information (financial data) regarding the 

account that was running a deficit. This excerpt also highlights an important facet of explicit 
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information in universities, that information is complex due to the multiplex dimensions of 

information. However, data are not the only forms of explicit information. Explicit information 

may also relate to university policies and procedures.  

 In the following situation, a new dean seeks explicit information about governance 

policies in order to resolve a workload dispute with a faculty member:  

 I subsequently sought out the polices, the governance policies for the university to make 

 sure I understood what was not being followed through on the part of the faculty person, 

 as well as the department, and then what responsibilities of the college or with respect to 

 ___ what agreements for individual faculty. 

 The initial problem was brought to my attention.  I didn’t seek that out, but in the 

 discovery portion, I guess, of solving the problem, I did seek out a lot of information 

 largely because I was not familiar with the government structure, the details of the 

 government structure of the university because I was brand new…. 

 Frankly, it was written down or not written down.  The faculty work load agreement form 

 requires signatures of the various parties.  Faculty person to faculty person directly 

 provides for the department chair and then dean of the college.  These work load 

 agreements are on file for every person that’s a part of the faculty person’s personnel 

 record that’s maintained by the college.   

In this context, the mission of the university had shifted over the years away from an exclusive 

focus on teaching towards a greater emphasis on research. This mission shift complicated faculty 
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workload agreements for faculty who had been hired during the era of less stringent research 

expectations.  

 However, not all information circulating within universities is explicit. Deans also rely on 

tacit information in fulfilling their job responsibilities. Recall that tacit information “is the 

implicit knowledge used by people in organizations to do their work and to make sense of their 

worlds” (Choo, 2006, p. 135).  Tacit information was coded 14 times in the interview data. In 

this situation, the dean was tasked with hiring department chairs, but needed tacit information 

from his dean colleagues about how they had performed that task in their own universities: 

 Also last week I had a retreat with all the deans of all the colleges of [name of discipline] 

 around the country and it was the same thing where not as a meeting, but I would during 

 networking sessions, I would sit down with a dean or a couple deans and tell them the 

 problems I was having with developing departments and choosing department chairs and 

 other types of problems I was having, and discussing with them how they handled them 

 since many of them had been in their dean position for a number of years….   

 I mean I basically asked questions.  I asked questions in terms of for example, if you’re 

 hiring a department chair, how much of that hiring do you leave to your search committee 

 and how much do you leave to the dean.  Do you ask for a list of qualified candidates or 

 do you ask for a prioritized list or do you ask them to make a recommendation of who 

 they think should be hired?  I basically learned how other deans handled this and then I 

 was able to make a better decision for myself knowing that if I chose to handle it this 

 way, I was not alone.  That other deans also do it in a similar way. 
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The information gleaned from the other deans was especially valuable to the dean because he 

was new to the position and lacked the years of accumulated experience, which can provide the 

tacit information that is essential for problem solving. A final category of information in 

organizations is cultural information.  

 Cultural information (coded 28 times) was coded less frequently than explicit information 

but more frequently than tacit information in the interview data.  An arts dean describes the 

cultural context for problem solving in his college:  

 They’re arts folks and sometimes art folks are incredibly creative and talented in many 

 ways, but when it comes to the financial budgeting and so forth it’s just not one of 

 their interests, and that’s why I had to determine that we needed a budget officer to help 

 these folks who are not necessarily interested or trained to do the budget analysis and 

 budget controls that are necessary….  

 So, the other problem that you run into in a college of the arts is the threat or 

 possibility that they become immersed in their discipline and don’t see the collaborative 

 nature of the creative arts, and so the arts faculty and their studios may think purely about 

 a visual art component of the art and not see where the music school, the visual arts, and 

 the theater department can all do an exhibition. 

In this scenario, cultural information about the college formed a backdrop against which 

decisions were made regarding the budget as well as to encourage collaboration among 

disciplines.    
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 Thus far, the discussion of information streams has focused on the categories of 

information. However, the sources of information must also be considered in academic problem 

solving. That is, information can be passively received or it can be actively sought. Furthermore, 

information can come from actors outside the institution or from actors inside the institution such 

as deans’ superiors, peers, and subordinates. Each of these sources of information influences the 

decision made by the dean and the likelihood that the problem will be resolved. In the following 

situation, we return to the dean who was tasked with resolving a workload dispute between a 

department chair and a faculty member:  

 It was called to my attention.  Again, this was almost my first day.  So it was called to my 

 attention by a chair person, and ultimately it was the year all of our faculty have an 

 annual review and part of the annual review is a commitment to different work efforts 

 and teaching and research and service and it’s a full process that requires the faculty 

 person to agree to a specific work load.  Department chair agrees.  Speaking of ___, and 

 department chair agrees with the work load of all the faculty.  It was called to my 

 attention.  I didn’t seek it out because I didn’t know that this was a problem.  It was 

 called to my attention.  

In this instance, the problem was not originally identified by the dean nor was the source of the 

initial information about the problem actively sought by the dean.  

 In contrast, another dean describes her active efforts to establish informal communication 

channels through which she is able to obtain the information she needs to make decisions and 

solve problems:  
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 I think that information is difficult to come by.  I will say I spend a lot of my time 

 meeting with people to develop personal relationships.  When I need information, I can 

 get it or somebody can direct me to the right situation, and even though our university is 

 large, it works like many small communities together and I’m fascinated by social 

 networking because we do not have at this university a good, formal communication 

 mechanism, and informal networks are how you get your information. 

While this dean does not describe information in the context of a specific organizational 

problem, she does identify one of the mechanisms (informal networks) through which she 

actively seeks information within the university.  

 Aside from passively received and actively sought information, other sources of 

information can be categorized as either external to the organization or internal to the 

organization. In the following situation, the dean had to make a determination about whether to 

eliminate an academic program in her college. She relied on a consulting firm external to the 

university for a needs assessment on the degree program, providing her with the explicit 

information necessary to make an informed decision:    

 I was working with a company called [name of consulting firm] that does research for 

 college deans of education, so I asked them to do a state and regional assessment of 

 how many – this is for [name of program].  How many [name of program] graduate 

 programs at the M.Ed. level there were and figure out if it would be oversaturated for 

 online and face-to-face and hybrid.   

 We got that data and found that there were far more programs in the State of [name of 

 state] than were really needed. 
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This description highlights a common trend in the data showing that with the complexity and 

volume of data in higher education, the time consuming process of information seeking is often 

outsourced by deans either to external experts or to internal experts such as associate deans.  

 In a similar case of information outsourcing, a dean tasked with raising graduation and 

retention rates within his college relied on an external data miner for information that he would 

have found difficult to uncover without external assistance:  

 What we have done is hired in a database miner to mine that information more in detail.  

 It’s not just the demographics, more of the needs, wants, and the lifestyles, so that 

 we’re doing on top of that existing research, which also dovetails into social media 

 outlets. 

In this situation, the dean outsourced his information gathering not just for quantitative data, but 

also to gather qualitative data that had some bearing on students’ persistence patterns.  

 While some deans had begun to rely on external sources of information, the data suggest 

that the majority of the information received by deans came from within the organization. 

Furthermore, this information came from all levels of the organization including the deans’ 

superiors, the deans’ peers, and the deans’ subordinates (See Appendix B, Table 4 for a summary 

of the number of communications between the deans and other actors within and outside the 

university.) Deans communicated most frequently with faculty members, department chairs or 

heads, associate or assistant deans, external actors, the provost, and other deans. When Table 2 is 

aggregated by the position in the organization, deans communicated with superiors (coded 45 

times) and peers (coded 50 times) about half as frequently as they communicated with their 

subordinates (coded 107 times). (See Appendix B, Figure 2 for a visual representation of dean’s 
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information exchange patterns.) However, these numbers cannot be assumed to be representative 

of all communications for deans. The numbers here reflect the questions I asked in the 

interviews, so they may not necessarily generalize to a population of all deans’ communications. 

Furthermore, these were communications related specifically to problem solving.  

 As an example of information originating with the deans’ superiors, a dean in a university 

in the midst of a severe budget crisis received information from the provost about the extent of 

the budget cuts which would be necessary in her college:  

 And this is a few years ago, but it’s certainly vivid enough, was when we were in the 

 middle of the budget crisis.  And the former provost worked with individual deans.  

 Rather than a as a group, he worked with us individually to make cuts.  I mean, basically, 

 we were told, “Fifteen percent of your budget is gone.  You have to decide where you’re 

 going to take the cuts.  And I want a plan,” and we had two weeks to do it or something 

 like that, not a lot of time.  

In this situation, while the information was received from the provost, the decision and action 

plan came from the dean.  In other instances, information may come from deans’ peers within the 

institution:  

 We had our Dean’s Retreat which brings together all the deans here within this 

 university and I had a series of questions of since I’m a relatively new dean, I had a 

 series of questions of things that I was dealing with and try to get input from the other 

 deans in terms of how they dealt with these situations in the past.   
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Although this dean sought information from his peers, the more common source of information 

in the interview data was deans’ subordinates, oftentimes associate deans and department chairs 

or heads. Recall the dean tasked with making decisions about merit increases for staff members 

within the college. She describes the process of receiving and sharing information with her close 

subordinates:  

 But I would say I have this – my management team is my trusted group, and they need to 

 know everything that I know, and they bring things to me, and it’s a very open exchange 

 of information. 

Equally common in the data was for deans to receive their information from department chairs. 

In this instance, the information ultimately came from a faculty member, but the department 

chair served as a conduit for the information:  

   Well, I did have a faculty member make a complaint to me through the department head.  

 She went to her department head first who was male, and he came to me, actually and 

 shared the story, if you will, with me.  This was an instance of sexual harassment that she 

 experienced outside of the college but as part of her professional work.  So it wasn’t 

 another employee of this university; it was an employee of another university and she had 

 this very negative interaction with this person as part of her professional work at a 

 meeting in another city.  And I encouraged him to have her come talk to me, which she 

 did. 

Indeed, this situation in which faculty concerns are channeled through department chairs or 

heads, was among the most common scenarios in the interview data. The deans often met 

directly with faculty members, but only after department chairs played the role of information 
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gatekeepers within the organization. The role of information gatekeeper was also one assumed 

by deans between upper levels of administration (the provost and president) and the faculty in 

the colleges.  

3.4.3 Information Filtering Phase 

 As described previously, the information filtering phase of the deans’ problem solving 

processes was an iterative process in which cycles of questioning, seeking information, verifying 

information, and weighing options occurred simultaneously until a decision point was reached. 

One of the primary activities during this phase was questioning information. Oftentimes the 

questioning was stimulated by an information conflict. Other times a problem arose, and 

questioning led to the appropriate information being sought. In the following situation, a dean 

questioned her associate dean about whether to remove an employee from the administrative role 

of chair:  

 My first year I started questioning and talking with my Associate Dean about whether or 

 not I should leave this person in chair because from the very beginning I saw that she did 

 not have the skills to be chair.   

In this situation the actions of questioning and seeking information were not distinct, but took 

place simultaneously as the dean gathered the information she needed to reach a decision point.  

 In another scenario, a dean had to resolve a disagreement about course rotations for a new 

online degree program. This situation led the dean to ask questions and seek information to 

augment her knowledge of existing course rotations:  
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 Okay, we are launching a new online degree program and there was conflicting 

 information about when certain courses should be offered, and the rotation in which 

 courses should be offered.  It appeared to me that there was a conflicting agenda among 

 or between the department chair and some of the faculty members. 

 The kind of information I needed was exactly how often the courses had been offered and 

 how often it appeared the new courses needed to be offered.  What was the predicted 

 enrollment?  How did that impact faculty or could be impacting faculty load?  What 

 impact was it going to have on summer, the availability of summer school, teaching 

 opportunities for faculty? 

 The information that I needed was kind of an unbiased look at some of that information 

 versus information that was perhaps filtered through the agenda of certain individuals.  

 How I went about getting that information, I went to look at course schedules from the 

 past and then went back about two years.  Then I looked at the degree program proposal 

 that had been sent in to the Commission for Higher Education to look for what they were 

 projecting for enrollment. 

 I looked at faculty load, and just looked at patterns and how it appeared faculty resources 

 were going to be allocated.  It was mostly looking at existing documents, existing records 

 that were available through our system here, our Banner system.  I don’t know if that’s 

 really confidential, but it wasn’t sitting on my desk.  I had to kind of dig for it. 

Again in this scenario, questioning and seeking information occurred simultaneously in 

successive cycles until enough information was uncovered for the dean to make a decision.  
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 Another important activity that takes place during the information filtering phase is 

verifying information. Verifying information is often necessary when information conflicts occur 

within the university. A dean describes the process of verifying both explicit and tacit 

information:  

 Well, the accuracy of the emails and the hearsay was verified through examining the data, 

 examining the records, and actually going to the source of some of the conflicts and just 

 talking with them.  Did you say this?  Is this a true concern of yours?   

Another dean describes verifying information in order to make a decision. In this case, the 

decision was related to giving pay raises to a small percentage of faculty members, a potentially 

contentious decision: 

 Well, the information I got from the department heads I verified with our central finance 

 and administration office within the college.  Regarding you know, current salary, their 

 last raise, when they were most recently promoted – that type of thing.  So I did verify 

 that information that way. 

 Similar to the previous example, another dean was tasked with making decisions about merit 

raises for staff members in the college:    

 I think we try to triangulate it, and so each of us in the group is sharing things that we 

 may know about specific examples of what the people that we’re talking about, the place 

 that we’re talking about, what their performance has been like, what others have said 

 about them.   
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In this instance, the process of verifying information was described as “triangulation” because 

information from several sources was compared.  

 The final example of the information filtering phase demonstrates all of the filtering 

actions: questioning, seeking information, verifying information, and weighing decision options. 

In this situation, a dean talks not about a specific decision that he made, but about his decision 

making process in general:   

 And what I’ve learned is that there are always about 12 sides to every story.  And  you 

 don’t really get – you never get the whole picture with the first discussion.  And so, 

 there, it’s important, I think, to try and talk to as many different people as you can about 

 the situation and then start doing some of your own background work….   

 And so that is another one where you have to sit down and, you know, quite often, 

 you have to resist the temptation to make a decision on the spot because you’re not 

 going to get the complete story, right?  So then you have to go back and deliberately 

 collect the information about what really did happen and how it did happen…. 

 When you can find factual information or what’s supposedly factual information in some 

 of the university’s information systems, then you do.  But, even that, you have to 

 question on occasion and to make sure that it is consistent with – you know, you’re 

 looking for things that just don’t make sense, right?   

 And so, sometimes, you will find things in the university’s data systems that don’t make 

 any sense, and you have to figure out, “Well, why is this number or this information 

 what it is?”   
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 And so then you start asking other people what they know about how that information 

 was derived and how it got to be what it is.  And so, in those cases, you’re really trying to 

 reproduce it.  And, for those situations, it is mostly the associate deans and the directors 

 that I rely on to help me verify this.   

 And when we’re looking at making a decision about something, you’re talking to 

 everybody about what information you’ve got, why it’s correct, or why it’s incorrect, and 

 what kinds of decisions should you make based on that?   

Ultimately the information filtering phase will filter down to a decision point. We next consider 

two examples of deans reaching their decision points.  

3.4.4 Decision Points 

 Recall the dean who was making a decision about whether to close an academic program. 

Once her information filtering process was complete, she took her decision to the provost and 

used the information she had collected to bolster her case for closing the program:  

 Well, I tried to make all of my decisions based on data.  I’m an assessment person, and so 

 I didn’t make any decisions until I had the data in hand, although people knew which 

 direction I was kind of leaning.  So, once I had compelling evidence that I thought were 

 compelling, enough data to support to close the program then I took it to the Provost and 

 said, this is the data I collected, this is what I found, I really think this program should be 

 closed. 
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In a situation previously introduced about a dean making decisions about salary increases for a 

few faculty members, the dean had now reached her decision point and was ready to 

communicate that to the department heads:  

 So I use the recommendations from the department heads and my own judgment based on 

 what I knew about the faculty who were being recommended for increases, but also based 

 on the information I got from my fellow deans as far as how others on campus were 

 making these judgments.  And so I used both to make the final decisions, but I went back 

 to the department heads and basically gave them further guidelines.  For example, if 

 somebody were to recommend raises for 10 people after looking at all the requests I had, 

 I would go back to the department head and say, okay, we have enough funding for six.  

 Tell me which six of these 10 do you want me to forward?  So that gives you an idea that 

 I took their input, then made some judgments as far as how many people were going to be 

 able to be given increases, and then I asked the department heads to choose from those 

 recommendations they had made.  

In this scenario, further negotiation with the department heads was necessary after the decision 

was made so that the dean’s expectations were respected while the department heads had some 

input into the ultimate decisions about salary increases. However, in order for problems to be 

resolved within the institution, it is not enough for the deans to issue decisions. After decisions 

have been made, the problem solving process enters the institutional action phase.  

3.4.5 Institutional Action Phase  

 In the institutional action phase, the deans’ decisions are shared within the organization 

(both with superiors and subordinates) with the expectation that employees will then act on the 
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decisions in order to assure that they are implemented. In most cases in the interview data, the 

employees who would implement decisions were department chairs or heads and faculty 

members.  

 In a previous example, a dean had to intervene in a workload dispute with a department 

chair in order to develop an acceptable workload agreement for a faculty member. Here the dean 

describes how discreetly sharing that decision with department chairs led to institutional action 

on the issue of workload agreements:    

 And the reason why is because it was really a good opportunity for me prior to the annual 

 process to let people know that I was looking carefully at the annual reviews, was looking 

 carefully at the annual workload agreement, and these were the types of things that I was 

 expecting to be, and this year was the first time that it was again, my first year.  So in 

 January/February when we do a calendar year, annual review, a calendar year workload 

 agreement.   

 As we were going through this process in January and February, it was presumably better 

 understood and the department chairs had a clear idea of what my expectations were 

 going to be for these things.  They could communicate back to the faculty.  We also 

 communicated to the department chairs and then communicate back to the faculty that if I 

 felt the workload agreement was insufficient.  The insufficiency lies in that being so 

 vague as to not being quantifiable or having clear outcomes.  And the faculty member 

 will be asked to review it.   

 So my first comment, I would say in  every department probably three to five were 

 insufficient.  I communicated in generalities back to the department that gave me an 
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 opportunity to talk about my expectations and any of the faculty members.  The faculty 

 took it seriously.  I think my expectations were not completely different from the 

 previous teams, but I think that the extent to which I evaluated the annual workload 

 agreements was perhaps more than what they’ve been done before and people believe 

 that heads up.  There was going to be more who think we should spend more time on 

 them. 

In this case, the department heads were again used as information gatekeepers to communicate to 

the faculty that annual workload agreements would be closely scrutinized by the Dean. Thus, 

sharing the decision about the workload dispute with the department heads led to action on the 

part of faculty members regarding their workload agreements.  

 In the next example, a dean talks not about actions arising from a specific decision, but 

about his philosophy of information sharing for the purpose of institutional action:  

 Well, I mean, I think, for the most part, you try and share everything, particularly about 

 things that have, in fact, actually happened or are about to happen or that you’re seeing – 

 and, again, you try and focus on the thing – at least, I do – I try and focus on providing 

 faculty with information that they need in order to be more effective for the university 

 and for the students and for themselves.   

Here the expectation is that faculty will take the information the dean has shared and act on the 

information in ways that benefit the students and consequently the university as a whole.  

 In the final example of the institutional action phase, a dean describes the importance of 

buy-in after a decision has been made in order to stimulate institutional action:  
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 What I’m trying to do is to see where the commonalities are starting to pop up.  If I can 

 see them, where those commonalities are occurring, then what I can do is – boy, that’s 

 where the meat – that’s where I can get lots of buy-in and then start to shape a strategy 

 that relies on the buy-in.  Let me rephrase that.  I can shape a strategy that has a 

 tremendous amount of people who have a lot of common ground.  When you’ve got that, 

 boy, you can usually get things accomplished, because this is something that everybody 

 can have some skin in the game on. 

Of course, sharing information and stimulating implementation of decisions during the 

institutional action phase does not guarantee that the initial problem will be resolved within the 

university. Ultimately, the problem may be resolved or it may remain unresolved and re-enter the 

process as a new problem catalyst.  

3.4.6 Possible Outcomes Continuum  

 In this section, I present three examples that represent a continuum of problem resolution 

outcomes. On one end of the continuum are problems that remain unresolved and do not result in 

any degree of institutional change. In the middle of the continuum are problems that are 

resolved, but only lead to first order or incremental change within the organization. On the far 

end of the continuum are problems that are resolved and that lead to second order change or 

significant changes in mission or basic operating frameworks within the university.  

 In the first example, a dean has made a decision not to renew an eminent scholar 

distinction for a faculty member within her college:  
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 I made that decision and recommendation to the Provost and then the Provost made a 

 determination to do the same thing.  So, the eminent scholar has been notified that they 

 are no longer considered an eminent scholar, but I don’t think it’s been resolved because 

 I’m fairly confident that that person will file whatever complaints they feel are available 

 to them. 

Although the question of the eminent scholar distinction has been resolved, the problem itself 

remains unresolved because the individual will likely appeal the decision and the appeal will 

ultimately act as a problem catalyst in a future reconsideration of the decision.  

 The second example reintroduces the faculty workload disagreement described 

previously:  

 Well, ultimately it was resolved by working with the three of us.  The faculty handbook 

 provides for the Dean to technically buy the workload agreement in the absence of the 

 agreement between a faculty person and their chair.  It said that you guys can’t agree.  

 Here is workload.  But that would have been pull away to start, I think, but we worked 

 together to come up with something that was acceptable, but acknowledged the fact that 

 we couldn’t go back in time, but have some real goals and accomplishments which were 

 measurable. 

In this situation, no dramatic paradigm shifts occurred within the institution. The problem merely 

represented a wrinkle in the system that needed to be addressed in order to maintain the status 

quo within the college. Examples like this of first order change were the most numerous in the 

problem episodes provided by my research participants.     
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 In the final example, a dean describes the decision to merge three campuses of a 

university system in separate cities:  

 There was a time when the [city name], [city name], and [city name] campuses were 

 separately accredited.  And our chancellor made a decision in the late 1990s to change 

 that and consolidate the three campuses under one umbrella for accreditation, one 

 common curriculum, one common catalogue, a common set of policies, common 

 financial, for whatever reasons.  

 There was a concern that one of the campuses was sort of going its own way and even 

 was hinting that it wanted to drop out of the system and change its name and go its own 

 way.  And he had a strong, almost visceral response to that.  And the theory is that that’s 

 what prompted moving back.  And, as a result, we did that on [date].  We went back to 

 one unified university under one accreditation.  

 And we’ve had our ups and downs.  By and large, it’s worked.  Nevertheless, finding the 

 appropriate organization to manage such a scheme is a little difficult, and we have gone 

 through, over the past 18 months, a reorganization of the major colleges, which would 

 include us, the College of Business, Communication and Fine Arts, and the College of 

 Education.  The College of Health and Human Services is much smaller, and they’re 

 basically limited to the campus here in [city name].  The rest of us are multi-campus 

 operations.   

 So part of our strategic planning has been focused on getting that organization structure 

 correct, and we’ve put a lot of time and energy into that, getting new faculty lines, filling, 
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 replacing faculty systems, improving grants, increasing level of funding of grants, 

 contracts, research from external sources, study abroad.   

The scenario the dean describes was the only example of second order change which I identified 

in the data. While the decision to merge the campuses was not made by the dean himself, the 

chancellor’s decision was implemented by the dean and the employees of his college. This 

example constitutes second order organizational change because the implementation of the 

decision led to a significant restructuring of the institution as well as a shift in the mission of the 

college.  

3.5 Discussion 

 In this discussion section I first consider the broad implications of my conceptual model 

for theoretical perspectives on decision making and problem solving in organizations. I contrast 

my work with that of Choo (2006) and draw distinctions between his theoretical lens and my 

own. I then discuss the bounded rationality perspective and explain how my study overcomes the 

most common critiques of bounded rationality. Finally, I consider the specific implications of the 

study for academic administrators.  

3.5.1 Theoretical Implications of the Conceptual Model  

 The work of Choo (2006) figured prominently in my literature review as well as in my 

theoretical understanding of information use in organizations. However, it is important to draw 

the theoretical distinctions between Choo’s work and my own. These distinctions are related to 

the focus of my analysis.  
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 Unlike in Choo’s work, my data collection and analysis focus on the individual as the 

unit of analysis rather than the organization. I argue here that organizations cannot use 

information per se. Instead individuals in organizations use information (Huber, 1991; Simon, 

1991). Although the distinction at first appears semantic, in fact, it involves a different 

theoretical lens. The notion that organizations can use information involves the study of 

organizations in the collective and assumes that organizations operate in a relatively unified, 

rational (or boundedly rational) manner towards organizational goals. In contrast, my study 

focuses on the agency of individuals. That is, what do individuals do with information in solving 

problems?  While I emphasize the bounded rationality of individuals, I do not argue that 

organizations are boundedly rational in the collective sense. Thus, I assume in my study that the 

goals and world views of individuals are not always in accord with organizational culture and 

organizational goals.  

 Another important distinction is that I focus on problem solving as well as decision 

making. I consider decision making one facet of the process of problem solving rather than the 

focus of my study. My emphasis is on the pathway between information, consideration of 

decision options, actions taken by institutional actors, and ultimately the resolution or lack of 

resolution of problems within the organization.  

 Finally, rather than looking for general patterns of organizational behavior with respect to 

information use, I consider information use in a specific context – academic administration. 

Therefore, the nature of the information, the nature of the actors, and the nature of the problems 

in my study are quite specific to higher education institutions. This is consistent with Choo’s 

(2006) observation that “information needs and uses need to be examined within the work, 

organizational, and social settings of the users” (p. 37). However, I offer a more narrowly 
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focused analysis than Choo by concentrating on individuals rather than organizations, problem 

solving rather than solely decision making, and academic organizations rather than organizations 

in general. 

 In addition to Choo’s (2006) work on information use in organizations, this study is 

grounded in the concept of bounded rationality, in which organizations constitute rational 

institutions working towards shared goals, but are limited by the cognitive abilities of 

individuals, the knowledge that is currently available, and the values and predispositions of 

individuals (Simon, 1991). While I do not necessarily emphasize the bounded rationality of 

organizations in this study, I do assume that the information use and problem solving behaviors 

of academic administrators in higher education institutions is boundedly rational.  

 I emphasize here ways in which my conceptual model of information use in problem 

solving overcomes the most common critiques of the simple rationality perspective. Feldman and 

March (1981) list six ways in which information use in organizations can be an irrational 

process:  

 (1) Much of the information that is gathered and communicated by individuals and 

 organizations has little decision relevance. (2) Much of the information that is used to 

 justify a decision is collected and interpreted after the decision has been made, or 

 substantially made. (3) Much of the information gathered in response to requests for 

 information is not considered in the making of decisions for which it was requested. (4) 

 Regardless of the information available at the time a decision is first considered, more 

 information is requested. (5) Complaints that an organization does not have enough 

 information to make a decision occur while available information is ignored. (6) The 
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 relevance of the information provided in the decision-making process to the decision 

 being made is less conspicuous than is the insistence on information (p. 174).    

This phenomenon led Feldman and March (1981) to depict information gathering as a symbolic 

act rather than a purely instrumental act. I argue here that while information gathering can be 

symbolic, this does not preclude the same information from also being instrumental in 

organizational decision making. In fact, information can be simultaneously symbolic and 

instrumental.  

 Another concern about simple rationality in information use is that there is not a simple 

linear process in organizations in which information is received, then options are considered, and 

finally decisions are made. Indeed, as Feldman and March (1981) stated, sometimes important 

information is received after decisions have been made. I argue here that while problem solving 

and decision making are not strictly linear processes, bounded rationality does account for 

nonlinear organizational processes because it concedes that decision making is always limited by 

available information. Bounded rationality does not preclude the idea that essential information 

may be unavailable to decision makers when they need it. Instead of imposing a rigidly linear 

process to the problem solving process, this study emphasizes the cyclic nature of problem 

solving actions both during the information filtering phase and during the institutional action 

phase of the model.  

 Another threat to simple rationality in problem solving is that while decisions in 

organizations may be fiercely debated, the intended result of decisions may not occur because 

action must be taken by other institutional actors who do not implement the decision. Therefore, 

there can be a failure in the implementation phase of the decision (March & Olsen, 1976). 
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However, my model of problem solving in academic administration takes into account the 

implementation problem by demonstrating that problems in academic administration can be 

either resolved or unresolved. Thus, problem solving is an iterative or recursive process in which 

unresolved problems generate new problems that return to the problem solving stream and must 

then be addressed again by decision makers in the organization. Furthermore, when problems are 

resolved in academic institutions, the outcomes most frequently result in only incremental 

organization change. Only in rare instances do problem solving processes result in second order 

change or organizational paradigm shifts.  

 A final threat to simple rationality is the observation that many decision makers spend 

inordinate amounts of time in meetings and conversations with their colleagues and yet may 

never actually make decisions on pressing organizational problems (Mintzberg, 1973; Kotter, 

1982).  As I stated previously, I depict the problem solving process as an iterative process in 

which the resolution of the problem can be held up at any juncture in the process including the 

decision point and return to the information filtering phase.  

 Taken together, these threats to simple rationality could lead us to adopt the garbage can 

model of organizational decision making in which decision makers, problems, and solutions, are 

largely disconnected from each other (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972). Regarding the garbage 

can model, Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) asserted that: 

 an organization is a collection of choices looking for problems, issues and feelings 

 looking for decision situations in which they might be aired, solutions looking for issues 

 to which they might be the answer, and decision makers looking for work (p. 2)   
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Indeed, Cohen, March and Olsen’s garbage can model was based on decision making in 

academic institutions. It is certainly possible that the garbage can model correctly identifies the 

decision making processes in many organizations including college and universities. However, 

because of the nature of my interview data, I cannot substantiate the garbage can model as a 

theoretical perspective that explains information gathering and problem solving among academic 

deans.  

 The deans interviewed for this study typically viewed the problem solving process as a 

rational endeavor in which information was gathered, options were weighed, decisions were 

made, and problems were either resolved or re-entered the problem solving stream as unresolved 

problems. Perhaps because of their administrative and scholarly backgrounds, the deans 

interviewed in this study were reflective, insightful individuals who had a bias towards seeing 

rationality in organizational processes. Furthermore, because of managers’ inherent tendency to 

make post-hoc sense of their activities (Weick, 1995), their presentations presumably reflect a 

level of rationality that may or may not have existed when the activities of all the organizational 

participants are considered. Thus, whether or not the garbage can model accurately depicts 

problem solving in organizations, this perspective was not supported by the data in this study. 

Having discussed the theoretical implications of my conceptual model of information use in 

problem solving, I now turn to the specific implications of my work for academic administrators.  

3.5.2 Practical Implications of the Conceptual Model for Academic Administrators  

 Because every problem in academic administration has a complex set of actors, 

institutional contexts, and information streams, I do not propose to make policy recommendation 

for academic administrators. This does not mean, however, that my conceptual model of 
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information use in problem solving does not have practical applications to university 

administration. Instead of inappropriately offering policy recommendations, I offer a series of 

questions that academic administrators can pose to facilitate their thinking about complex 

organizational problems. These questions can be used by deans or other academic administrators 

when they wish to engage in more reflective problem solving processes.  

 First, it is useful in any problem situation to think about the ultimate source or catalyst of 

the conflict. Is this a conflict about information? Is it about different types of information? Is it 

about different sources of information? Or is it in essence an interpersonal conflict? What is the 

cultural context of the problem? Who is involved?  

 Next, it is useful to think about the information streams that are available to the decision 

maker. What other sources of information might be available to me? Have I gathered all of the 

explicit information that is available to me? Have I thought about how tacit and cultural 

information might pertain to this problem? Have I considered which elements of information 

may be explicit, tacit, and cultural information, respectively, and how these categorizations 

reflect on their potential reliability for decision making? Have I sought an independent source of 

information outside the organization? Have I sought information from a variety of actors at 

different levels in the organization? What information have I received passively and how could I 

gather information more actively?  

 After considering information streams, it may be useful to think about one’s own 

information filtering processes. Thus, are there any questions I’ve failed to pose about this 

situation? Is there information that I still need to seek out? Have I compared sources of 

information in order to verify what I’ve learned? How am I filtering my information for 
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accuracy, importance, and trustworthiness? Realistically, what are my decision options? What 

sources of trustworthy advice could I seek within the organization about my decision options?  

What sources of trustworthy advice could I seek outside the organization about my decision 

options? Prior to making a decision, when is the best time to share information about the 

problem and the decision options?  

 Then after the decision has been made, it can be beneficial to consider how the decision 

can be translated into institutional action. With whom should I share my decision? When is the 

best time to share information about the decision? What institutional actions need to be taken in 

order to implement my decision? Who needs to do what? How will I assess whether or not 

appropriate action has been taken? What will be the repercussions, if any, for individuals who 

fail to take action?  

 Finally, it is useful to think about the long term impact of the decision on the 

organization. How will I know if the problem is resolved? What will I do if the problem is not 

resolved? What is the full array of changes that may result from this decision? What sort of 

change would I like to see as a result of this decision (first-order or second-order)? If second-

order change is sought, how will I know that a paradigm shift has occurred?   

3.6 Conclusion  

 Choo (2006) has written extensively about the vital importance of information in creating 

a shared identity, developing knowledge, and making decisions in organizations:  

 How do organizations use information? This question is much harder than it sounds. 

 Information is an intrinsic part of nearly everything that an organization does, so much so 
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 that it fades into the background and its particular role becomes invisible. Yet the 

 question is not facetious. Without a clear understanding of the organizational and human 

 processes through which information becomes selected and expressed as insight, 

 knowledge, and action, an organization is unable to thrive and grow in an increasingly 

 complex environment (p. 1).  

This study, which focused on academic administrators’ information use in problem solving is 

intended to address the need identified by Choo for a greater understanding of the use of 

information in organizations. This study proposed a conceptual model of information use 

grounded in the theory of bounded rationality as well as previous research on information use in 

organizations. The conceptual model presented in this chapter begins with a problem catalyst, 

continues through an information filtering phase fed by various information streams, reaches a 

decision point, continues through an institutional action phase, and culminates in a continuum of 

possible outcomes, which may or may not result in organizational change. It is hoped that the 

model presented here sheds new light on the process of problem solving in academic 

administration.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

IS IT BECAUSE I’M A WOMAN? GENDER AND AMBIGUITY 

IN ACADEMIC ADMINISTRATION 

4.1 Introduction 

 A female African American professor and her White male colleague go to lunch together 

in a crowded restaurant in a Deep South city. Both professors notice that patrons who arrived 

after them have received their food already. The White male professor remarks about the terrible 

service. The female African American professor turns to her colleague and says, “You do realize 

they haven’t served us yet because they think we’re an interracial couple, don’t you?” The White 

male professors remarks, “Gosh that hadn’t really occurred to me. I just thought they were 

incompetent.”  

 This scenario expresses the essence of “attributional ambiguity,” a term coined by 

Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, and Major (1991) to describe situations in which members of minority 

groups cannot determine whether interactions both positive and negative have occurred due to 

their minority status or for another unrelated reason. The situation in the opening vignette 

involves the intersection of gender and race. However, like the individuals in the vignette, the 

academic deans in my study expressed uncertainty about whether gender was a factor in their 

interactions in the workplace.  

 Epstein and Straub (1991) ponder why gender role ambiguity is so often studied by 

academics:  
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 Ambiguities of gender and sexuality are alternately and sometimes simultaneously 

 celebrated as liberatory strategies for breaking with dominant ideologies and warned 

 against as a recuperative, conservative cultural mechanism. In either case, such 

 ambiguities are the objects of a political debate that itself calls for interrogation and 

 examination: why are sexually ambiguous phenomena and ambiguous manifestations of 

 gender characteristics such a site of interest and debate among theorists, critics, 

 ethnographers, and historians? (p. 5).  

While the present study does not claim to explain the scholarly interest in gender role ambiguity, 

it does constitute a study of gender role ambiguity in a new cultural and organizational context – 

academic administration. Thus, the purpose of this grounded analysis study was to explore the 

phenomenon of gender and ambiguity in academic administration.   The research question for 

this study was: In what ways is the influence of gender ambiguous in academic administration?  

4.2 Literature Review 

 This literature review focuses on two constructs essential to this study: gender and 

ambiguity. Two opposing perspectives on gender are presented. Ambiguity is then considered 

both in terms of its psychological implications and its organizational implications.  

4.2.1 The Nature of Gender  

 Hare-Mustin and Maracek (1988) described two types of bias when writing about gender. 

“Alpha bias” involves the tendency to exaggerate gender differences. “Beta bias,” on the other 

hand, involves the tendency to minimize gender differences. 

 Researchers who argue that there are fundamental gender differences in leadership 

(Aiken & Tarule, 1998; Astin & Leland, 1991; Bornstein, 2008; Glazer-Raymo, 2008; Helgesen, 

1990; Rosener, 1995) may be exhibiting alpha bias. In this view, women and men exhibit gender 
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differences in leadership because they adopt different epistemological views of truth, ethics, 

power, human relationships, and their role in the world (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & 

Tarule, 1997; Gilligan, 1993). These epistemological differences lead to a different philosophy 

of leadership and hence different behaviors based on gender. 

 Researchers who argue that male and female leaders are more alike than different (Bem, 

1981; Hyde, 2005) may be exhibiting beta bias.  Hyde (2005) introduced the “gender similarities 

hypothesis,” which states that “males and females are similar on most, but not all psychological 

variables” (p. 581)  Furthermore, gender schema theory attempts to explain how cognitive 

processes contribute to gender roles rather than genetic influences (Bem, 1981). In addition, 

some theorists have argued that women occupying leadership positions will tend to adapt their 

behavior to the norms and culture of the organization where they are employed (Chliwniak, 

1997; Coleman, 2003). From this perspective, the individual’s role within the organization 

affects the individual more than the individual affects the organizational role.  

 This study assumes that gender roles are a result of both genetics and cognitive schema. 

With respect to women in leadership positions in higher education, this means that women do 

often view truth, ethics, power, human relationships, and their roles as leaders differently than 

men. Nonetheless, the norms and culture of the deanship, the college, and how the academic 

institution influences the behavior of women deans will also tend to influence women. 

 4.2.1.1 Gender role ambiguity. Gender role ambiguity may occur in many facets of an 

individual’s gender identity. In most cultures, individuals who display gender  role ambiguity are 

penalized by society for violating gender  norms (Barnett & Rivers, 2004; Eagly, Makhijari, & 

Klonsky, 1992; Hyde, 2006; Rudman & Glick, 1999; White & Kowalski, 1994). Aggressive 
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behavior, for instance, is considered more socially acceptable in men than in women (Andersen 

& Witham, 2010; White & Kowalski, 1994).   

 One specific type of gender role ambiguity pertinent to this study is the ambiguity of 

leaders’ behavior. Women leaders who violate gender role stereotypes are penalized in the 

workplace in the areas of hiring, compensation, and evaluations (Barnett & Rivers, 2004; Eagly, 

Makhijari, & Klonsky, 1992; Hyde, 2006; Rudman & Glick, 1999; White & Kowalski, 1994). 

Specifically, Rudman and Glick (1999) found that agentic women (i.e., confident and assertive 

women) who were not perceived as nurturing received lower hire-ability ratings than agentic 

men who were not perceived as nurturing. Similarly, in a meta-analysis of gender and the 

evaluation of leaders, Eagly, Makhijani and Klonsky (1992) found that women leaders who were 

perceived as uncaring received lower performance evaluations than men who were perceived as 

uncaring.  

4.2.2 The Nature of Ambiguity  

 Ambiguity, or uncertainty about how to interpret something is used in a wide variety of 

contexts in scholarly discourse. Ambiguity describes concepts from literary criticism, linguistics, 

mathematics, music, philosophy, psychology and management to name a few.  Because the 

psychological and management literatures are most applicable to this study, in this section I 

consider several conceptions of ambiguity from these disciplines.  

 4.2.2.1 Psychological ambiguity. Uncertainty creates an emotional state in which 

individuals have an inability to make sense of ambiguous situations (Choo, 2006). In fact, 

Wilson (1997) argues that uncertainty is actually a state of stress. Similarly, Kuhlthau (1993, as 

reported in Choo, 2006) found that uncertainty causes a number of emotional states including 

“anxiety, apprehension, confusion, frustration, and lack of confidence” ( p. 59). However, the 
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broad term ambiguity gives rise to the question, ambiguity of what? In this subsection I consider 

psychological topics related to attributional ambiguity, role ambiguity, and ambiguity 

intolerance.  

 Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, and Major (1991) coined the phrase “attibutional ambiguity” to 

describe the feelings of uncertainty about whether race plays a role in the negative and positive 

feedback minority groups receive from others. Their experiment found that African Americans 

were likely to attribute both the positive and negative feedback they received from White 

evaluators as based on race. When the White evaluators did not know the race of the research 

participants, African Americans were more likely to accept both positive and negative feedback 

as factual. Interestingly, measures of self esteem suffered for African American participants 

whose race was known to the White evaluator when they received positive feedback because 

they were “suspicious of the motives underlying positive feedback” (Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, 

Major, 1991, p. 226). The researchers had non-significant findings when the experiment involved 

women rather than African American participants, suggesting that women are less susceptible to 

attributional ambiguity than African Americans.  

 In a recent study of the effects of attributional ambiguity on task performance (Mendoza-

Denton, Shaw-Taylor, Chen, & Chang, 2009), women were less successful at performing 

complex tasks when sexism was ambiguous than when it was either explicit or nonexistent. 

Interestingly, when sexism was ambiguous, task performance was affected. Explicit sexism did 

not produce the same result, suggesting that women were motivated by the desire to challenge 

sexist behavior rather than feeling threatened by it (i.e., I’ll show him).  

 Another type of ambiguity in the psychological literature is role ambiguity. Role 

ambiguity exists when “the set of behaviors expected for a role is unclear” (Tubre & Collins, 



103 
 

2000, p. 156). Role ambiguity tends to occur when standards of behavior are poorly 

communicated. This type of ambiguity can be related to almost any type of role including gender 

roles. Meta-analyses of studies on role ambiguity have found negative relationships among role 

ambiguity, job satisfaction, and job performance (Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Tubre & Collins, 

2000). In addition, certain types of jobs such as professional jobs are linked with higher levels of 

role ambiguity. For instance, Jackson and Schuler (1985) found that jobs which rely a great deal 

on interpersonal interactions have much greater role ambiguity than jobs in which tasks are 

routine. In addition, as decision making authority increases in the workplace, so does role 

ambiguity.  The organizational context can also influence role ambiguity as the greater the 

uncertainty in the organizational environment, the greater the likelihood of role ambiguity within 

the organization (Tubre & Collins, 2000). 

 Wolverton, Wolverton and Gmelch (1999) examined the role ambiguity specifically of 

academic deans. They found that deans’ role ambiguity did not differ by institutional 

environment but did differ by personal characteristics. For instance, deans of colleges of nursing 

had less role ambiguity than other deans while deans of colleges of liberal arts had more role 

ambiguity. Greater role ambiguity was also linked to having children living at home (especially 

for single parents) and being under 50 years old. Less role ambiguity was linked to being a 

minority dean, having mentors, and being satisfied with one’s level of scholarship. Interestingly, 

there was no relationship between being a male or female dean and levels of role ambiguity. For 

all deans, as role ambiguity decreased, job satisfaction increased. Likewise, as role ambiguity 

increased, work-related stress increased.  

 In contrast to role ambiguity, ambiguity intolerance refers to “the individual’s tendency 

to interpret an ambiguous situation as a threat or source of discomfort” (Grenier, Barrette, & 
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Ladouceur, 2005, p. 594). Interestingly, Borghans, Golsteyn, Heckman, and Meijers (2009) 

found that men have greater ambiguity intolerance than women. Wilkinson (2006) characterized 

leaders by their level of ambiguity intolerance with four modes of leadership: mode one 

(technical leadership), mode two (cooperative leadership), mode three (collaborative leadership), 

and mode four (generative leadership). Each mode of leadership represents a greater ability to 

tolerate ambiguity. Thus, technical leaders are risk averse because they crave certainty and tend 

to be authoritarian. Cooperative leaders try to mitigate risk by reducing uncertainty. 

Collaborative leaders seek consensus by asking the group to address issues of uncertainty. 

Generative leaders tend to be creative and consider ambiguity an opportunity for organizational 

development. 

 4.2.2.2 Ambiguity in organizations. Weick (1979) described people in organizations as 

“people who oppose, argue, contradict, disbelieve, doubt, act hypocritically, improvise, and 

expose. All of these actions embody ambivalence…” (p. 229). This ambivalence felt by 

individuals in organizations is often associated with feelings of uncertainty about ambiguous 

situations in the organization. Regarding uncertainty in organizations, Choo (2006) asserted that: 

 The reduction of ambiguity lies at the heart of organizational sense making. When 

 ambiguity is excessively high, organization members lack a clear and stable frame of 

 reference within which their work and behavior have meaning and purpose. When 

 ambiguity is unnecessarily suppressed, organization members feel unduly complacent 

 and unchallenged to learn or innovate. Each organization finds its own balance between 

 ambiguity and certainty, and this locus depends on the business of the organization, its 

 operating environment, its relationship with stakeholders, and the beliefs and values held 

 by its members (p. 104).  
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As Choo stated, grappling with ambiguity is an essential and natural activity in organizational 

sense making.  

 McCaskey (1982, as reported in Weick 1995) highlighted 12 characteristics of ambiguity 

in organizations: the “nature of the problem is itself in question;” “information (amount and 

reliability) is problematical;” “multiple conflicting interpretations;” “different value orientations, 

political/emotional clashes;” “goals are unclear, or multiple and conflicting;” “time, money, or 

attention are lacking;” “contradictions and paradoxes appear;” “roles are vague, responsibilities 

are unclear;” “success measures are lacking;” “poor understanding of cause-effect relationships;” 

“symbols and metaphors used;” “participation in decision-making fluid” (p. 93). Of the 12 

characteristics of ambiguity listed above, the most relevant for this study are multiple conflicting 

interpretations, different value orientations, and vague roles.   

 Although individuals in all organizations experience ambiguity, there may be a special 

relationship between universities and ambiguity. March and Olsen (1976) asserted that “all 

organizations confront elements of ambiguity in decision making. For some organizations, 

ambiguity is a dominant condition. In particular, ambiguity is a major feature of decision making 

in most public and educational organizations” (p. 12). March and Olsen (1976) identified four 

types of ambiguity in universities and other organizations: the ambiguity of intention, the 

ambiguity of understanding, the ambiguity of history, and the ambiguity of organization. The 

ambiguity of intention is related to hard to define organizational objectives. The ambiguity of 

understanding is about understanding the relationship between the uncertainty of events in the 

external environment and the consequences for individuals in the university.   The ambiguity of 

history is related to understanding and interpreting what happened in the organization’s past and 
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why it happened. Lastly, the ambiguity of organization is about individuals’ uncertain 

participation in decision making.  

 Ambiguity in universities may also be related to the nature of the ideas that are produced 

by academics. Indeed, Peat (2002) argued that the general historical progression of science and 

ideas from the early twentieth century to the present has moved from certainty to ambiguity. He 

demonstrates that from quantum uncertainty, to artistic impressionism, to literary 

postmodernism, to chaos theory, to ecological, political and economic uncertainty, the 

humanities and natural and social sciences are rife with theories that emphasize uncertainty over 

certainty.  

4.3 Method 

 The research participants for this study were 15 male and female academic deans at 

public universities in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia. The deans came from a variety of 

disciplines, colleges, and academic institutions ranging in size from a small public liberal arts 

college to a large public research institution.  

4.3.1 Data Collection  

 Semi-structured interviews were performed with each of the academic deans. The 

interviews opened with the following “grand tour question” (Spradley, 1979) intended to elicit a 

story about gender in academic institutions: I wonder if you can recall a recent or a very vivid 

situation that you dealt with as a dean where your gender had some bearing on a decision 

(either a decision that you made or a decision that someone else made). Please tell me the story 

feeling free to leave out specific names or details so as to help protect the confidentiality of those 

involved. From this grand tour question, I then asked follow-up questions for the deans to 

elaborate on their stories by providing context, describing the actors involved, and explaining the 
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consequences of these situations for individuals and for the academic institution.  I concluded the 

interview with the following question: Is there anything I didn’t ask about this situation that 

would be important to know?  

The interviews for this study presented a number of challenges. While these challenges 

created difficulties for the researcher, they also resulted in the unique richness of the interview 

data. One challenge was that these were elite interviews, and there was a significant power 

differential between me (the researcher) and the deans. This required me to seek a lot of 

elaboration from the deans in order to fully understand the complex interactions that were 

occurring at the upper echelons of administration in academic institutions.  

Another challenge was that deans were asked about a “vivid situation” about a highly 

sensitive topic (gender). This meant that the deans were discussing sensitive matters at a high 

level of academic administration with someone of considerably lower status from outside the 

organization. Confidentiality was paramount in these interviews, so it was necessary for the 

deans to think carefully about how to disclose enough information about the situation for it to be 

clear, but in ways that protected confidentiality.  

Another challenge was that because the interviews were conducted with reflective, 

insightful individuals, the deans intellectualized a great deal about the situations they described. 

This created a challenge in conducting a grounded analysis because the focus of the analysis was 

on the conditions, actions, and consequences of those actions. Since the focus was on what the 

deans and others did, in what contexts, and the results of those actions, it was important for me 

not to automatically adopt the theories the deans had developed about the situations they 

described, but instead to construct new theory based on the actions of the actors involved. 

Therefore, it was often challenging to pull the deans back from their intellectualizations to 
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simply tell the “story” and report what happened in each of the situations. Lastly, the interviews 

were of necessity semi-structured.  The nature of the situations as well as the forcefulness of the 

deans’ personalities meant that I had to listen carefully as I interviewed to elicit the information I 

needed while still allowing the stories to unfold in the way that the deans’ understood them.   

4.3.2 Data Analysis  

In keeping with the iterative nature of qualitative research, the data analysis process 

actually began while I was collecting data because I took notes during the interviews and wrote 

up my notes as memos after each of the interviews concluded. I also listened to the audio files a 

second time and added additional information to my memos.  

It was during the initial memoing process that I determined that the focus of the study 

should be gender and ambiguity. It is important to emphasize that the original focus of the 

interview was on decisions in which gender had some bearing. The eventual theme of this study 

emerged from the inductive process wherein much of the data contained uncertainty about 

gender and decision making. I made this decision because I realized that few of the deans made 

definitive statements about gender’s bearing on decision making. Instead, the deans expressed a 

lot of uncertainty about the situations they described, including a lot of statements like “I think 

that,” “I don’t know if,” “maybe,” “it’s hard to tell” rather than “I’m certain that” or “I know 

that.” It became clear, therefore, that uncertainty and ambiguity constituted a prominent and 

ultimately very thought-provoking theme that permeated the experiences that my research 

participants recounted. 

After identifying the focus of the study and having the interviews transcribed, I entered 

the interview data into the computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software NVIVO 9 for 
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coding. The data analysis process involved three coding phases: open coding, axial coding, and 

selective coding.  

I developed codes for the open coding process from a simplified version of Corbin and 

Strauss’ (2008) conditional/consequential as well as from the memos I created during the 

interview process. Thus, I coded for “conditions,” “actions,” and “consequences.” I also coded 

for two categories of situations that I identified in my memos: ambiguity about gender roles and  

ambiguity about sexual discrimination. The open coding phase was concluded by grouping 

families of codes relating to causal conditions, contexts, intervening conditions, strategies, and 

behavioral consequences.     

After I open coded the data, I then engaged in axial coding by identifying how causal 

conditions, contexts, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences of behaviors described 

in the data relate to each other as theoretical patterns (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Axial coding 

involved the early formulation of theory, showing how various open codes or code categories 

related to each other in the form of my emergent explanatory theory. A “storyline” began to 

emerge from the axial coding process. Subsequently, I engaged in selective coding to refine the 

interrelationships among and properties of these categories. Thus, the storyline of propositions 

about gender and ambiguity was refined at this point into a workable grounded theory of 

explanation. 

 Validation of the results in this study was established in three ways. First, I performed 

triangulation by using multiple sources of interview data and multiple theories to support the 

interpretation of the interview data. Second, peer debriefing was performed with a colleague who 

acted as a “devil’s advocate” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) by asking questions about the methods and 



110 
 

interpretations in the study. Finally, member checking was performed by reviewing the 

interpretations in the study with the research participants.  

4.4 Gender and Ambiguity in Academic Administration  

 The ambiguity surrounding gender in the interview data arises in two ways. First, 

ambiguity arises from situations in which the deans expressed uncertainty about how to interpret 

a situation. In other instances, the deans did not express uncertainty, but there were differing 

viewpoints within the university about the interpretation of events. Furthermore, some of the 

situations presented were more ambiguous than others. In some cases, the entire scenario was 

ambiguous. In other cases, specific aspects of the situations were ambiguous.  

 The interview data for this study are presented in two sections. First, I explore instances 

where sexual discrimination in the workplace was ambiguous. In most of these cases, there was 

uncertainty about whether sexual discrimination had taken place or not (either from the 

perspective of the dean or from different actors within the university). I do not suggest in this 

study that sexual discrimination in the academic workplace is usually or even frequently 

ambiguous. Instead, I suggest that the specific situations recounted by the deans in my study 

were ambiguous. The second category of interview data are those related to the ambiguity of 

gender roles. Some of these cases illustrate the experiences of women leaders who have adopted 

more stereotypically masculine traits. Other cases show deans’ perceptions of women behaving 

in more stereotypically feminine ways. Taken together, these data suggest the gender roles in the 

academic workplace are in flux.  

 The excerpts from the data are taken verbatim from the interview data. I have 

intentionally kept the native spoken language of the research participants. Note that in order to 



111 
 

protect the confidentiality of the research participants, deans’ identifying information has been 

omitted. In keeping with the theme of ambiguity, I comment on the interview data as well as 

pose questions where there is uncertainty about the interpretation of the interactions contained in 

the data.   

4.4.1 The Ambiguity of Sexual Discrimination  

 This section on the ambiguity of sexual discrimination in the academic workplace is 

divided into two subsections. The first subsection focuses on instances when deans are uncertain 

about whether they have directly experienced sexual discrimination. The second subsection 

focuses on instances when there is some uncertainty about whether their subordinates have 

experienced sexual discrimination. 

 4.4.1.1 The ambiguity of the sexual discrimination of deans. In the first example of the 

ambiguity of sexual discrimination, the dean was uncertain about whether her gender caused the 

negative interactions with her provost or whether her college (a college of education) was the 

reason for his heightened scrutiny of her work:    

 I’m not sure whether it was my gender or my college.  And this is a few years ago, but 

 it’s certainly vivid enough, was when we were in the middle of the budget crisis.  And the 

 former provost worked with individual deans.  Rather than as a group, he worked with 

 us individually to make cuts.  I mean, basically, we were told, “Fifteen percent of your 

 budget is gone.  You have to decide where you’re going to take the cuts.  And I want a 

 plan,” and we had two weeks to do it or something like that, not a lot of time.   
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 And, partly, I say I’m not sure whether it was my gender or my college because there are 

 only [small number] women deans in this university, and my college was one of two that 

 got the highest percent cut.  The other college that was cut this much is also led by a 

 woman dean.  So was that part of it?  I don’t know.   

 It’s certainly the case that the provost had at least my college, and maybe that one, too, 

 under the microscope, in terms of he probably inserted himself more into the decision-

 making process than he – I know he inserted himself more than he did with other 

 colleges, for whatever reasons.   

 I mean, I have my own speculations as to what those reasons might be.  But I don’t know 

 whether that really was gender-related or whether it’s just because of my college.  

 Because he was really trying to – his perception of the college was that we weren’t doing 

 what we needed to be doing, that we didn’t have high enough standards, that we weren’t 

 making good decisions about who we were tenuring and who we were promoting, that we 

 weren’t doing enough research, that we weren’t bringing in enough external dollars.   

 So, I mean, he made it very clear to me when I was hired that he had high expectations of 

 the college and of me of turning that situation around.   

 There are a couple of programs in this college that he had a very low opinion of, and he 

 saw – I believe he saw the budget crisis as an opportunity to make a fairly dramatic 

 change.   

 And we closed four programs, and they were – at least two of those were ones that – 

 when I submitted my first plan to him that did not include cutting programs, he basically 
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 said, “This is not acceptable.  You have to cut programs.  So let’s talk about how you’re 

 going to do that.”  And so that was really his push.   

 But I don’t know – one of the things I have learned with him is that he was a bully, and 

 he pushed until you pushed back.  And I think he probably pushes more with some of the 

 women deans than he would with the male deans.  But, once you kind of stood up for 

 yourself, I think then it wasn’t so much of a factor.  

In this situation the dean listed some possible reasons why her college received so much scrutiny 

and had among the largest budget cuts in the university. The question remains, was the college 

underperforming under the previous dean? Or did the provost perceive this college as 

underperforming because it was dominated by female faculty and administrators?   

 The same dean describes another interaction with her provost regarding travel requests 

submitted to his office:  

 The dean that preceded me was not often in the office.  He did a lot of traveling.  And 

 some of that was probably – it was all being paid for by college resources, and some of it 

 probably was not necessarily warranted.  And this became a thorny issue between him 

 and the provost.   

 So, when I became dean, the Provost never said anything to me about my travel.  He 

 didn’t give me any expectations.  He didn’t tell me what trips to take, what trips not to 

 take, and he had approved them.   

 So the way it’s done is my assistant turns in all of the travel authorization requests, and 

 they ultimately get routed to the provost, and he had to approve them.  So I’m making the 
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 assumption that he knows where I’m going, why I’m going, what’s the purpose of the 

 trip, and so on.  And he winged me out one day for being out of the office, being on a 

 trip.  And I said [name of Provost] − I said, “You know what?  I’m going to send you a 

 list of every single trip I have taken since I’ve been a dean, and you tell me which ones I 

 shouldn’t have gone on, and you tell me which ones you don’t want me to go on next.”  I 

 never heard another word.  I never heard another word.   

 I also sent him data to show that I was traveling about one-fourth the amount of time that 

 the previous dean had traveled.  And I doubt very much any other male dean was ever 

 asked to justify his travel.  But I don’t know.  

In this instance, the provost’s questions about the female dean’s travel did not seem justified by 

the data she presented him. Still, did the provost question her travel patterns because she was a 

female dean? Or did he question the travel requests because he had a lingering suspicion based 

on the previous dean’s travel patterns?  

 In the next scenario, a female dean describes her perception that female administrators 

did not have the same reception from the mostly White male audience that male administrators 

had:  

 There’s nothing in writing and there’s nothing solid, but I think that there – I was very 

 aware in the last year or so in this position – our university went through a number of 

 really difficult situations and I was right in the middle of it because it was my college that 

 was in the middle of these controversies.  I was very aware in meetings that I would 

 attend of the Board of Trustees or senior staff meetings or Council of Deans meeting 

 where I definitely had the perception that men were being treated differently than women.   
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 For example, our Board of Trustees is 100 percent male, White male, and our [titles of 

 two high-ranking administrators] last year were both female and our [title of another 

 academic administrator] was female.  The board responded very differently when a 

 presentation was being made by a woman, especially a younger woman, then a 

 presentation being made by a man.  It was – again, I don’t have any evidence, there’s no 

 – I’m not a women’s study scholar, you know, but definitely there was a sense that, oh, 

 aren’t you cute, you’re the girl. 

The ambiguity in this situation stemmed from the dean’s perception of the audience reactions.  

 In another scenario, a female dean expressed uncertainty about whether a male faculty 

member was bullying her because of her gender or whether this was simply his personality:  

 One was with a male faculty member.  I don’t really know if my gender had anything to 

 do with it because he bullies everybody, whether it’s male or female. 

 In the final scenario in this section, a female dean was being considered for the position 

of interim provost:  

 We were looking for a provost at our university and I have been a dean for a long time, 

 things have gone well at my college, have gone well with faculty satisfaction, with 

 raising money, and the idea was that we were going to initiate this provost, the need to 

 fill the provost position through _____.  Because of – for many, many reasons I believed 

 that I was a very strong candidate for that interim position.   

 I received indications of that from people at all levels, many, many people within my 

 college, many faculty and administrators outside of my college, many other individuals 
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 that reported to the President, directly to the – it was – there were many, many, many 

 indications that I would be considered for that job.  Well, except from the President, and 

 this is the one that was doing the tapping.  He was the one that was that was doing the 

 tapping.  When it was announced that someone else had been given that job, a number of 

 people  came to me, both males and females, and said I think the only thing that I can 

 possibly think as to why you weren’t named interim is because of your gender.   

 The truth of the matter is I would very much like to blame it on that, but in looking at the 

 whole situation I really can’t because there is much evidence that this President has and 

 continues to work many direct reports that are female.  I’m not sure that’s exactly what 

 you were expecting that I was going to say.  I really would have liked to have blamed it 

 on that, but I can’t because of his record of other female Vice Presidents. 

 I believe that a lot of people in this university blamed it on that, but I truly do not believe 

 that gender was the issue. 

 Well, he probably thought that the other person would do a better job.  I don’t know.  

 One of the things that he told me was that this would have been a short time interim and 

 did not want to upset what was working in our college for a short period of time.  The 

 other thing was that there was another internal candidate, another internal potential 

 candidate.  I think he wanted to try to keep us both happy.  That’s kind of what I think. 

This situation is distinct from the others in this section because the female dean felt that she had 

not received discriminatory treatment. Indeed, she presented several reasons to discount the 

likelihood of discrimination. The ambiguity in this scenario rests in the fact that others within the 

organization believed the President’s decision was based on gender. 
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 4.4.1.2 The ambiguity of the sexual discrimination of deans’ subordinates.  In the 

situations that follow, the deans sometimes perceived that a subordinate had experienced 

discrimination and sometimes did not. The ambiguity in these situations lies in whose perception 

of the situation is most accurate.  

 In the first scenario, a female faculty member came to a female dean about behavior that 

she perceived as discriminatory:  

 I had a faculty member come to me who was a female faculty member and thought that 

 she was being discriminated against by a department chair based upon her gender.  The 

 department chair believed that – in this case, he – was not treating her differently because 

 of her gender.  From my perspective, it was clear to me that the way that he was talking 

 to her would be a way that would be maybe appropriate for a man, but that she bristled at. 

 His communication style wasn’t effective for a female faculty member or this particular 

 female faculty member, because it made it seem like she wasn’t doing her job 

 competently when, in fact, she was.  I had to counsel him on sometimes we need to use 

 different communication styles for different gender of faculty members. 

 I think I would have only known that because I’m female and I have had those same 

 types of situations occur where you have to distinguish between am I being treated this 

 way because I’m female or am I being treated this way because that’s just the way people 

 – he talks to, in this case, everyone? 

 It was resolved by him going back and getting much more feedback, not relying so much 

 on email and direct confrontation, but asking her opinion.  There were also other female 
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 faculty members in his office who felt the same way.  We had a meeting with them, 

 although there were some male faculty members there as well, and talked about different 

 communication styles and how the department head may just be clueless and not actually 

 discriminatory.  Sometimes, it’s hard to tell. 

The dean in this situation expressed some ambiguity about whether the department head’s 

behavior was discriminatory, but ultimately persuaded members of the faculty that he was not 

behaving in a discriminatory fashion. Instead, she suggested that he needed to adjust his 

communication style.  

 In a similar situation, female faculty members approached a male dean about behavior 

they perceived as discriminatory from the interim department chair. The only distinction between 

the previous situation and this one is that the dean was male in this scenario: 

 I mean the situation was that we have one department in which we have an interim 

 department chair who tends to be very chauvinistic and does not show the level of respect 

 for the female faculty members in his department and I had to bring that interim chair in 

 and have a frank discussion with him that I thought some of his behaviors were 

 inappropriate.  Not from a standpoint that there was any sexual harassment, but just 

 inappropriate in that he was showing disrespect for some of the women in his department 

 that he would not have had shown the same disrespect if they had been male. 

As in the previous situation, the dean persuaded the faculty members that the department chair 

wasn’t showing the proper level of respect to the female faculty, but was not engaging in sexual 

harassment. 
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 The final scenario in this section is distinct from the other situations because it was 

unambiguous from the dean’s perspective that sexual discrimination had occurred. Instead, the 

ambiguity was related to whether the situation would have been resolved or even brought 

forward under a male dean:  

 Well, I did have a faculty member make a complaint to me through the department head.  

 She went to her department head first who was male, and he came to me, actually and 

 shared the story, if you will, with me.  This was an instance of sexual harassment that she 

 experienced outside of the college but as part of her professional work.  So it wasn’t 

 another employee of this university; it was an employee of another university and she had 

 this very negative interaction with this person as part of her professional work at a 

 meeting in another city.  And I encouraged him to have her come talk to me, which she 

 did.  And I felt fairly indignant about what had happened.  I felt as though her rights as a 

 faculty member and certainly personal rights had been violated, and I encouraged her to 

 report it, and also assured her that I would be with her and back her up every step of the 

 way.  And we did end up meeting with the head of legal affairs on campus to get her 

 advice on how to manage it.  I mean it’s very clear in the university how to manage these 

 allegations when it occurs on campus and it’s a university employee.  But it’s not very 

 clear when it’s off campus and it’s someone employed by another university.  So that was 

 a situation where I think my gender might have had an influence on that faculty 

 member’s willingness to come forward.  

Here the dean speculated that the faculty member might not have felt comfortable coming 

forward about the sexual harassment incident if the dean had been male. The fact that the 

individual in question was not a university employee further complicated the situation.  
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4.4.2 The Ambiguity of Gender Roles  

 This section on the ambiguity of gender roles is related to the deans’ uncertainty about 

whether gender played a role in people’s interactions and behaviors. These situations depict a 

variety of gendered behavior with leaders and their subordinates behaving in both stereotypically 

and un-stereotypically feminine and masculine ways. This section contains two subsections. The 

first subsection examines the gender roles of deans. The second subsection examines the gender 

roles of their subordinates.  

 4.4.2.1 The ambiguity of deans’ gender roles. In the first situation, the dean describes 

herself as an agentic leader who is sometimes perceived as aggressive:  

 I was the first female faculty member who had a baby while I was on tenure track and so 

 there were lots of opportunities early on in my career where it was hard to tell – and I’m a 

 lawyer, so I tend to have an aggressive personality. 

 There was more than one situation where the question arose, “Are they reacting that way 

 to me because they don’t like my direct style and they think that I’m a bitch or are they 

 always reacting that way and they’re just treating me the way they treat men?”  Those 

 were always questions, “Would they treat me the same way if I had been a man and used 

 the same type of communication style?”… 

 Yeah, they were actually eventually resolved, but it actually took a change in 

 president.  Then, actually, my administrative path changed when he left and a new 

 person came in who, I think – this is my perception – was much more receptive to 

 women administrators or women faculty members, or women in authority positions.  
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 Then I became a department head and dean pretty quickly.  I don’t think that would have 

 happened under the previous president I worked under. 

In this situation, the dean attributes her administrative path under a previous president to her 

agentic personality traits. Was it her gender that was impeding her rise in the administrative  

ranks or some other reason?  

 In the next situation, a female dean describes her interactions with a female president. 

Unlike the previous situation, the dean asserts that her interactions with the president, while 

influenced by gender, did not affect her job performance or career trajectory:  

 Every time I would see the President she would make a comment about how I looked and 

 the men didn’t do that and she didn’t do that to the men.  So, again, did that affect my 

 ability to do my job, no, but there’s this feeling that, you know, you are a woman  and 

 I’m going to recognize you as a woman and I’m going to tell you that your hair looks 

 good, you’ve lost weight, and all this junk that the men weren’t saying.   

 So, in as much as that flavors how these women administrators operated in the world, 

 gender probably is a factor.  Again, it’s intangible, but we definitely feel it, you know? 

In this scenario the dean was conscious of the gender implications in her relationship with the 

president but did not believe this substantively influenced any organizational outcomes.  

 In the next situation, a dean describes the differential reaction she and other women 

leaders receive in meetings:  
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 I think, and it’s not unique to me, but women in leadership positions I do not believe are 

 heard the same way as men and I have read this in the literature and it’s been my 

 experience, but I will say something in a meeting and then several other people will say 

 something and will restate what I have said and everybody will agree, “Oh yes, that’s the 

 way to go.”  And I don’t believe women are heard by men the same way or even by other 

 women and I talked about this with other women in administrative roles and that’s been 

 their experience as well.  

 And so I have tried to determine how am I going to handle it?  Do I speak louder?  Do I 

 speak less?  Do I say things more than once when people act like they haven’t heard it 

 and just go on? 

While the dean attributes the different reception she receives to her gender, she is uncertain about 

how to adjust her message to overcome this bias. The following section focuses on how deans’ 

interactions with their subordinates may be influenced by gender.  

 4.4.2.2 The ambiguity of gender roles in deans’ interactions with subordinates. In the 

first scenario in this section, a female dean and her male department chair have approached 

senior female faculty members in the College of Business to encourage them to participate in a 

women’s leadership initiative within the college:  

 The department chair went to three of the women who are top researchers in his 

 department and he wanted to get involved in the [name of women’s leadership initiative], 

 specifically for research.  They actually did not want to get involved.  What we were 

 talking about was, “Let’s see if we can get your research sponsored by a corporation.  
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 This could buy you some summer relief time.  It can help you maybe get some money to 

 do a survey.” 

 They were very resistant, because they saw it as – evidently, in their training – now, 

 they’re about 15 years older than this young lady that we just hired that she does have a 

 doctorate.  They said in their training they saw this as gender research.  In their training, 

 they were always told to stay away from gender-oriented research.  We were trying to 

 convince that in this scenario that business is very, very concerned about, and it goes 

 beyond just gender differences and that type of thing. 

 They actually they were kind of offended by our wanting them to be involved in this and 

 really backed off.  I was very, very surprised.  We’re hoping that with this new researcher 

 that we’ve brought on that – she has done – she’s been very successful.  She’s extremely 

 young, just about a year and a half out of her Ph.D., but has done very well.  She has 

 already published two or three top quality articles.  We’re hoping that they can see a 

 different type of research and, if they don’t, that’s fine.  I mean, they obviously can do 

 research in the areas that they’re passionate about, but it was very alarming. 

 Again, I felt great sensitivity to the fact that this was the [name of women’s leadership 

 initiative], because I felt like, “Okay, the spotlight is here’s the dean kind of creating this, 

 and now she wants us to be involved.”  I think they may have felt some pressure that I 

 wanted them to be involved and that I expected them to be involved.  The truth is, I did 

 want them to be involved, but they always had the option not to be.  It created a little bit 

 of tension. 
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In this scenario, the senior female faculty members were reluctant to participate in the Dean’s 

leadership initiative. However, it was unclear to the Dean why they declined to participate. Was 

it something about the culture of the College of Business where they believed gender research 

would not be respected or rewarded? If so, had the culture of the College of Business changed in 

the 15 years since they became faculty members? Or perhaps they declined to participate in the 

dean’s initiative for some reason unrelated to gender such as workload concerns.  

 In a very different situation, a female dean is faced with the difficult decision to remove a 

department chair from her administrative role:  

 When I first came in that was the situation so I knew that I was limited but I really 

 felt that the person who had been asked to chair that department two months before I 

 came, and there was an interim dean at that time, I really felt was immature, was not a 

 good leader, and I had problems but I thought that maybe I  could help teach her to 

 become a leader, and so I gave her the benefit of the doubt  and started working with her 

 all of last year.  Things went downhill.  If I would have been a man, I think they would 

 have fired her more – I shouldn’t use the word fired.  They would have sent her back to 

 faculty much earlier than I did.  I think sometimes women are a little bit more tolerant.   

In this scenario, the dean expresses ambiguity about whether her reluctance to return the 

department chair to a faculty role was related to her gender. She asks herself, would a male dean 

have been so reluctant to remove the chair?  

 In another situation, a female employee who has a child and finds it difficult to balance 

her work life in the college with her home life as a new mother. A male dean reflects on whether 

this same dilemma would have happened to a male employee:   
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 But we had a young woman here who was basically sort of a [name of position], helped 

 faculty work on grant proposals, helped them manage them after they got them in place.   

 And somewhere along, well, I don’t remember the exact timing, but within the last year, 

 she became pregnant.  And so she had to take some time – and her doctor told her she had 

 to take some time off, and so she did.   

 And this was complicated a little bit by the fact that she actually lived in [name of town] 

 and worked here in [name of city].  And so, when she got ready to come back to work, 

 after about, well, I don’t know, I guess she’d been out about four or five months, she 

 asked if she could work from home three days a week and come into [name of city] only 

 twice a week, and we told her no.   

 And I think, had she not been female and sort of been expected within her family to stay 

 home and take care of the baby on a regular basis, she’d have been able to come back to 

 work.  And so I think it’s one of these things where I don’t really know how to solve that 

 problem because we needed somebody here all the time.  Yet, her situation was 

 preventing her, in her mind at least, and I think that’s really all that matters, from doing 

 that all the time.  And so we just told her we couldn’t approve that, and so she resigned.   

 And I’m not sure that that was the ideal outcome in that particular case.  So I think that 

 those are – I mean, that’s really the only one that I can think of that’s been recent, I mean, 

 where I don’t think it would have been quite as big an issue for her if she’d have been 

 male.  But I really didn’t know how to solve that problem.   
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 Ultimately, the work situation could not be resolved with the employee because the job required 

her physical presence on campus. The ambiguity here has at least two dynamics. One is whether 

a male employee would have resigned under similar circumstances. A second ambiguous 

dynamic is the unknowable equation about whether a new father would have been as likely to 

feel pressure in his domestic situation to spend the extra time with the newborn. Thus the nature 

of employees’ domestic situations presents an additional potential source of ambiguity in the 

treatment of men and women in the workplace. Any dean in this situation, male or female, 

contends with an inherently ambiguous set of considerations in his or her efforts to maintain 

gender neutral treatment of faculty.  

 In the final situation presented in this section, a male dean finds it difficult to manage an 

interpersonal conflict between two female administrative staff members:  

 Well, I’m not sure this has to do directly with gender, although I think gender may 

 inform the decision, inform the situation somewhat.  I have two staff members, where 

 one is an assistant dean and one is more of an administrative staff person, who are both 

 females who are, how should I say, very strong-willed individuals.  They have 

 recently just – they are just at each other all the time. 

 I certainly don’t want to sound in any kind of way sexist, but it is a different 

 dynamic when two females are at odds as opposed to two males who are at odds.   It’s not 

 better or worse, it is just a different dynamic.  Having to deal with that, I don’t know 

 how it just ended up – I mean, it wasn’t by design by any stretch.  I’m the only male 

 in this administrative part of the organization, so I deal with it.  It wasn’t by design, it just 

 occurred, because I was hiring the best people I could find at the time. 
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 This situation has been more perplexing than any others that I’ve had to deal with.  

 What I’ve finally done is I used – our human resources department has a mediation 

 service.  I felt like that, gosh, it was probably best for me as a male to get out of this 

 situation, because I was not feeling comfortable that I was relating to it particularly 

 well.  I didn’t think that I could be as objective as I needed to be. 

 Then, I think that in order for me to solve this dilemma – and it is a ____________ 

 kind of mad at each other.  One doesn’t feel like that she’s included in decisions or 

 even  kind of quasi social activities, but I wasn’t seeing it.  I didn’t understand it, but I 

 also knew that her feelings were important, and so I felt like it was probably best for me 

 to kind of get out the way.  This mediation service I think is really going to be very 

 helpful, because I think that they can understand the dynamic a lot better than I’m 

 equipped to even be able to understand it… 

 The one that I just talked about is kind of unique in that the person who has, I guess, the 

 most referent power in this organization is much younger than the other lady.  That does 

 add a big ripple to it.  In my opinion it does.  I think she’s having a harder time dealing 

 with someone who’s significantly younger than her being in more of an authoritarian 

 role.  That might be a ripple through the whole thing.  It’s not just two people on equal 

 planes kind of bickering.   

There is gender role ambiguity in this situation because it’s unclear whether a female dean might 

have responded differently to the conflict and felt better equipped to resolve the situation without 

the assistance of a mediator. There is also ambiguity in the nature of the conflict between the 
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employees. Was the conflict about gender? Was it about personality? Was it about age? Was it 

about differential status? Or was it some of combination of all of these factors?  

 Having presented the interview data in depth, I now turn to the four propositions I have 

developed from the data about gender and ambiguity in academic administration.  

4.5 Discussion 

 In the interview data I explored the ways in which the influence of gender is ambiguous 

in academic administration. Deans expressed ambiguity about two types of situations: ambiguity 

surrounding sexual discrimination and ambiguity surrounding gender roles. Ambiguity arose 

from these two types of situations either because deans expressed uncertainty about how to 

interpret the situation or because there were differing viewpoints among institutional actors about 

the interpretation of the situation.  

 I now present four propositions about why ambiguity might exist around gender in 

academic administration. Briefly stated, the four propositions are related to the culture of 

academia, leaders’ minimization of discriminatory experiences, attributional ambiguity, and 

changing gender roles.  

4.5.1 The Culture of Academia  

 Proposition one: There is ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration in 

higher education because of the culture of academia. Proposition one suggests that ambiguity 

surrounding gender is part of a larger culture of questioning and uncertainty in universities. 

Certainty avoidance prevails in universities. Academic administrators who have been 

acculturated to the institutional environment will avoid expressing certainty in their 
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communications with others. Ambiguity abounds in higher education from unclear objectives to 

a turbulent external environment to internal role conflict (March & Olsen, 1976). Furthermore, 

ambiguity and uncertainty are also well-established traditions in the humanities, the social 

sciences, and the natural sciences (Peat, 2002). As knowledge-producing organizations, 

universities will tend to adopt the ambiguous culture of their practitioners - academics. Indeed, 

most deans have entered the academic administration from the faculty ranks. Thus, one 

explanation for the unwillingness of deans to express certainty surrounding the influence of 

gender in academic administration is that they are adopting the social norms of the larger 

organization.  

4.5.2  Leaders’ Minimization of Discriminatory Experiences 

 Proposition two: There is ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration in 

higher education because leaders tend to minimize discriminatory experiences. Proposition two 

suggests that while leaders may witness and experience discriminatory behavior, they will tend 

to minimize these experiences by keeping them private.  

 Although I did not find this phenomenon described in the scholarly literature, I did find 

an example of this phenomenon in the popular press. Specifically, Eugene Robinson, Pulitzer 

Prize-winning African American Washington Post columnist and Associate Editor  remarked in a 

2008 article titled “Who’s Raising Race?” that on the campaign trail, candidate Barack Obama 

could never verbalize feelings of racial grievance. Robinson wrote: “Obama has taken great 

pains to sanitize his campaign of even the faintest whiff of victimhood. Obama understands that 

in order to be elected president, he has to come off as the least-aggrieved black man in America” 

(Robinson, 2008, n.p.). According to Robinson’s thesis, in order to represent a broad 
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constituency of minority and nonminority voters, leaders who are members of minority groups 

must practice impression management by publicly minimizing their experiences of 

discrimination. Whether or not they have experienced discriminatory treatment, these 

experiences cannot form a major part of their public persona. Robinson does not suggest that this 

phenomenon applies to all leaders, only to leaders who must represent a diverse swath of the 

American public.  

 I suggest that the political phenomenon described by Robinson related to race can also be 

applied to female deans who must lead a diverse group of university employees. Female deans 

represent male and female faculty, administrators, and staff members in a college. They are also 

tasked with mediating the goals and perspectives of the upper administration with the goals and 

perspectives of the college faculty, which are sometimes in conflict (Wolverton, Wolverton & 

Gmelch, 1999). I argue that in order to play these roles effectively, female deans have learned to 

eliminate expressions of aggrievement from their public personas.     

4.5.3 Attributional Ambiguity  

 Proposition three: There is ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration in 

higher education because of attributional ambiguity. Proposition three suggests that there is 

considerable ambiguity about whether social interactions have occurred because of gender or for 

other reasons. We live in an age when prejudicial behavior can be subtle and hard to interpret 

(Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, Major, 1991; Mendoza-Denton, Shaw-Taylor, Chen, & Chang, 2009). 

 Discriminatory behavior may even constitute unconscious behavior on the part of the 

prejudiced individual. These individuals might be surprised and quick to dismiss the idea that 

their behavior has been discriminatory. This contention would likely be refuted by the person 
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who believes they have experienced discrimination. But in subtle situations, whose perspective is 

correct? Thus, I suggest that attributional ambiguity accounts for some of the ambiguity 

surrounding gender in academic administration.  

4.5.4 Changing Gender Roles 

Proposition four: There is ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration in 

higher education because of changing gender roles. Proposition four suggests that there is 

ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration because gender roles in the modern 

era are in flux (Andersen & Witham, 2010; Barnett & Rivers, 2004; Eagly, Makhijari, & 

Klonsky, 1992; Epstein & Straub, 1991; Hyde, 2006; Rudman & Glick, 1999; White & 

Kowalski, 1994).   

We live in a time when gender roles may be rigid under some circumstances and quite 

flexible under other circumstances. Thus, acceptable gender norms for a female dean of a college 

of education may differ significantly from gender norms for a female dean of a college of 

business. Similarly, acceptable gender norms at a small liberal arts college may differ from 

gender norms at a large research institution. In addition, gender norms may differ across 

generations, disciplines within a college, ethnic and cultural groups, and geographic regions of 

origin. Taken together, the instability of gender expectations in different contexts may contribute 

to the ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration.  

4.6 Conclusion 

  Weick (1995) asserted that “the problem in ambiguity is not that the real world is 

imperfectly understood and that more information will remedy that. The problem is that 

information may not resolve misunderstandings” (p. 92). This study has shown that one of the 
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many facets of ambiguity in universities is related to gender in academic administration, and 

more information about the situations may fail to remedy the uncertainty. In this study, I present 

four propositions to begin to explain the ambiguity of gender in academic administration. These 

include the culture of academia, deans’ minimization of discriminatory experiences, attributional 

ambiguity, and changing gender roles. I present four propositions rather than a single unified 

theory of the ambiguity of gender because I believe that as a complex and multi-faceted 

phenomenon, the ambiguity of gender defies reductionist explanation. I emphasize that my 

propositions begin to explain the ambiguity of gender in academic administration, not that they 

present definitive, testable hypotheses regarding gender in academic administration. 

Furthermore, other explanations for the ambiguity of gender likely exist.  

 It is my contention that when ambiguity in universities is related to gender roles, it is the 

natural and unavoidable byproduct of complex organizational and interpersonal dynamics as well 

as changing social norms (Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Tubre & Collins, 2000; Wolverton, 

Wolverton, & Gmelch, 1999). But when ambiguity is related to experiences of discrimination 

(whether perceived or documented), ambiguity damages morale and organizational cohesion 

(Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, Major, 1991; Mendoza-Denton, Shaw-Taylor, Chen, & Chang, 2009). 

Thus, in the spirit of ambiguity, I assert that ambiguity surrounding gender in academic 

administration is neither a positive nor a negative phenomenon; it is both. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

CONCLUSION 

5.1 Commonalities among the Articles 

The three articles in this dissertation are intended to contribute to our understanding of 

higher education administration by examining gender, ambiguity, social capital, political skill, 

and information use in problem solving. The mixed methods research design involved four 

phases: quantitative data collection, quantitative data analysis, qualitative data collection, and 

qualitative data analysis. The results of this dissertation offer three distinct perspectives on 

academic administration in higher education.  Therefore, the three articles offer more differences 

than commonalities. Nonetheless, two common themes did emerge from the three articles.  

First, each of the three articles supports the thesis that organizations and universities in 

particular, have a powerful socializing influence on individuals. In the first article (Chapter 

Two), the socializing influence of organizations is seen in the lack of statistically significant 

differences between men and women for political skill and social capital. This suggests that 

another force (i.e., organizational culture) influenced the behavior, perspectives, and social 

networks of academic administrators. In the second article (Chapter Three), the socializing 

influence of organizations was seen in a common process for addressing problems in academic 

organizations. The conceptual model I developed suggests that academic administrators exhibit 

common forms of behavior that may be affected by organizational culture. In the third article 

(Chapter Four), the socializing influence of organizations was apparent in the common 

perception among academic administrators that gender situations in universities are oftentimes 

ambiguous. The ambiguity in each situation had specific organizational and interpersonal 

contexts. However, the situations in the interview data converged around two types of ambiguity: 
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the ambiguity of sexual discrimination and the ambiguity of gender roles. This thematic 

convergence suggests the influence of organizational culture in the phenomenon of the ambiguity 

of gender.  

A second commonality, at least between Chapter Two and Four, was the suggestion that 

gender is an often misunderstood concept in higher education. While the gender perspectives 

taken in each of the two articles were subtly different, both articles supported the thesis that 

gender differences have been exaggerated in the scholarly and popular discourse. Furthermore, 

both articles on gender emphasized ambiguity. In Chapter Two, the ambiguity was related to the 

interpretation of the results whereas ambiguity was the central construct in Chapter Four.  

5.2 Differences among the Articles 

 The differences among the articles are more apparent than their commonalities. First, 

literature and research methodologies differed. The second article used social network analysis to 

explore whether male and female dean differed in their stores of social capital and political skill. 

The first article was a quantitative research article which produced no statistically significant 

results. Conversely, the second and third articles used qualitative methods to explore two distinct 

constructs: information use in problem solving and the ambiguity of gender.  

 Not only did the second and third articles focus on different constructs, but the coding 

methods and results differed as well. The second article on information use was coded both 

deductively (from constructs in the literature) as well as inductively (using the 

conditional/consequential matrix). Unlike the second article, the third article did not employ 

deductive coding methods. Furthermore, the central result in the second article was a conceptual 

model that was a visual representation of the constructs in the data. The central results in the 

third article were a series of four propositions regarding the ambiguity of gender in academic 
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administration. While the results of the second article emphasized a central unifying theory, the 

results of the third article emphasized a more multi-faceted explanation.  

 The three articles in this dissertation present different perspectives on academic 

administration in higher education. The results of the three articles are briefly reviewed here. In 

the first study, the results of the statistical analyses reinforce the gender similarities hypothesis 

which states that “males and females are similar on most, but not all psychological variables” 

(Hyde, 2005, p. 581). Male and female deans did not differ significantly on political skill and 

social capital.  However, the study did contain two methodological concerns which may have 

obscured the relationship between gender, political skill, and social capital. First, the sample size 

was necessarily small due to the time consuming nature of converting survey data into social 

network data for statistical analysis. Second, the political skill scores and social capital scores 

were based on self-reported data. Ultimately, there is ambiguity in my results because it is 

difficult to determine whether the results indeed support the gender similarities hypothesis as I 

argued or whether methodological limitations have resulted in non-significant statistical findings. 

 In the second study, the central result is a conceptual model of information use in 

problem solving in academic administration. The conceptual model is a visual representation of 

the relationship between information use and problem solving among decision makers in 

academic administration. In my model, the problem solving process begins with a problem 

catalyst which initiates the information filtering phase of the process. The decision makers then 

embark on an iterative process of questioning, seeking information, verifying information, and 

weighing decision options. This information filtering phase is fed by information streams 

including explicit, tacit, cultural, external, internal, received, and sought information. The 

information filtering process narrows until a decision point is reached. After the administrator 
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makes the decision, the institutional action phase initiates with successive cycles of decision 

sharing and institutional action. Ultimately, the possible outcomes of the problem solving 

process represent a continuum with unresolved problems at one end, resolved problems leading 

to incremental organizational change at the midpoint, and resolved problems leading to 

organizational paradigm shifts at the far end of the continuum. Data representing each of these 

phases of the problem solving process are presented.  

 In the third study, data are presented, which portray the ambiguity of sexual 

discrimination and the ambiguity of gender roles in academic administration. From these data, 

four propositions regarding the ambiguity of gender are derived. First, there is ambiguity 

surrounding gender in academic administration in higher education because of the culture of 

academia. This explanation for the unwillingness of deans to express certainty surrounding the 

influence of gender in academic administration is that they are adopting the social norms of 

universities, which emphasize uncertainty both in their organizational culture and in the ideas 

they produce.  Second, there is ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration in 

higher education because leaders’ tend to minimize discriminatory experiences. Thus, academic 

leaders who must represent the broad interests of male and female employees keep their feeling 

of discrimination private in order to practice impression management within the organization. 

Third, there is ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration in higher education 

because of attributional ambiguity (Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, Major, 1991). This suggests that 

there is considerable ambiguity about whether social interactions have occurred because of 

gender or for other reasons. Lastly, there is ambiguity surrounding gender in academic 

administration in higher education because of changing gender roles. This suggests that there is 

ambiguity surrounding gender in academic administration because gender roles in the modern 
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era are in flux, being quite rigid under some circumstances and quite flexible under other 

circumstances (Andersen & Witham, 2010; Barnett & Rivers, 2004; Eagly, Makhijari, & 

Klonsky, 1992; Epstein & Straub, 1991; Hyde, 2006; Rudman & Glick, 1999; White & 

Kowalski, 1994).   

5.3 Conclusion 

 This dissertation offers three distinct perspectives on academic administration in higher 

education. It is intended to contribute to our understanding of higher education administration by 

exploring the themes of gender, ambiguity, social capital, political skill, and information use in 

problem solving. Individuals who may benefit from this research include academic 

administrators, researchers who study higher education and organizational behavior, and women 

in higher education. This study should be important to the discipline of higher education 

administration because it explores specific behaviors by individuals in leadership positions 

within higher education.   
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APPENDIX A 

CHAPTER TWO TABLES 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for the Seven Dependent Variables  

Dependent  

Variable 

Minimum Maximum Overall 

Mean 

Female 

Mean 

Male  

Mean 

Bridging social  

Capital 

.20 1.00 .69 .66 .71 

Bonding social 

 Capital 

.28 1.13 .48 .47 .49 

Composite 

 political skill 

4.67 6.89 6.00 5.94 6.07 

Social 

Astuteness 

3.80 7.00 5.89 5.77 5.99 

Interpersonal  

Influence 

4.75 7.00 6.11 6.04 6.16 

Networking 

Ability 

3.67 7.00 5.67 5.59 5.74 

Apparent 

Sincerity 

6.00 7.00 6.74 6.77 6.71 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for the Continuous Control Variables  

Continuous  

Control  

Variable 

Minimum Maximum Overall 

Mean 

Female 

Mean 

Male  

Mean 

Years as dean 1 18 4.63 3.96 5.18 

Universities 

employed at 

prior to position 

as dean 

0 6 2.2 2.13 2.25 

H index or 

research 

prominence 

0 18 1.88 1.39 2.29 

Institution’s fall 

enrollment 

2973 59767 23772 24801 22926 
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Table 3 

Summary of Variables and Significance for Seven OLS Regression Analyses 

Independent  

Variable 

Control  

Variables 

Dependent  

Variables 

Significant 

at .05 

Gender race/ethnicity;  

years in the position; 

number of universities 

where employed; number 

of positions in national 

professional organizations;  

 research prominence; 

composite political skill; 

size of the institution 

where employed 

bridging social capital No 

Gender race/ethnicity;  

years in the position; 

number of universities 

where employed; number 

of positions in national 

professional organizations;  

 research prominence; 

composite political skill; 

size of the institution 

where employed 

bonding social capital No 

Gender race/ethnicity composite political skill No 

Gender race/ethnicity social astuteness No 

Gender race/ethnicity interpersonal influence No 

Gender race/ethnicity networking ability No 

Gender race/ethnicity apparent sincerity No 
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Table 4  
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Bridging Social Capital from Gender  
 

 Bridging social capital 

Predictor ΔR2 Β 

Step 1   
    Control variablesa .05  
Step 2   
    Gender .02 .16 
Total R2 .08  
N 51  
aControl variables included race/ethnicity, years in the position of dean, number of universities 
employed at, number of positions held in national professional organizations, research 
prominence, composite political skill, and the size of the institution where employed.  
 
 
Table 5  
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Bonding Social Capital from Gender  
 

 Bonding social capital 

Predictor ΔR2 Β 

Step 1   
    Control variablesa .09  
Step 2   
    Gender .00 .03 
Total R2 .09  
N 51  
aControl variables included race/ethnicity, years in the position of dean, number of universities 
employed at, number of positions held in national professional organizations, research 
prominence, composite political skill, and the size of the institution where employed.  
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Table 6 
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Composite Political Skill from Gender  
 

 Composite political skill  

Predictor ΔR2 Β 

Step 1   
    Control variablea .00  
Step 2   
    Gender .01 .11 
Total R2 .02  
N 51  
aControl variable was race/ethnicity.  
 
 
Table 7 
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Social Astuteness from Gender  
 

 Social astuteness 

Predictor ΔR2 Β 

Step 1   
    Control variablea .00  
Step 2   
    Gender .03 .16 
Total R2 .03  
N 51  
aControl variable was race/ethnicity.  
 
 
Table 8 
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Interpersonal Influence from Gender  
 

 Interpersonal influence 

Predictor ΔR2 Β 

Step 1   
    Control variablea .01  
Step 2   
    Gender .01 .09 
Total R2 .02  
N 51  
aControl variable was race/ethnicity.  
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Table 9 
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Networking Ability from Gender  
 

 Networking ability 

Predictor ΔR2 Β 

Step 1   
    Control variablea .01  
Step 2   
    Gender .01 .07 
Total R2 .02  
n 51  
aControl variable was race/ethnicity.  
 
 
Table 10 
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Apparent Sincerity from Gender  
 

 Apparent sincerity 

Predictor ΔR2 Β 

Step 1   
    Control variablea .04  
Step 2   
    Gender .00 -.06 
Total R2 .04  
n 51  
aControl variable was race/ethnicity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘ 
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APPENDIX B 

 

CHAPTER THREE TABLES AND FIGURES 
 

Table 11 

 Problems Identified in the Interview Data  

Administrative Problems 

Assigning a faculty line to one department over another 

Managing the complexity of the SACS accreditation process 

Managing programs at a branch campus in China 

Merging programs at several branch campuses in different cities 

Managing internationalization efforts 

Encouraging senior faculty to participate in a women’s leadership initiative 

Centralizing the marketing for the college while incorporating social media 

Budgetary Problems 

Determining whether there is an increase in the budget over the previous year 

Allotting salary increases to a small percentage of faculty 

Increasing the resource base of the college 

Determining why an auxiliary enterprise ran a deficit 

Cutting the college’s budget significantly during a budget crisis 

Personnel Problems 

Making determinations on faculty workload 

Hiring department chairs 

Resolving a disagreement with a faculty member about workload 

Resolving communication problems between the department chair and faculty member 

Addressing the sexual harassment of a faculty member 

Making a salary determination for an adjunct faculty member 

Resolving a conflict between administrative employees 

Determining whether to reappoint a faculty member as an eminent scholar 

Removing an employee from an administrative role  

Determining merit increases for staff members 

Hiring new directors 

Resolving a conflict regarding faculty evaluations 

Negotiating work arrangements with a female staff member following the birth of her child 

Curricular Problems 

Developing a graduate certificate program 

Merging curriculum from two colleges when two universities merged 

Developing new programs 

Determining course rotations for a new online program 

Closing an academic program 

Student Problems 

Addressing student academic misconduct 

Raising graduation and retention rates in the college 

Addressing an admissions office error 

Resolving a conflict between a department chair and a student 

Cultural Problems 

Encouraging collaboration among disciplines 

Perceiving different receptions for male and female deans in meetings 
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Table 12 

Information Exchange between the Dean and Other Actors in the Interview Data  

 

Other Actors Number of Communications with Dean 

Faculty 31 

Department Chair or Head 26 

Associate or Assistant Dean 24 

External actors 24 

Provost 16 

Other deans 11 

Budget officer 5 

Students 5 

President 4 

Legal Affairs 4 

College-wide Committee 4 

Directors 3 

Staff member 3 

Associate or Vice Provost 3 

IR or Inst Effectiveness office 3 

VP for Business Affairs 3 

Academic Integrity Officer 2 

HR Officers 2 

Family 2 

Student group 2 

Alumni 2 

Management team 2 

VP for  Faculty Development 1 

Board of Trustees 1 

Faculty Senate or Assembly 1 

Office of Planning & Accountability 1 

Admissions Office 1 

VP for Advancement 1 
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Figure 1. A Conceptual Model of Information Use in Problem Solving in Academic Administration  
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Figure 2. Aggregate Information Exchange between Deans and Other Actors 
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APPENDIX C 

 

IRB DOCUMENTS 
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First Consent Form – Email Invitation 
 
Greetings. You are invited to participate in a research study about the social networks of 

academic deans. You were selected as a possible participant because you are an academic dean at 

a state university in the state of Alabama, Florida, or Georgia. If you agree to participate in this 

study, I would ask you to fill out an online survey about whom you interact with at work (using 

initials only) and provide background information about yourself. The survey should take about 

20 minutes to complete. A link to the survey appears at the end of this email.  

This study titled “The Social Networks of Academic Deans” is being conducted by Rebecca 

Brower, doctoral candidate, Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, The 

Florida State University. The purpose of this study is to examine how the networks of female and 

minority academic administrators compare to the networks of White male administrators.  

Findings from my research should be particularly helpful to universities trying to advance 

participation for women and minorities in academic administration. As a benefit of participating 

in this research, you can elect to receive a research summary after my dissertation is completed 

in early 2014.  

This study has been approved by my department head as well as The Florida State University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB). Participating in this study has no foreseeable risks. Once the 

data have been collected, I will assign you a random ID number so that your identity is protected 

in my analysis. The data will be stored in a master file, which is available only to me. The data 

will be encrypted and stored on my personal password-protected computer. No individual names 

or individual network data will appear in any analyses or reports based on this survey, nor will 

they be shared with my dissertation committee.  
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Your participation is voluntary and confidential. Your decision about whether or not to 

participate will not affect your current or future relations with The Florida State University. If 

you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time 

without affecting those relationships.  

The researcher conducting this study is Rebecca Brower. You may email me with any questions 

you have before taking the survey. If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact me 

at [redacted]. You may also contact my dissertation advisor at Dr. Robert Schwartz [redacted]. 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at [redacted]. 

 

Sincerely,  

Rebecca Brower,  

Doctoral Candidate 

The Florida State University  

 

Second Consent Form – Phone Interview Script 
 

Hello, my name is Rebecca Brower and I am involved in a research study called The Social 

Networks of Academic Deans at Florida State University. I received your name because you are 

an academic dean at a public university in Alabama, Florida, or Georgia and you completed my 

social network survey.   

 

I am asking you to take part in a research study because I am trying to learn more about how 

academic deans use their social networks in gathering information and decision making.  You 

will be interviewed over the phone for one half hour. If you consent, I would like to audiotape 

our conversation so that I can input the transcript into qualitative data analysis software when I 
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analyze the interview data. If you prefer not to be audio-taped, you can still participate in the 

interview.  

 

There is a risk that information about your decision making processes could become public if 

you provide the names of individuals rather than pseudonyms when you describe work-related 

situations. To minimize the risk, I will attempt to change any potential identifying information in 

my research. Aside from a transcriptionist, I will be the only person with access to the audio 

files, which I will delete after 24 months. Although the audio file will be deleted after 24 months, 

the transcript on the audio file will be kept on my personal password protected computer 

indefinitely. I will code the transcripts with NVIVO 9 qualitative data analysis software.  

 

Confidentiality can be protected only to the extent permitted by law. Your participation is 

voluntary, and you can stop the survey or interview at any time without any penalty to you.  The 

only direct benefit to you will be that I will provide a summary of my research results in early 

2014 to research participants. You will not be paid for participating in this research study.  

 

Do you have 30 minutes to participate in this research study? Answering the interview questions 

means that you consent to participate in this research project.  Do you have any questions? 
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