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Abstract 

Prior to the 1960s, higher education in Canada consisted primarily of universities. 

Subsequently, the Canadian higher education (HE) system then grew markedly as a result of 

a range of factors, including: economic growth, infrastructure development, increasing 

immigration and an expanding population. The shape of higher education (HE) also 

diversified, as it moved from an elitist to mass system. This expansion relied, in part, on the 

introduction of community colleges to provide vocational training and academic upgrading. 

Unlike universities, the government tightly controlled these new unicameral institutions and 

aligned them directly to meet local community, industry, and business needs. Academic 

senates, tenure, and freedom were not considered. For the most part, this continues today and 

has created unique leadership challenges and opportunities. The author reviewed a national 

survey of current college presidents and conducted interviews with presidents who were 

identified by peers as outstanding leaders to truly comprehend these opportunities and threats, 

including the future impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Context 

1.1.  Organization of Chapter 1 

This chapter provides an overview of the higher education (HE) system in Canada, 

with a particular focus on the college sector. Understanding the evolution of the Canadian 

college system is important to understand the current challenges and leadership responses. 

The chapter identifies and describes the research problems, the objectives, and the 

significance of undertaking the study. The research questions and a brief elaboration of the 

methods used to undertake the field study are also highlighted. The chapter ends with 

definitions of key terms used in this work, an overview of how the thesis is organized, and a 

summary of what has been discussed in the chapter.  

1.2.  Introduction  

This study aims to recognize current and emerging challenges and leadership methods 

employed by college presidents to overcome these challenges, from the perspective of current 

Canadian college presidents. The result is a better understanding of how presidents are 

strategically adapting to their changing environment that, hopefully, can be a resource to 

current and new college presidents. The study concentrated on contemporary issues that 

Canadian colleges face. Specifically, the study highlights the following: (a) the leadership 

competencies, skills, and practices that Canadian college presidents require to be 

successful; (b) the current and emerging issues that Canadian colleges face, and (c) the 

strategies that Canadian college presidents should employ to meet these challenges. 

There are several key factors unique to the Canadian college system that are important 

to understand.  Firstly, governance. Canadian colleges are unicameral, which means that there 

is no academic senate providing governance on academic issues. Rather, governance in the 

Canadian college system is provided by a government-appointed board of governors. Some 

provinces have provisions in legislation for academic councils, which have no approving 
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authority but limit mandates to recommend items for consideration to government appointed 

the board of governors. Membership on these councils is set by government legislation. 

Secondly, there is no explicit acceptance of academic independence within the Canadian 

college system, and, finally, while some Canadian colleges have recently been approved to 

offer 4-year baccalaureate degrees in business and science, all are required to offer technical 

and vocational training. 

 Strong leadership has never been more critical to Canadian colleges. Colleges are 

facing increased public criticism from governing boards, public bodies, and stakeholders, as 

well as fierce competition from Canadian and foreign public educational institutions College 

management has become more complicated as non-academic concerns take more attention 

and impact operational efficiencies. For example, student, faculty, and staff concerns with on- 

and off-campus safety have received more and more attention, impacting business operations 

and bringing associated financial costs. There is a growing expectation that senior leaders 

will have plans and contingency plans in place to address physical safety, cybersecurity, and 

mental health concerns. College leaders must be prepared to adapt to changing situations to 

ensure institutional efficiency (Jones, 1997). 

As I prepare to submit this report for consideration, I find myself in week 7 of a 

national shelter-at-home directive to reduce the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. I 

gathered data for this report before 2019. The impact of the pandemic generally and 

specifically to HE is evolving and largely unknown. I certainly do not want to understate the 

significant impacts on individuals, families, and organizations of all types. Still, with 

thoughtful leadership, there is a place for HE to shape the future of our societies by 

supporting skills development in areas with chronic labour shortages and emerging industries. 
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1.3.  The College Landscape 

Colleges have a unique history within the Canadian HE system. In Canada, provincial 

governments established colleges in the 1960s to offer the education and training necessary to 

support the rapidly expanding economy. This was enshrined in the legislation that created 

colleges, which specifically identified the college’s role in meeting local or regional 

economic development needs (Fisher et al., 2006; Skolnik, 2004).  

Unlike at Canadian universities, provincial governments regulated colleges carefully 

and organized them operationally as government bodies with a clear commitment to satisfy 

the needs of the regional industry, enterprise, and the community (Dennison and Schuetze, 

2004). In a parallel process, Quebec created the programme of Collège d’Enseignement 

Général et Professionnel (CEGEP) with the goal of completing high-school education and 

training in a dual manner (Dennison, 1995).  

In Ontario, legislation established government-appointed boards of governors to 

provide financial and academic oversight to the new colleges. In every other province, 

colleges were established as departments within whichever ministry was responsible for HE 

or economic development. Between 1971 and the mid-1980s, most provinces followed 

Ontario’s unicameral model (Skolnik, 2004), although some colleges in Alberta remained 

government departments until 1983 and in Nova Scotia until1996.   

Canadian universities began with a similar governance model over a century ago. 

However, after a public outcry of inappropriate behaviour from the government-appointed 

board, the Flavell Commission recommended that Canadian universities adopt the bicameral 

model that was in practice in the United Kingdom (UK) at the time (Jones and Skolnik, 

1997). The differences in governance and purpose between universities and colleges had until 

fairly recently, remained firmly entrenched. 
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There have been some notable changes in the college system in Canada in the last 

decade. Some colleges are behaving more like their university counterparts. They have 

successfully completed the same accreditation processes as Canadian universities to be able 

to offer four-year baccalaureate and master’s credentials, which has raised the expectations of 

students and the community in general (Hogan and Trotter, 2013). They are also approved to 

apply for research funding from federal-government research councils (NSERC, 2010), 

which had previously been restricted to Canadian universities. In 2009, the British Columbia 

government passed legislation that created five new universities from what were previously 

colleges, a change that included legislating bicameral governance and academic 

independence (Hogan and Trotter, 2013). Other institutions in Alberta and Ontario have 

indicated an appetite to follow the same path.  

Some may hope that by attaining university status, provincial governments will 

increase per course funding, which has historically been lower for colleges than universities. 

They may also hope that the university status makes them more attractive to potential donors 

(Hogan and Trotter, 2013).The college presidents I interviewed for this study believe that it is 

driven by (a) status-seeking, (b) the belief that more base grant funding and research funding 

are available to universities than colleges, (c) the need to attract new students, mostly foreign 

students unfamiliar with the college model, and (d) the belief that donors may be more 

inclined to financially support universities. However, the college presidents agreed that 

universities could learn lessons from the college system in a post-pandemic environment. 

While there are colleges, along with universities, in larger urban centres, much of the 

HE delivery in smaller communities is through colleges, which have their roots in the 

system’s original workforce development strategy. The location of many colleges in smaller 

communities as well as their purpose have led to innovations in educational programming 

and delivery. Colleges have a history of online delivery, developed over time. Asynchronous 
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programmes have been effective in supporting smaller communities or smaller volumes of 

students. Continuing-education programmes have been offered to employees at their 

worksites or as ongoing professional development credits as required by some professional 

certification bodies. Additionally, colleges have a history of creating simulated work sites in 

vocational and health programming as well as work-integrated learning programme delivery 

(much like a practicum). These approaches to student engagement are similar to those touted 

as innovative ways to “future proof” HE in a recent report that the Economist Intelligence 

Unit released on behalf of the Qatar Foundation. In New Schools of Thought: Innovative 

Models for Delivering Higher Education (Griffin, Kerle, Haider and Kenny, 2020), the 

authors offer solutions to international HE leaders on how to respond in a post-pandemic 

environment. Focused on a university model, this study highlights targeted areas of 

innovations such as: the online university; clustering (co-habituating) several universities on 

a single facility or site; the experiential model – using simulation and education within 

worksites; the liberal arts college model – smaller institutions with smaller customized 

classes; and the partnership model – building relationships with external long-term funding 

partners. As mentioned, while the report is positioned as future-focused, it is largely a 

reflection of how the Canadian college system has traditionally functioned. 

1.4.  Significance of the Study 

Canadian colleges play a significant role in Canadian society. They are a major 

influence on positive economic outcomes and have improved the social fabric of the 

communities they serve. Colleges are called upon to work beyond conventional academic 

patterns in terms of willingness and capacity to adapt rapidly to the changing circumstances 

of the market (Brint and Karabel, 1989). Through the creation and maintenance of good ties 

with regional companies, colleges can offer timely and important training and lifelong 

learning to employees (Roueche, Baker and Rose, 1989). 
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In 2018, Canadian colleges contributed in excess of $190 billion to Canada’s 

economy and offered more than 10,000 programmes nationally (Colleges and Institutes 

Canada [CICan], 2018b). College programme and pedagogy design addresses the needs of 

the Canadian labour market and equips graduates with skills that increase their productivity 

and employability (Hirsch, 2005). Colleges have the capacity to retrain adults who face job 

dislocation and unemployment. Colleges are attuned to regional economies and provide 

applied research services that meet business and community needs. College facilities and the 

expertise of their faculty and students help the private, public, and not-for-profit sectors solve 

real-world problems (CICan budget presentation). Almost 1 million students attended college 

in 2018 (Statistics Canada, 2019). Besides, HE is an important partner in Canadian workforce 

development and is a critical part of the federal government policy to recruit skilled workers 

by attracting international students to Canada and encouraging them to take up permanent 

residence (Carr, 2020). Having a history of rapid-market response with new programmes, 

most college programmes are closely aligned with business and industry. Many college 

programs are of shorter duration than university programmes, so that people are ready to join 

the work world far faster (Global Affairs Canada, 2020). Also, Canadian colleges play a role 

in lifelong learning, as well as mid-career upskilling for workers displaced by recession, 

technological advancement, or the impact of the manufacturing sector's globalization (CICan, 

2018). 

Notwithstanding their role in Canada, colleges are under pressure as a result of 

declining fiscal support from government, regulated or frozen tuition, changing student 

demographics, pressures to develop alternative sources of funding; an increased focus on 

openness and accountability; and the rise of globalization, with more colleges incorporating 

bachelor’s degrees to their programmes and goals (Carr, 2020; Rosia, 2006; Sullivan, 2001). 

With these drastic changes, there is increased demand for more versatility, innovation, and 
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collaboration, as well as entrepreneurial leadership from their presidents (Eddy and 

VanDerLinden, 2006; Kezar, Carducci and Contreras-McGavin, 2006). Presidents, as good 

leaders, are the keepers of the vision of their institutions and inspire those they lead (Fisher 

and Tack, 1990). Amey and Twombly (1992) stress that leadership is becoming more critical 

because colleges are “entering stages in their organizational life cycles at which they are on 

the verge of renewal or decline” (p. 126). They propose that effective leadership behaviour is 

a “key variable in determining whether the college movement as a whole and individual 

colleges are able to engage in effective renewal or they will enter a period of decline” 

(p. 126). College leaders can and do make a difference (Benezet, Katz, and Magnusson, 

1981; Cohen, 1983; Hammons and Keller, 1990; Rosia, 2006). Cohen further suggests that 

colleges “deserve leaders who can sustain consistent directions and articulate internal policies 

that match external realities” (p. xii). 

Despite the growing importance of leadership in the Canadian college system, the 

level of research with regard to Canadian colleges has been remarkably limited (Dennison, 

2003; Rosia, 2006). As most of the leadership literature has shown, there often seems to be a 

global, or, at the very least, a pan-North American belief that HE circumstances and functions 

are uniform. Although the Canadian college system was largely modelled on the American 

system and has many similarities, there are differences that have been influenced by the 

relatively short history of the Canadian college system, the smaller number of colleges, 

Canadian regionalization, and different perspectives on diversity (Cameron 1997). However, 

senior-administration functions seem to be the most aligned and reviewing U.S. reached may 

be helpful in understanding the Canadian experience. 

U.S. college presidents’ leadership traits, frameworks, styles, and characteristics have 

undergone significant study (Eddy, 2006). However, perhaps for at least two reasons, the 

research on college leaders had not reached a point of saturation (Kimmens, 2014). First, 
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colleges in the North American community are critically engaged. They are influenced to 

pursue more effective usage, new technology, shift acceptance, competition overhaul, and a 

quick move towards better results in terms of graduation and employability of students. 

Colleges and their representatives are faced with internal scrutiny from regulatory bodies, 

faculty, staff, and students. In addition, external constituencies, such as accreditors, 

community members, potential employers of graduates, for-profit HE providers, other HE 

providers, donors, and all levels of government (municipal, provincial, and federal) are under 

increased pressure. Moreover, as more HE organizations move beyond what has generally 

been described as marketization (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997) and are beginning revenue-

generation activities that might or might not be directly related to their historic academic 

missions, they need to understand and address pressure from clients, suppliers, completion 

deadlines, and regulators. 

Secondly, colleges face transitional generations as baby boomers retire in 

considerable numbers (Eddy, 2010; Shults, 2001). This system-wide turnover is not restricted 

to presidents of Canadian colleges but impacts all senior administrative staff (Nixon, 2002; 

Rosia, 2006). A further complication to the transition and attraction of leadership in HE is the 

growing debate across many jurisdictions regarding HE's executive compensation. Even 

though HE falls within provincial mandates, senior provincial bureaucrats from departments 

responsible for HE meet regularly to share policy objectives (P. Leclaire, personal 

conversation, 18 October). Unique to Canada is recent legislation in several provinces that 

has established limits or frameworks for executive compensation that conflicts with historical 

Canadian HE governance practices. 

Additionally, this study applies the American Association of Community Colleges 

(AACC) Leadership Competency Framework in a Canadian context. The AACC framework 
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is in general use in the U.S. and has been the subject of many studies (Hassan, Dellow and 

Jackson, 2010). 

In 2003, AACC initiated a two-year phase of establishing the competency framework 

by organizing four-day leadership conferences with various college groups to create a shared 

consensus on the essential skills, values, and knowledge needed by college leaders. Included 

in the discussion was how to best develop and cultivate aspiring leaders. 

In 2005, after numerous pilot tests and analyses, the AACC board unanimously 

approved and directed the representatives of the leadership managers and boards of trustees 

to use this mechanism to guide their activities. While the AACC (2005) has specifically 

established the system to help in the smooth transition of senior college leaders’ expected 

turnover (retirement), this tool may initially appear to be dated. The AACC researchers 

anticipated the bulk of the turnover in the 2015-2025 timeframe (Hassan, 2010). In Canada, 

demographic shifts parallel the U.S. experience but lag the U.S. by approximately 15 years 

(Dugan and Robidoux, 1999; Statistics Canada, 2016). Therefore, the tool is very useful in 

the Canadian context. 

1.5.  The Research Problem and Objective 

Colleges are facing a period of accelerated change that is being driven by reduced 

levels of public funding; changing public attitudes towards HE; evolving government 

priorities; increased competition; increased demands for accessibility, transparency, and 

affordability; and new technologies (Dennison, 1995; Levin, 1992; Roueche and Rouche, 

1998). New on the horizon is the impact of the pandemic on business processes and student 

access. All the while, colleges are seeking new sources of revenue or even more evasive cost-

control measures. These changes have been and will continue to be, created in evolving 

environments that will require colleges to change and adapt. 
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In response to these complex educational, social, and economic challenges, colleges 

and their leaders must be prepared to adapt in a thoughtful and meaningful way (Andrews, 

1992; Levin, 1992; Wisniewsky, 1999). Rourk (1992) and Birnbaum (1992) assert that only 

the college president is positioned to lead and model these behaviours. Gardner (2000) echoes 

this belief: “Acts of leadership take place in an unimaginable variety of settings, and the 

setting does much to determine the kinds of leaders that emerge and how they play their 

roles” (p. 8). Lewis (1989) suggests that, because of the importance of the HE president in 

this role, the HE community in general needs to be more aware of this issue, but there is a 

general absence of research in this regard. 

The motivation of this study is as follows and as identified in the literature: 

(a) colleges are operating in increasingly complex circumstances (Dennison, 1995; Gordon, 

2003; Hassan, 2008; Jones, 1997; Levin, 1995) and (b) their presidents can and will continue 

to make a difference (Baker and Rose, 1989; Birnbaum, 1992; Fischer and Koch, 1996; 

Rosia, 2006; Rouche, Levin and Denison, 1989). Therefore, identifying the issues and 

challenges that they face and understanding the competencies and strategies of successful 

presidents are helpful to current and future presidents. 

The literature on how to evaluate colleges’ presidents’ effectiveness in their respective 

roles implies a general acceptance of the AACC competencies framework for community 

college leaders (Hassan et al., 2010; McNair, 2010; McNair, Duree, and Ebbers, 2011). I 

reviewed other models for evaluating college leaders’ effectiveness, including the Aspen 

Foundation and the National Governors Association. The main objective was to identify 

perceived successful presidents' strategies and their leadership processes to meet these 

challenges. With this in mind, I sought to identify the most challenging issues that presidents 

face and the strategies that they employ.  

1.6.  The Research Questions 
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I undertook the study because of my curiosity about HE leadership and my personal 

interest in exploring the role of presidents in Canadian colleges. In consultation with the 

national association that represents Canadian colleges, Colleges and Institutes Canada 

(CICan), regarding the leadership attributes common to college presidents, I discovered that 

there are no Canadian studies and none in the planning stage. Because of the sensitivity 

between provincial versus national mandates for colleges, the CEO of CICan (D. Amyot, 

2014, personal conversation, 12 June) suggested that a study would be more readily accepted 

if it was conducted in the field and invited me to share my learnings or insights into the 

matter. A preliminary examination of the literature highlighted several initial concerns, which 

I have detailed in Chapter 2. Consequently, I developed research questions to guide this 

study. 

I selected the research questions for the following reasons: (a) the evolving and 

dynamic environment in which Canadian colleges operate (Dennison, 1995); (b) the pivotable 

role of college presidents in responding to challenges within this environment (Levin, 1995); 

and (c) the need to identify and document effective leadership practices. 

1. What leadership skills/practice/competencies do contemporary Canadian college 

presidents require to be successful? 

2. What are the current and emerging issues facing Canadian colleges? 

3. What strategies will contemporary Canadian college presidents need to employ to 

meet these challenges? 

1.7.  Research Methodology 

This research project used a mixed-methodology design through the lens of a 

constructivist paradigm. The constructivist paradigm permits the researcher to construct 

meanings leading to the development of an interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2014).  I 

collected data from public colleges in Canada during the initial phase of the research while 
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concurrently interviewing retired colleges presidents. I eventually included these retired 

presidents in a focus group to aid in the development and evaluation of a survey tool. The 

survey was anonymous, and CiCan distributed it to current college presidents who had had at 

least one year of experience as a college president. In this survey, I asked the participants to 

identify three presidents, other than themselves, whom they felt had outstanding leadership 

attributes. I evaluated the survey data, which provided information for the interviews – Phase 

2 of the research.  

Phase 2 consisted of detailed, semi-structured interviews with three presidents who 

had been identified by their peers, as well as data analysis. To choose these presidents, I used 

the peer-selection process that Crittenden (1997); McFarlin (1997); Nixon (2002); Rosia 

(2006); and Vaughan, G. B. (1986) had used previously.  

In Phase 2, I also used the approach of exploratory qualitative research design.  

Yin (1984) identified research design as “an action plan for getting from here to there, 

where ‘here’ may be defined as the set of questions to be answered, and ‘there’ is some set of 

conclusions (answers) about these questions” (p. 28). While there has been significant 

dialogue around qualitative research design, Taylor and Bogdan (1998) recommends this 

methodology to “empathize and identify with ... people … in order to understand how those 

people see things … develop concepts, insights, and understandings from patterns in the data 

rather than collecting data to assess preconceived models, hypotheses, or theories” (p. 7). 

Taylor and Bogdan (1998) go further to suggest qualitative research for its ability to connect 

“people in the context of their pasts and the situations in which they find themselves … how 

people think and act in their everyday lives” (p. 8).  

This study has the added component of examining participants in potentially unique 

social settings, as leaders were drawn from Canadian colleges in various provinces and often 
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from communities were theirs was the only college. Berg (2001) and Creswell (2003) both 

suggest that qualitative methodology is best suited to address this type of research.  

1.8.  Definitions 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC): The national association of 

the United States that covers colleges. 

AACC leadership competencies: The AACC (2005) established six leadership 

competencies: resource management, organization, collaboration, communication, advocacy, 

and professionalism of community colleges. 

College: Often referred to as a community college, the term is applied to a wide 

variety of educational institutions (Cameron, 1987; Cantor, 1992; Gallagher, 1990). As 

publicly supported post-secondary institutions, they offer a comprehensive range of one-year 

certificate and two-year diploma programmes, as well as trades, university transfer, and 

applied degree and undergraduate degree programmes (Gallagher, 1990). Throughout this 

study, I use the generic term college. 

College president: A senior individual who reports to a government-appointed board 

and holds the title president, CEO, or president and CEO. 

Colleges and Institute Canada (CICan): The national association that represents 

colleges, polytechnics institutions, CÉGEP, and Indigenous learning centres. 

Competency: A trait that is observable for a person that has to do with successful 

work, organization, or culture in a particular job. It can be trained and/or long-term action. 

1.9.  Organization of the Thesis 

This thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter 1 offers an outline of the research and the 

conceptual context on which this thesis was based. The chapter outlines the issue, the value 

of the analysis, and the shortcomings and boundaries of the report. 
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The literature applicable to the thesis is discussed in Chapter 2. In the literature 

review, I address a number of concerns and considerations, as well as the history of the 

college system in Canada. I also present various definitions of leadership and research related 

to leadership, specifically leadership in an HE context, to provide the background for the 

study. Finally, I briefly review the economic effects of the college system and the impact of 

government policy. 

The research design and methods used to collect data for the analysis are discussed in 

Chapter 3. I identify the procedures and explain my approach to the theory of qualitative data 

collection and analysis. I also address the possible limits of the analysis and how the data was 

obtained and analysed. Chapter 3 provides an overview of the methods I used to collect and 

evaluate the information. The chapter is organized as follows: introduction, research 

approach, conceptual framework, and data-collection methods, procedures, and analysis. 

Chapter 4 provides the results of the national college presidents’ survey and the 

interviews with presidents, who were by their peers for demonstrating outstanding leadership 

attributes. I also identify emerging challenges. 

In Chapter 5, I link the findings to the literature and examine additional contributions 

of the research. I discuss and review the broader implications of the strategies that the 

presidents identified and suggest a new leadership competency framework that might be 

suitable for seasoned academic leaders, as well as in the recruitment and development of new 

presidents. 

Chapter 6 outlines the broader aspects of the contribution to the literature and the 

implications for policy and practice in the Canadian college system. I identify areas for 

further study and offer suggestions for actions for the national association that represents 

colleges in Canada. 

1.10.  Summary of Chapter 1 
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The study aimed to recognize the current problems and leadership methods Canadian 

college presidents use to overcome these challenges, drawing on the experiences of the 

Canadian colleges’ presidents. Colleges are facing increased public criticism from governing 

boards, public bodies, and stakeholders, as well as increased competition from Canadian and 

foreign public educational institutions. The Canadian HE system, in theory, if not always in 

practice, is viewed as an integrated system with articulated pathways for students to begin 

their academic career in the college system and then transfer to universities to complete 

undergraduate programmes (Gallagher, 1990). Colleges are facing a period of accelerated 

change that is being driven by reduced levels of public funding; changing public attitudes 

towards HE; evolving government priorities; increased competition; increased demands for 

accessibility, transparency, and affordability; and new technologies (Dennison, 1995; Levin, 

1992; Rouche and Rouche, 1998). In response to these complex educational, social, and 

economic challenges, colleges and their leadership must be prepared to adapt in a thoughtful 

and meaningful way. 

  



27 

Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

2.1.  Organization of Chapter 2 

I focused on current and emerging problems facing Canadian college leaders in this 

research project. Increasing access to higher education (HE) was a critical part of the original 

goal of North American colleges. Canada and the United States (U.S.) have many common 

aspects, but also significant differences. Although this study focused on Canadian colleges, I 

have referred to U.S. literature as appropriate. 

The literature review starts with a short history of the HE system in Canada, including 

the creation of the college system in Canada. The presidents of the colleges play a major role 

in the development of their organizations. The second major aspect of the literature review 

addresses the excess of executive leadership literature in general and a lack of literature 

specific to Canadian college leadership because of aging workforce or decline in the appeal 

of leadership roles in HE. In many ways, leading a college has parallels to leading corporate 

entities. I present a brief overview of leadership theory and a study of the knowledge, 

abilities, and skills current research suggests is required of successful leaders. The literature 

review ends with a summary of potential discrepancies and opportunities for future research. 

2.2.  History of Canadian HE 

Evolving from relatively modest, almost utilitarian beginnings, colleges and 

universities have developed into complex public institutions. Once church-serving 

institutions, most colleges and universities are now defined by a much broader purpose. This 

shift can be traced to the beginning of the 19th century when institutional financing changed: 

church funding was replaced by state funding (Cameron, 1991). At that time, post-secondary 

institutions acquiesced to government requests to develop talent for the emerging 

professional workforce in exchange for more stable and predictable funding. In Canada, the 

legislation that founded the country also provided for HE institutions. The British North 
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America (BNA) Act of 1867 was enacted by the British government and served as the 

constitution of Canada until it was replaced by the Constitution Act of 1982The BNA Act 

defined two level of government, provincial and federal, and granted jurisdiction in each of 

the policy areas. With the constant concern about the danger of U.S. imperialism, the BNA 

Act writers decided to build a constitution with a powerful federal government that would be 

liable for crucial matters like defence and trade. They delegated the provinces secondary 

concerns, including hospitals and education (Cameron, 1991). 

At the beginning of the 20th century, HE institutions in Canada were regarded as elitist 

and not accessible to the general public. They obtained some government funding, but it 

differed across the country and within provinces. Provincial governments also struggled to 

find an acceptable position for publicly supported government entities (Jones Skolnik, 1997). 

Finally, disputes emerged when University of Toronto administrators accused Ontario 

government officials of partisan intervention, including hiring teachers without the consent of 

university administration. The federal government reacted to those allegations by establishing 

a Royal Commission with a mission to evaluate provincial and university ties and the 

institutional governance framework. The Flavelle Commission researched systems for 

university administration in the United Kingdom (U.K.) and the U.S. (Jones Skolnik, 1997). 

The Commission decided that government preferences in supervising universities 

should be assigned to a governing committee made up of government-named “wise citizens”. 

The Commission also proposed that the U.K. bicameral governance model be adopted. The 

academic policy became the obligation of the academic senate, and the public board was 

responsible for the general governance of the university (Jones, 1996; 2002). 

Ever since, the bicameral model of governance formulated by the Flavelle 

Commission has been implemented in all established Canadian universities (Harris, 1976). 

American universities also affected Canadian universities in that period, with their emphasis 
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on serving the economic and social growth of the wider community. Canadian universities 

rapidly developed agricultural and technology academic programmes and expanded schools 

to carry the university’s work into society (Campbell, 1978). Notwithstanding the broader 

society’s perspective, universities of the day were viewed as intuitions focused on “the 

training of the children of the political elites for admission to the liberal professions” 

(Neatby, 1987, p. 34). 

Following the Second World War, the public expectations of HE’s position in 

Canadian society shifted drastically. The federal government provided returning Canadian 

veterans with free university education and basic living costs. The programme was well 

received and not only encouraged the further education of returning veterans but supported 

veterans’ move into the steadily changing post-war labour market. The federal government 

funded this programme through direct per-student grants to universities. Enrolment in 

Canadian universities grew by 46% in 1945-1946 when 20,000 veterans were registered, and 

a year later, an additional 35,000 veterans enrolled (Cameron, 1991). 

The programme of educating returning veterans spurred demand for post-secondary 

education among other sections of the population of Canada. University enrolment by non-

veterans rose by around 70% between 1941 and 1951 (Cameron, 1991). In the light of 

growing enrolment demands, universities pursued financial support from provincial and 

federal governments. In 1951-1952, the Government of Canada reacted by making direct 

subsidies of an extra $7 million. 

The overt intervention of the federal government in university financing contributed 

to fears among provincial politicians that the federal government might intervene in a 

provincial area of constitutional obligation. In 1952, the provincial governments declined 

federal government financing for their universities. Most of the lost income was matched by 

increased provincial subsidies (Jones, 2012). 
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The federal government eventually moved from a system of direct operating grants 

for universities to one of unconditional transfers to the provinces for provincial-government 

allocation (Jones, 1996). Since most provincial administrations were prohibited from 

financing denominational institutions, several of those institutes became secular institutions, 

and new institutions were founded by many provinces (Jones, 1996). 

There have been many reforms in HE over the past 50 years. The manner in which 

colleges have influenced their strategic choices has also been shaped by external 

environmental factors – demographic patterns, government policy on post-secondary 

education both at provincial and federal levels, lack of funding, and internal factors (strikes of 

1979, 1986 and 1989). Over the last 10 years, university graduates have increasingly 

transferred to colleges seeking practical training for the reach the job market.   Canadian 

universities have become increasingly focused on providing practical training for the job 

market (Davidson, 2014). 

The series of management retrenchment steps were increasingly followed by new 

governance frameworks and various forms of hierarchical systems over the past years. There 

have been several reviews in Canadian HE to facilitate improvements to the governance 

structures (Gandz, 1988; Rae 2005; Smith, 1972). These reviews focused on problems 

relating to reconciliation in funding limitations for quality and accessibility, teaching-

research relations, community universities and colleges, as well as the interconnection 

between private and public segments. Provincial governments thus responded to quantitative 

and qualitative demands of these reviews by introducing legislation. Over the years, 

provincial governments have also encouraged colleges to diversify by entering into business 

opportunities with private companies, the industrial sector, and universities. 

Work-integrated learning programmes (WIL) have been added, such as co-ops, 

internships, and field training, with 68% of Ontario college students engaging in WIL. For 
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university students, the participation rate is 48%. Virtually all full-time programmes at 

Centennial College in Ontario provide the ability to obtain job experience before graduation. 

The Ontario HE system, which comprises 24 colleges and 18 universities, is the largest in 

Canada, accounting for 68% of Canada’s post-secondary institutions. As per the Ontario 

Ministry of Colleges and Universities, these statistics do not include the 500 private sector 

career colleges. 

In these institutions, the student population is varied in their ethnicity, age, income, 

and life experiences. For example, approximately 40% of Centennial College’s new cohort 

is from high school, while the rest are mature and have used all available means to be part of 

the institution (Yong-Hing and Patlas, 2020). 

However, the heterogeneous learner population in the colleges represents difficulty to 

faculty. The heterogeneous student population in colleges is, therefore, a concern for the 

faculty. Examples are a geology instructor teaching an expert from an oil and natural gas 

company. The faculty of these institutions, therefore, must be sufficiently diverse in terms of 

their preparation and life experience. For the tutors at most colleges, industrial experience 

became compulsory for all (Wheeler, 2020). 

Some college presidents are now creating their own four-year degree programmes, 

with a focus on programmes that universities do not offer, including fields closely aligned to 

their traditional areas of focus, such as the production of software and computer networking, 

among others. They integrate theory with practical learning and skills development. 

While all stakeholders of the Ontario’s HE system have experienced transitions and 

challenges with changes over the years, the positive outcomes to societies are immense. The 

rewards can be tracked, as Robinson and Christophersen indicate: through regional economic 

benefits; higher incomes for current students and graduates; reduced crime rates, lower 

poverty, and lower unemployment rates); and returns on taxpayers investments (2004). 
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2.2.1. The Creation of the Canadian College System 

In the 1960s, Canadian governments regarded HE as a part of public interest in the 

country’s social and economic growth. The provinces embraced policies that demand 

continuous development in the university sector, but also the creation of new post-secondary 

non-university institutions that would help improve access to HE and meet the need for new 

technical/vocational skills across the growing labour market (Buchbinder, 1993; Dennison 

and Schuetze, 2004). 

The mandate of these new institutions varied by the province in order to meet each 

province’s unique needs. Most provinces created colleges that closely reflected the U.S. 

model and were focused on workforce development (Dennison and Gallagher, 1986). 

Governance of Canadian colleges fundamentally differed from that of universities. 

Governance was unicameral, with government-appointed boards of directors that were 

specifically drawn from industries that would employ graduates was. Additionally, there was 

an expectation that the colleges would offer a comprehensive range of specialized vocational 

programmes, certification, two-year applied diplomas, and university transfer programmes to 

help learners to get their first two years at the local college and then move to a university. 

Colleges had no senate, and academic oversight fell to senior staff to make recommendations 

for approval by the board of directors. By the 1990s, provinces passed legislation that 

required representation from faculty and students on boards (Bender, 1988). 

In the last decade, the programme gap between universities and colleges has 

narrowed. Many colleges have been approved to offer four-year baccalaureate credentials, 

with some moving to post-degree certificates. Additionally, colleges have been moving into 

government-funded research activities that were, until recently, the exclusive purview of 

universities in Canada. 
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In addition to these core services, many colleges and universities have also evolved to 

the point that they also contribute to the broader human condition. As an example, Taylor 

(2010) noted that “much of the most important research that has contributed to the 

advancement of knowledge and enrichment of human life history has been conducted on our 

colleges and universities” (p. 1). Further, Rosenstone (2004) stated that the importance of HE 

to our economic and social prosperity increases “as human capital—creativity, knowledge, 

and ideas—secures its dominance as the coin of the realm” (p. 1). These benefits have been 

identified in Canada also. For example, 62% of individuals aged 25 to 34 hold a higher-

education credential – which puts Canada third highest in the world, as per the Organisation 

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD 2019; Cappon, 2009; Smith, 2007). 

2.2.2. Higher Education in Quebec 

Quebec adopted a different process for HE reforms in the 1960s that was tied to a 

broader political agenda referred to as the quiet revolution. Quebec reorganized the whole 

education system from primary to post-secondary in order to remove the Roman Catholic 

Church’s historical position in the education system of the province. Under this reformed 

educational framework, students entered high school at the end of Grade11. The government 

came up with a new expansive network of collèges d’enseignement général et professionnel 

(CEGEPs) that included two-year skilled technical and pre-university programmes. The 

CEGEPs were initiated in 1967 and are largely unchanged today. Governance is provided by 

a board of directors, with the community, parents, and government representatives appointed 

by the provincial ministry (Jones, 2002; Jones, Shanahan and Goyan, 2004). 

2.3.  The Economic Impact of Canadian Colleges 

Successes in global reports such as those of the OECD go beyond a simple ranking 

exercise. These documented outcomes reflect a level of success in human capacity building 

and are lead indicators of the social and economic prosperity of a nation. McKinsey (2009) 
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stated, “The extent to which a society utilizes its human potential is among the chief 

determinants of its prosperity” (p. 5). 

The economic and social benefits that result from expanded access to HE are 

fundamental elements that support Article 26(1) of the United Nations (n.d.) Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights: “Everyone has the right to education, . . . and HE shall be 

equally accessible to all on the basis of merit” (p. 7). This declaration, originally signed in 

1948, has influenced the implementation of public policy, which has been focused on 

increasing access to HE globally. U.S. policy with regard to HE influenced Canada. Altbach 

et al. (2009) observed that “the United States was the first country to achieve mass higher 

education, with 40 percent of the age cohort attending post-secondary education in 1960” 

(p. vi). In Canada, even with the patchwork of provincial responsibility for HE, the college 

system in most provinces began in the 1960s (Canadian Information Centre for International 

Credentials, 2009). Provincial governments initially created these institutions to respond to a 

need for vocational and technical training that was not typically available within the 

traditional university system. Access, relevance to employment demands, and quickness of 

completion were key objectives for the new institutions. Still today, students complete the 

majority of college programming within two years. In response to pressure from industry, 

undergraduate and master’s degrees in “applied” areas with a direct connection to industry 

have evolved over the last decade. 

Beyond these broader market influences, government policy has also had a positive 

impact on participation rates. Michael (2005) recommended that government policymakers 

“continue to examine from time to time how their funding schemes restrict or expand higher 

education participation” (p. 12). Policymakers are attuned to the importance of HE: “The 

accessibility of post-secondary education is a key component of the social, economic, and 

cultural well-being of societies” (OECD, 2009, p. 4). Michael (2005) further stated, “The 
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importance of higher education to society becomes even more critical in an increasingly 

global market” (p. 6). 

HE is an important strategy for the government, and a variety of federal policies have 

increased student participation rates. That is, the Government of Canada has implemented 

“reformed immigration policies, essential skills training, tax credits, apprenticeship incentive 

grants and a new partnership with the Assembly of First Nations to improve K-12 education” 

(Association of Canadian Community Colleges, 2012, p. 1). All of these public interventions 

play a role in the country’s relatively high post-secondary enrolment and graduation rates. 

Canada has been a world leader in efforts to increase post-secondary education 

participation rates. The Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (2011) found that 

enrolment had increased in every province in 2010. In 2009-2010, the national average 

increased by approximately 4% (Charbonneau 2009). This enrolment growth is driven by 

several factors that include demographic trends. Tierney and Hentschke (2007) stated, “The 

demographic trend fuelling post-secondary demand is that of the older student. The non-

traditional student is now in the majority and has thus become the new traditional higher 

education student” (p. 29). President #1 (2013, personal communication, 9 July 9), chair of 

the Association of Canadian Community Colleges (ACCC), observed that the typical new 

student in the Canadian college system is 24 years old, over 40% arrive on the college 

campus with at least two years of post-secondary experience, and less than 20% come 

directly from the secondary system. President #1 further suggested that the modern college 

student is looking to be employment ready and expecting a return on investment from tuition 

and the opportunity cost of attending HE. 

Beyond the social value inherent in human capital development, the HE sector is a 

significant contributor to the Canadian economy. Robison and Christophersen (2008) 
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reported, “Colleges and institutes1 employed 46,484 full and 59,364 part-time faculty and 

staff in the fiscal year 2007. This combined payroll amounted to a total of some $3.9 billion” 

(p. 10). More significant, the economic output of college graduates in Canada is substantial. 

“It is estimated that today’s [2006’s] national economy owes nearly $123.2 billion or some 

8.0% of its current GDP to the past and present efforts of the nation’s colleges and institutes” 

(p. 2). An economic impact study commissioned by CICan completed and published by 

ESMI (2016) indicated that this has increased to $191.2 billion and was the equivalent of 

12.7% of Canada’s GDP by 2015. A decade after the college system actively began to market 

to and recruit international students, this study found that a total of 56,572 international 

students were enrolled nationally in the Canadian college system, and those students spent 

approximately $0.9 billion on tuition, books, fees, and living expenses. In the fiscal year 

2014-2015, 1.2 million students registered within the Canadian college system; this 

represents almost half of the total HE enrolments (ESMI, 2016). 

2.4.  Government Fiscal Policy Challenges 

When we look more closely into the HE system in this country, Usher and Potter 

(2006) observed that any description of Canada’s post-secondary system “must begin with 

the caveat that there is no real Canadian system at all” (p. 9). That is, the jurisdiction of 

education is constitutionally conferred on the provinces. Further, most policies and laws 

related to education also rest with the provinces. To achieve desired HE and training 

objectives, provinces must rely on a cooperative relationship with the federal government 

(Salmi and Hauptman, 2006). These relationships also help to ensure that governments are 

able to align their needs with the education and training needs of the citizens. 

 
1 In this instance institutes refer to polytechnics, institutes of technology, and Collèges d’enseignement 

général et professionnel (CÉGEPs) rather than publicly funded universities or private colleges or training 

centres. 
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Although HE is ultimately a provincial responsibility, the Government of Canada 

indirectly contributes to post-secondary instruction, basic and applied research, and other 

investments. Institutions receive this financial contribution by way of federal transfer 

payments to provinces. Specifically, the Department of Finance Canada (2012) identified the 

Canada Social Transfer (CST) as “a federal block transfer to provinces and territories in 

support of post-secondary education” (para. 1). Although this federal commitment to HE has 

increased in recent years, the respective provincial governments make the ultimate decision 

on which HE institution or programme receives the funds. The ACCC (2012) confirmed that 

the Canadian Government has allocated “an additional $800 million to the CST for PSE and 

is legislating a three percent annual increase until the end of 2013-14” (p. 2). In the 2013-

2014 fiscal year, the federal government investment in CSTs reached a total of $3.75 billion, 

up from $3.6 billion the year before (Department of Finance Canada, 2011). 

Within this relatively encouraging news comes something of a reality check for 

Canadian HE leaders. First, the provincial governments have flexibility on the specific 

distribution of CSTs, which can be influenced by provincial policy decisions. Second, Paul 

Cappon (2009) of the Canadian Council on Learning notes that “on the surface, the story 

appears positive” (p. 4). Specifically, although some indicators seem to be encouraging, it 

would be prudent to review specific data in a global context. Johnstone (2003) suggests 

examining “macro trends even in a single country is treacherous, and the practice is even 

more so in an international perspective” (p. 2). For example, although Canadian graduation 

rates are high relative to those in other countries, “the difference in absolute numbers 

between Canada and the US remains a cause for concern” (Smith, 2007, p. 30). Further, 

competing nations such as “France, Germany and Mexico each have about twice the post-

secondary enrolment of Canada, and the United States has about 14 times the enrolment” 

(Smith, 2007, p. 19). 
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Canada must compete in a global economy, and the competitive challenges are further 

complicated when we begin to explore new emerging markets like Russia, India, and China. 

Smith (2007) reported, “Russia has about seven times the enrolment of Canada and China 

and India have a post-secondary enrolment that equals about 80 percent of Canada’s total 

population” (p. 19). If we are to assume that it is important that Canada’s levels of 

participation and graduation in HE continue to be high to ensure the steady supply of skilled 

workers required to sustain the economic and social prosperity of Canada, it should be noted 

that other nations with a similar history of investing in HE (as Canada has done) might not 

have that same capacity in the future. Rhoten and Powell (2011) postulate that countries that 

have invested heavily in HE might soon experience “financial shortfalls, new pressures for 

external accountability, and competition from new ways of organizing research and 

communication” (p. 1). This appears to be the reality that provinces and colleges now 

recognize across Canada. 

Nationally, three years of economic difficulties have complicated these funding 

challenges. Economists have warned that federal and provincial deficits and deficit control 

measures are likely to be the norm for the next decade or so (Browarski et al., 2010). There 

are several different approaches to tackle this fiscal challenge throughout Canada, and it will 

be an ongoing challenge that will have to be addressed with stakeholder consultation. 

HE in Canada cannot rely on government or policy with complete certainty. For 

example, when the Government of Alberta tabled its 2012 budget, the Minister of Finance 

advised that the province “will increase operating funding to Alberta’s post-secondary 

institutions by two percent per year for the next three years” (Leipert, 2012, p. 1). For a 

period of time, Alberta was the envy of the HE system nationally, with three years of 

predictable funding and permission for annual increases to tuition not to exceed the 

provincial rate of inflation. Almost exactly a year later, on 8 March 2013, the Alberta 
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Minister of Finance announced a 7.3% reduction in base funding across all public post-

secondary institutions beginning 1 April 2013 (Horner, 2013). Not only was this 

announcement a complete surprise to the sector, it was also accompanied by an 

announcement of legislated tuition freezes and an expectation of expanding intakes in high-

demand programmes. Several hundred faculty and staff participated in redundancy 

programmes, and dozens of low-enrolment programmes or programmes that were not viewed 

as supporting the economic engine of Alberta were cancelled. 

Slightly less draconian British Columbia (B.C.) legislators recently directed HE “to 

reduce its spending by about one percent by 2014-15” (Government of British Columbia, 

2012, p. 9). Additionally, B.C. Colleges (2011) warned member institutions that they could 

expect a “reduction of the Annual Capital Allowance by close to 85% [while being expected 

to] support increased access and success for aboriginal, immigrants and disabled students” 

(para. 2). 

Most other provincial jurisdictions were taking the position of holding on to increased 

funding but were not advocating for funding cuts at the moment. A notable exception was 

Saskatchewan, with its 2% increase in operating funding for the HE system (Krawetz, 2013). 

In Canada’s most populous province, Ontario, the Ontario Public Services Reform 

Commission (2012) found that with no major programme-financing adaptations, “Ontario 

faces a series of deficits that would undermine the province’s economic and social future” 

(p. 1). The Commission further stated that “Ontario’s $14 billion deficit in 2010-11 was 

equivalent to 2.3 percent of gross domestic product (GDP), the largest deficit relative to GDP 

of any province” (p. 1). The immediate impact on the Ontario college system is still evolving. 

However, the Commission recommended a modest increase in operating funding of “1.5 

percent per year until 2017-18” (p. 244), which, although positive compared to other 

jurisdictions, falls short of projected enrolment growth and basic inflationary costs. Colleges 
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Ontario (2010) reported that the “2009-10 real operating funding per student was about seven 

percent lower than it was in 1994-95. In contrast, college enrolments in 2009-10 were almost 

26 percent higher than in 1994-95” (p. 2). Operationally, it will force colleges to reduce 

expenditures, cut services and supports, and seek ways to operate more efficiently fiscally 

and/or generate revenue from donations and other for-profit activities. 

Although Canadian colleges desire more funding, HE does not exist in isolation. That 

is, they are not alone in seeking additional public funding. Colleges and universities face 

increased competition from other government institutions, including “health care, job 

creation, and security services, including prisons, the police and the military” (Calhoun, 

2011, p. 10). Further, the challenges that HE faces are global. Johnstone (2007) advised, 

“Financial fragility is the default condition of most colleges and universities in the world” 

(p. 1). This is likely the financial reality that HE will face for years to come. 

Although HE advocates continue to advocate for further investment in HE, taxpayers 

and industry leaders influence government officials, who often perceive HE as having largely 

resisted the perceived beneficial effects of market-driven operational efficiencies (Francis and 

Hampton, 1999; Vedder, 2004). Christensen and Eyring (2011) observe that “price-sensitive 

students and fiscally beleaguered legislatures have begun to resist costs that consistently rise 

faster than those of other goods and service” (p. 19). Robison and Christophersen (2008) 

believe that colleges simply expect to be funded “at the current levels or increase funding if it 

is demonstrated that the economic benefits gained from the education exceed the costs” 

(p. 3). The 2012 demonstration of Quebec students, who pay the lowest tuition in Canada, 

virtually shut down several HE institutions in protest of a legislated tuition increase of $254 

over seven years (Couvrette, 2012). There seemed to be no public outcry about the Quebec 

government’s $124-million cut to HE operating grants or that the HE system of Quebec was 

still poorly funded by an approximate $850 million annually when compared to the per 



41 

student in the rest of Canada. (Shepard, 2013). What is likely more certain is that the 

financial pressures that colleges in Canada face will likely continue into the foreseeable 

future. 

2.5.  Market Impacts on Higher Education 

Budget pressures are just one aspect of the several operational challenges that colleges 

face today. Concurrently with the reductions in public funding, the demand for college 

programmes and services is increasing. Michael (2005) explains that “in virtually every 

country, the number of those who interact with one HE institution or another has risen 

dramatically in less than 50 years” (p. 12). Tierney and Hentschke (2007) also suggest, 

“Higher education is a growth industry. Of all the woes traditional institutions claim to have, 

enrolment is not one of them at this time” (p. 152). Globally, other factors have influenced 

this worldwide increase in participation, along with the changing use of teaching technology, 

the increased mobility of students, growth of service industries, and the shift in post-

industrial economies to more of a knowledge economy (Altbach et al., 2009, p. vi). 

Although the Canadian college system has successfully served more students in the 

last few decades, these colleges have had to manage through several periods of operating 

with a net reduction in government per-student funding. Previously, this might have been 

viewed as a temporary anomaly, with responses including any or a combination of deferred 

maintenance, programme suspensions, or hiring/salary freezes. The new reality is that these 

funding challenges are now the new normal. It is not surprising that this has created tension 

between maintaining the college mission of accessibility and maintaining a balanced budget. 

Further, this tension also includes concerns related to institutional quality: “Sustained quality 

in education is not a given, in Canada or elsewhere” (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009, 

p. 146). Clark et al. (2011) caution about the importance of examining these two criteria 

together: “We must resist the temptation to plan for these two goals—access and quality—
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separately” (p. 105). The Ontario Public Services Reform Commission (2012) acknowledges 

that Ontario’s “economic growth and competitiveness would need to rely considerably on the 

ability of the post-secondary system to continue offering high-quality education while 

accommodating significant enrolment increases” (p. 239). 

2.6.  Leadership 

Leadership can be complex and, at times, hard to describe, yet it appears easy to 

recognize when it is observed. Burns (1978) notes that “leadership is one of the most 

observed and least understood phenomena on earth” (p. 2). This lack of leadership clarity can 

coax us to deconstruct it into small, manageable pieces so that we can announce, “That’s how 

it’s done! That is leadership!” Charan (2007) cautions against simplifying leadership into 

stereotyped attributes and definitions. Rather, he suggests that effective leaders learn and 

adapt from a variety of experiences and activities that collectively help to develop a personal 

leadership capacity that he calls knowhow. This perspective is complementary to Heifetz 

et al.’s (2004) observation: “Leadership is better understood as an activity rather than a set of 

personal or institutional capacities, [because] prominence, resources, or positions of authority 

do not define leadership” (p. 24). 

2.6.1. Historical Review of Leadership Approaches 

Although a great deal has been written on general leadership theories over the last 

century, it is critical to recognize that leadership concepts and theories have developed over 

time and reflect the changes in societal norms, attitudes, and globalization, which have in turn 

influenced the concepts of organizational structure and leadership (Boneau, 2013). 

Broadly speaking, leadership theories can be clustered into six basic approaches: 

1. Great man theory: It is the belief that leaders, most often assumed to be male, are born 

with natural abilities of power and influence. Organizations look to a heroic leader as the 
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single “great man” who is able to wield influence over others and attract followers based 

on inherited traits, abilities, and personality. 

2. Trait theory: Researchers built on the studies of “great men” in leadership roles, and trait 

theory gained traction in the 1920s; it focuses on identifying particular traits or 

characteristics of leaders such as passion or intelligence and on understanding how these 

traits contribute to their success. The underlying premise is that if traits can be identified 

or quantified, then leaders can be predicted or cultivated. 

3. Behaviour theory: With the lack of agreement on a set of universal traits, researchers 

began to look at the actions of leaders rather than who they were. Gaining popularity in 

the 1950s, this theory focuses on what leaders do on a day-to-day management basis. In 

later studies, researchers tried to draw conclusions on how the behaviours of effective 

and ineffective leaders differ. This includes observations on how leaders interact with 

their followers (Hersey, 1988). 

4. Contingency theory (also referred to as situational theory): Researchers next focused on 

the contextual and situational circumstances or variables that impact leadership 

behaviour and, ultimately, the effectiveness of a particular leader. The fundamental 

premise of contingency theory is that leaders have the ability to analyse their particular 

circumstances or situation and customize their behaviour to improve their leadership 

effectiveness (Senge, 1990). 

5. Influence theory: Researchers focused on the process of influence between leaders and 

followers. This theory includes charismatic leadership, which focuses on leaders’ 

influence based not on formal authority or position, but on the charismatic qualities of 

their personality to create a leadership vision and/or organizational culture (Daft, 2015). 

6. Relationship theory: Relationship theory is closely related to influence theory but goes 

beyond influencing followers. Rather than viewing leadership as something that a leader 
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does to a follower, this theory views leadership as a relational process of meaningful 

engagement of all participants with the expectation that all have a role in contributing to 

the vision or goals of the organization. Interpersonal relationships are important in 

achieving success. The concepts of emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995), high moral 

standards, empowerment, diversity, and cross-functional teams become important 

considerations in organizations. Significant relational theories include transformational 

leadership and servant leadership (Drucker, 2003). 

Bolman and Deal (2003) suggest a model of four leadership structures on the basis of 

a leadership concept as a partnership both in and outside the organization: political, 

structural, symbolic, and human resources. In specific, this model allows college presidents to 

acknowledge their colleges’ climate and culture completely. The institutional structure 

clarifies the aims and authority of the company. The political system requires an awareness of 

dispute by the leader and the value of promoting congressional groups, particularly in a 

setting with limited distribution of resources. The symbolic structure inspires and promotes 

the leader’s strategy, and the human resources structure strengthens loyalty and dedication. 

These four structures are all linked to the challenges currently faced by college leaders. 

Presidents should have knowledge of a spectrum of leadership styles in order to be 

successful leaders who affect the success of colleges. In addition to the leadership structures 

of Bolman and Deal (2003), the presidents of the colleges may follow an overall style of 

management. Burns (1978) identifies two key style theories of management – 

transformational and transactional. Workers trade their contributions for money in 

transactional theory or give and take administration. Transactional leadership thus encourages 

people to communicate in order to trade products or services, for example. In transaction 

leadership, a culture of responsibility, a system of rewards, and penalties is essential to 
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achieve common objectives. The transactional working environment is very hierarchical and 

highly reliant on a consistent control chain. 

Via negotiation and compromise, the staff in hierarchical organizational systems gain 

greater efficiency and productivity. They basically fulfil what they are asked by the 

management. The philosophy of transactional leadership emphasizes integrity, transparency, 

fairness, and respect for commitments. 

Transformational leadership focuses more on end ideals, such as democracy, fairness, 

and a notion of mutual well-being than transactional leadership. Burns (1978) defines 

transformational leaders as “an inspiration to act for various goals which reflect both leaders 

and followers’ principles and motivations—the desires and needs, ambitions and 

expectations” (p. 202). Even if leaders have organizational forces, they produce the required 

results by drawing on the ideals of their supporters (Burns, 1978). Leaders are inextricably 

linked together by and merge their purposes with a collection of ideals and aspirations 

(Fairholm, 2001). 

The main differences between transformational and transactional leadership relates to 

leadership issues such as strength, intent, relationships, motives, principles, and moral 

strategies. In Burns’ (1978) perception of leadership, motivation is crucial. Motives are 

personal, individual, and powerful, and evolve from inner drives, desires, inclinations, and 

wants. Motives are the root of action and commitment that drive people to certain paths and 

their significance. Burns (1978) views motives as “pushed by large drives and other corporate 

influences and drawn by more specific desires, requirements, expectations, values and goals.” 

(p. 217). 

Based on motivation and cognitive theory, which focuses on the thinking practices of 

leaders as well as supporters (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009), this theory enables us to 

comprehend how people assign leadership behaviour and results. The cognitive theory 
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highlights how leaders perceive the leadership position, including the responsibilities of the 

president and the various approaches to issues. Leaders who use the cognitive model build 

organized work, concentrate on authority lines, and focus their opinions on logic and facts. 

Burns (1978) and cognitive theorist Senge (2006), in comparison to the works of 

Bolman and Deal (2003), note that leadership starts with the creation of creative tension to 

encourage a dedication to vision – a picture for the future that the leader is attempting to 

build – or to realize a dream about today’s actual state of what is. This imaginative stress, 

according to Senge, encourages individuals to pursue the initiative, and only when the actual 

world progresses into the future can they accomplish concrete and definitive action. Leaders 

who are in charge of constructing organizations where people can extend their capability to 

comprehend the mission, the dynamics, and tensions constantly have a duty to learn. The 

leader as authoritarian or commander is questioned. The leader subsequently assumes the 

enlarged position of a planner, professor, and manager (Senge, 1990). Through the concept of 

creative tension, leaders can develop a vision (Senge, 1990). 

Kotter (1996) suggest a guideline for organizational change , which also underlines 

the necessity for a vision. As leaders brace themselves for the challenges facing college 

populations, Kotter’s eight measures can be a transformative framework: 

1. Set an urgency sense. 

2. Form a strong alliance that leads the movement to reform. 

3. Build a vision. 

4. Start communicating the vision. 

5. Enable others to take action on the vision. 

6. Plan for short-term wins and build on them. 

7. Incorporate positive changes; and alter vision-free frameworks, procedures, and 

processes. 
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8. Establish new strategies. 

The need to proactively engage personnel, faculty, staff, learners, and community 

members in the decision-making process, assessment, and management of the institution 

while following Kotter’s steps, has proven important and will be even more essential in the 

future.  

The value of organizational effectiveness is underlined by Jenkins (2011). 

Following an analysis of organizational performance research both at home and abroad, 

Jenkins established eight popular practices across high-performance organizations: 

leadership; customer focus; operational alignment among sectors; concentrating on enhancing 

processes and metrics; engagement of staff; professional growth; and external 

interconnections. Jenkins’ analysis indicates that these organizational activities, when 

undertaken in conjunction with each other, have the greatest effect on performance. 

2.6.2. Leadership in the College Context 

Even if we acknowledge that leadership is hard to define, it should not prevent us 

from examining what makes effective leadership, particularly as it relates to HE. Being able 

to better understand how leaders influence a college is important because we know that 

“presidents make a difference” (Hartley, 2001, p. 144). Goleman et al. (2002) reminded us, 

“Great leaders move us. They ignite our passion and inspire us to be the best. . . . Great 

leadership works through the emotions” (p. 3). Effective leaders often do not reflect ‘great 

man” attributes but, rather, a more modest perspective. This suggests that effective leaders 

“act with quiet, calm determination, relying principally on inspired standards, not charisma, 

to motivate” (Collins, 2001, p. 27). 

Effective leaders bring vision and clarity of thought to their roles (Bok, 2003; 

Campbell, 2009; Campbell and Samiec, 2005; Knight, 1995; Kouzes and Posner, 2007; 

McNay, 1995; Senge, 2006; Steyn, 2004; Yukl, 2006). Kanter (1983) explains that “strong 
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leaders articulate direction and save the organization from change via drift. They create a 

vision of a possible future that allows themselves and others to see more clearly the steps to 

take” (pp. 294-295). Peters and Waterman (1982, p. 82) articulate an even broader leadership 

concept: 

Leadership is a lot of things. It is patient, sometimes tedious in developing a 

consensus. Cabals are destined to be seeded in order to result in the 

corresponding fermentation in the intestines of the organism. The focus of the 

organization is carefully moved into the worldly language of the systems 

of management. It switches agendas to give appropriate focus to new goals. 

When things go awkward, when they work well, it becomes noticeable and 

invisible. It builds a dedicated workforce at the top, which talks in one voice 

more or less. They listen attentively several times, sometimes chat with 

motivation and reinforce words with trustworthy behaviour. It’s hard when 

needed, and it’s sometimes naked strength – a hundred tasks have been done a 

little better with a subtle aggregation of shades.  

Today’s college leaders face a dynamic environment that includes funding 

constraints, emerging technological innovations, an ageing workforce, and heightened 

expectations of access and quality (Lawrence, 2006). The responsibilities and constituencies 

that college presidents face continue to expand within an environment that is further 

complicated by the unique culture (Shapiro, 1998). More simply stated, the modern college 

environment is “simply not tolerant of strong leadership” (Duderstadt, 2007, p. 130). To be 

an effective college leader, one must be patient and practice “the power of persuasion” 

(Byrne, 2006, p. 17). A crucial factor in any college leader’s success is the understanding that 

faculty “deplore the command-and-control style of leadership characterizing the traditional 

pyramid organizations of business and government” (Duderstadt, 2007, p. 112). Fullan 
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(2005) took a more subtle approach to leadership in HE: “The less prominent and dominant 

turnaround leadership is, the more effective it will be” (p. 181). 

Arguably, effective leadership in HE can be challenging in normal circumstances. Our 

current reality of a rapidly changing post-secondary environment magnifies these challenges. 

It is, therefore, important that college leaders understand how to navigate through 

uncertainty. Unfortunately, although the topic of leadership is well researched, little literature 

is available to guide college presidents during times of significant change. Brady (2003) 

observes, “Surprisingly little is known about what kinds of interventions are most likely to 

turn faltering schools into successful education institutions” (p. iii). Leithwood and Duke 

(1999) point out that “there has been much more attention to concepts of leadership than to 

leadership of a transition in educational administration and policy analysis” (p. 47). Finally, 

Goldring et al. (2003) contend, “The leadership of transitions remains one of the least 

appreciated and least well understood of organizational and administrative activities” 

(p. 483). 

Drawing on his experience as president of Michigan University from 1988 to 1996, 

Duderstadt (2007) states that an effective HE leader “requires an extremely delicate and 

subtle form of leadership sometimes based more on style than substance and usually more 

inclined to build consensus rather than take decisive action” (p. 106). He maintains that the 

ability of faculty and staff to develop a common understanding and purpose contributes 

directly to a president’s success. Chaffee (1984) reviews the reasons that some colleges have 

more successfully recovered from serious fiscal challenges than others: most resilient 

colleges have “invested heavily in conceptual and communication systems that guided and 

interpreted any organizational change” (p. 213). Birnbaum (1990) concurs with this 

observation: “Failed presidents see leadership as a process of downward influence. The most 
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common cause of failed presidency is taking precipitant action, with either token or no 

consultation” (p. 13). 

This communication problem goes further than the basic information transmission and 

reception process. The cultural and contextual nuances require the development of a common 

understanding of institutional vision or purpose. Successful college presidents have the ability 

to listen to others actively with the intention of learning something. Birnbaum (1990) 

observes that “communications in this sense do not refer merely to managerial concern for 

the transmission of information, but an authentic commitment to engage in [the] reciprocal 

process of sharing influence” (p. 21). For college leaders to be truly effective, they must 

focus on accomplishing goals and objectives, but not at the expense of their people 

(Birnbaum, 1990). Listening and learning together demonstrates effective college leadership 

in times of change and challenge. A president who “cannot appeal to the higher-performing 

parts of the workforce is doomed to failure” (Mintrop, 2003, p. 148). 

As important as college leaders’ ability to involve staff and faculty appropriately is 

their ability to recognize and understand changes in their environment prior to implementing 

any strategic responses. Effective college leaders “recognize volatile environments and the 

need for organizations to adapt if they are to continue to exist” (Chaffee, 1987, p. 19). Heifetz 

et al. (2009) describes this approach as adaptive leadership. Heifetz, a physician, suggests 

that this approach to leadership is analogous to an investigation that a medical professional 

undertakes in that he or she must first diagnose the problem before initiating interventions. 

Specifically, “the single most important skill and most undervalued capacity for exercising 

adaptive leadership is the diagnosis” (p. 7). 

In addition to having the ability to diagnose a situation or trend, truly successful 

leaders and their respective colleges must be able to recognize emerging opportunities and 

then develop strategies to act on them. Zemsky et al. (2006) states, “One ingredient for 
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survival is the ability to read the market—to know what the learner wants” (p. 5). This is not 

to suggest that leaders of successful colleges need to be clairvoyant; rather, as Chaffee (1987) 

suggests, they must consider “the future, both to identify predictable changes such as those 

appropriate for linear strategy and, perhaps more important, to guess what the major 

unpredictable changes might be” (p. 19). With effective, adaptive leadership and strategies, 

college leaders have an opportunity to differentiate their organizations from peer 

organizations and act to take advantage of emerging opportunities. Charan (2007) describes 

this proactive capacity as the ability “to deal with that change, to get and stay ahead of the 

curve” (p. 53). 

This suggests that effective college presidents use certain skills, attributes, and 

knowledge that are “inescapably interconnected with the political, economic and social 

realities of the period” (Rourke, 1992). As Birnbaum (1988) points out, “The primary factors 

affecting leadership may be found not in the presidents themselves but rather in the 

constraints that exist in the environment within which administrators’ function” (p. 11). Levin 

(1992) and Gardner (2000) support this position: “Acts of leadership take place in an 

unimaginable variety of settings, and the setting does much to determine the kinds of leaders 

that emerge and how they play their roles” (Gardner, 2000, p. 8). Lewis (1989) recommends 

that, given the importance of the presidential role, the educational community become more 

informed on this issue. 

Chaffee (1984) suggests that these exemplary college presidents, identified in their 

study, are not only aware of changes within the market but also are able to reorient “the 

organization as needed in order to maintain or increase the flow of resources from the market 

to the organization” (p. 213). The literature described this ability to remain ahead of the curve 

in various ways. Heifetz et al. (2009) explains that “adaptive leadership is the practice of 

mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive” (p. 14). Chaffee reminds us that an 
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interpretive model “requires skilful use of all forms of communications and of the symbols 

used to portray the collective reality of participants—in short, the management of meaning” 

(p. 213). Birnbaum (1990) states that “exemplary presidents were less likely to use linear 

strategy and adaptive strategy and more likely to use interpretive strategy” (p. 16). Majchrzak 

et al. (2006) notes the importance of a cohesive, dynamic, senior staff team and suggests that 

organizations are most effective when individuals are “each interacting dynamically with 

others to continually re-shift responsibilities in a truly adaptive system” (p. 17). There is less 

clarity on whether these presidents come to their roles equipped to work in an adaptive, 

strategic way or whether they and their respective teams are required to learn on the job. 

2.6.3. Boundary-Spanning Role of Senior Academic Leaders 

The importance of the president and the senior staff team in collaborating for 

institutional performance is limited in the literature. The function of presidents involves 

strategic or organizational tasks linked to their functional, representative, and decisional 

duties connected with their involvement in the team of senior management, Pilbeam and 

Jamieson (2010) clarify. Both of these operations need to operate across several domestic and 

external borders and emphasize, in particular, the information gathering and representational 

roles of border crossings. This suggests that universities should more descriptively 

conceptualize leadership and management positions as a borderline (p. 774). This implies that 

a new filter would or should be used in the recruitment and evaluation of presidents and other 

senior staff within the college. 

In a review of the interactions among senior managers in several high-performing 

Ontario colleges, MacDonald (2013) compares these colleges to their provincial peer 

institutions and evaluates them on financial stability, student satisfaction, and increased 

student population. He coins the phrase pre-emptive colleges to describe these institutions 

and defines the attributes of a pre-emptive college as (a) externally focused, 



53 

(b) entrepreneurially inclined, and (c) trust-oriented and characterized by proficient 

leadership. Specifically, these colleges are externally focused, with the goal of building 

relations with the community to “achieve both mission and margin” and having “a bias to 

cast their view outwards to collect insight that would not be obvious otherwise” (p. 1). 

More research has focused on general observations on cross-boundary leadership 

through a more corporate lens. Ernst and Chrobot-Mason (2011) propose that the successful 

leaders of most organizations build unity and dedication across five forms of historical 

boundary lines: 

i. Vertical: class, rank, seniority, power and authority: 

ii. Horizontal: Future, skills, peers: 

iii. Stakeholders: Communities, partners, value chain, political districts: 

iv. Demographic: Nationality, gender, generation, culture, ideology, personality; and 

v. Geographic: distance, location, markets, area. (p. 5) 

Ernst and Chrobot-Mason (2011) build on other authors’ work on formal and informal 

leadership in organizations. Of particular significance is a) Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of 

wants of which defines the drivers of human culture and engagement in protection, 

physiological, self-esteem, self-actualization, and belonging; (b) Senge's (1990) work on self 

– efficacy, organizational learning, mental models, team/group learning, and system thought; 

(c) Senge's (2006) subsequent work on the significance of relationship between  individuals 

and groups; (d) the development of hierarchical structures in various structured 

organizational models by Mintzberg (1983); (e) the conclusions of Schein (1993) on 

intergroup ideology, trust, and tolerance for discrepancies; the creation of shared objectives; 

the value of informal networks; and the power of strongly held perceptions; and (f) Bass and 

Riggio’s (2006) support for the concept of boundary-spanning leadership in their description 

of transformational leaders who enable “followers [to] go beyond what is necessary, feel 
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valued and respected and transcend the transactional reasons for contributing to an 

organization” (p. 6). 

Continuous improvement (CI) is a trend that started decades ago with the efforts of 

William Edward Deming and others and provides a distinct lens via which high-performing 

organizations can be viewed. Colleges today can learn from studying the CI movement and 

concentrating on quality improvement via a series of observable and realistic steps. Jenkins 

(2011) extends CI to a college environment and supports a model of CI that could be an 

efficient instrument to encourage strengthened institutional performance. The CI process 

comprises, according to Jenkins, five phases, briefly stated as follows: 

1. Set outcome targets: Various classes of students (transition, occupational, and 

developmental) can set goals for improved student performance. 

2. Quantify student progression/learning: Faculty can measure progress towards student 

comprehension of programme learning results using benchmarks of outcomes and 

common reviews in each programme for essential courses. 

3.  Identify accomplishment and learning gaps: Colleges may use the information 

obtained in Phase 2 to identify the gaps in student learning and advancement rates. 

4.  Align policies and practices to optimize results: Colleges should evaluate and 

coordinate their policies and practices to improve student learning and advancement 

towards degrees and close student group disparities in achievement. To improve 

teaching, this may include making improvements to curricula or instructional 

methods. 

5. Assess and allow more changes to the results of alignment initiatives.  

The Baldrige Criteria for Performance Excellence (BCPE) is another concept that has the 

ability to enable colleges to achieve success (Baldrige, 2012). Although the criteria refer 

exclusively to management effectiveness in the U.S., they also include best practices in 
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private, public, non-profit, and non-government organizations and are quickly being 

considered as a resource for the U.S. college system. The BCPE helps to understand 

performance management from a systems perspective. This model describes accepted 

management strategies that can be assessed by an entity. With its domestic and international 

recognition as the standard for organizational success, the BCPE is a popular communication 

language that organizations can use to communicate best practices (Baldrige, 2012). 

The BCPE requires learning and procedure results for students, consumer, and 

workforce emphasis; leadership skills; government; and budgetary and market results. A 

well-developed appraisal approach involves year-to-year changes to key actions and progress 

metrics with a focus on learning from students and proven leadership in improving 

performance (Baldrige, 2012). The BCPE sets the key appraisal criteria for many areas: 

evaluation approach; success metrics, in particular, student learning; and exhibited leadership 

for performance and performance enhancement in similar organizations (Baldrige, 2012). 

The Community College Excellence Program started in 2011 at the Aspen Institute is 

another U.S. college-effectiveness evaluation process. The Aspen Institute (2013) collected 

and measured college attributes, compared the colleges, and labelled them as high-

performing (or not) as an action plan to understand better and strengthen the efficiency of 

colleges to teach and enhance academic graduation rates. Evaluation is critically essential in 

the rankings of colleges and universities while widening the excellence of the rising 

population of low-income and minority students in the U.S. 

The Aspen Institute model for the choice of the prize winners is focused in three 

particular fields on institutional results: (a) maintenance of performance and accomplishment; 

(b) enhancement of time; and (c) equity, which is identified as performances in low-income 

minority sectors and institutions. Each category is weighted evenly and accounts for one-third 

of the end outcome (Aspen Institute, 2013). 
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A potential vacuum of suitable HE leaders and how to identify or develop effective 

leaders is perhaps the largest leadership challenge facing the U.S. college system as ageing 

workforce is expected to result in mass retirements among presidents and other senior 

administrators is compounded by smaller numbers of qualified applicants to key 

administrative positions (McNair, Duree and Ebbers, 2011; Weisman and Vaughan, 2006). 

Negative perceptions of leadership positions can be a factor that influences whether potential 

applicants seek college leadership positions. Moreover, a growing area of concern is falling 

student enrolment in graduate programmes designed for college administration (Duree and 

Ebbers, 2012). To resolve this scenario, the American Association of Community Colleges 

(AACC), which spent two years analysing its members, endorsed a conceptual structure, 

Competencies for Community College Leaders in 2005, and identified six competencies for 

college leadership: (a) organizational strategy, (b) management of resources, (c) marketing, 

(d) collective activism, (e) advocacy on behalf of the college, and (f) expertise (AACC, 

2005). 

The U.S. college system is much larger than and has a deeper history than the 

Canadian college system, and has been the model for the Canadian system. Although the 

AACC, Aspen Institute, and BCPE focus exclusively on U.S. institutions, they are helpful in 

that the markets, staff, and student cultures are similar: strong correlations with the results 

can inform best practices in Canadian colleges. 

2.6.4. Leadership Competency Review 

Identifying relevant criteria is important when evaluating leadership in HE. A 

framework that differentiates between a good leader or manager and one that is suboptimal is 

required. Identifying good leadership helps to establish a benchmark against which leaders 

and managers can be assessed and perhaps identify areas for improvement to ensure future 



57 

success. It has become common place for many organizations to identify these skills through 

defining competence (Delamare Le Deist and Winterton, 2005).  

McClelland (1973) defines competency as “a personal trait or set of habits that lead to 

more effective or superior job performance” (as cited in McClelland and Boyatzis, 1982, 

p. 738). Several years later, Klemp (1980) defines competency as “an underlying 

characteristic of a person, which results in effective and/or superior performance on the job” 

(p. 5). Spencer and Spencer (1993) observe that “competencies are skills and abilities; things 

you can do; acquired through work experience, life experience, study or training” (p. 87). 

Bartram, Robertson and Callinan (2002) consider competencies a “set of behaviours that are 

instrumental in the delivery of desired results or outcomes” (p. 2). 

Research on competency has followed three main approaches (Deist, 2005). The 

behavioural approach first emphasizes characteristics that go beyond the cognitive capacity, 

for example, social skills, self-awareness, and self-regulation (Boyatzis, 1982; McCelland, 

1973). This approach implies that abilities can be mental and can be acquired and formed, as 

opposed to personality or intellect. Secondly, the practical approach relies on the skills 

necessary to carry out a certain mission effectively by concentrating on the skills and 

expertise needed to carry it out (Fran, 1991; Miller, 1991). The holistic/multi-dimensional 

approach encompasses skills as a set of individual competencies that vary from the 

organizational skills needed to deliver the organizationally expected results (Straka, 2004). 

Sandberg and Pinnington (2009) identify three types of competence: i) competence 

that is necessary authority or certification to practice in an occupation; ii) competence that is 

viewed as an outcome; and iii) competence in achieving a specific task. It is important to 

develop a competency framework that identifies the actions that support effective leadership 

in HE (Smith and Wolverton 2010).  
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However, it must be acknowledged that some concerns have been identified about the 

appropriateness of using competence frameworks when evaluating HE leaders (Bolden et al. 

2014, Dopson et al. 2016). These reservations are mostly focused on the reliability of 

competency frameworks to document or label attributes that could differentiate high-

performing leaders from other leaders (Bolden et al. 2014). This could be a consequence of 

some ambiguity on the nature of competencies in the workplace. Within the literature there 

are many different, and sometimes conflicting, views how on competencies might be 

categorized (Delamare Le Deist and Winterton; 2005; Smith and Wolverton, 2010). 

To appreciate and use competencies as a leadership or evaluation framework, the 

following principles apply (AACC, 2005, p.2): 

1.  Leadership can be taught. You can practice leadership. While natural ability and 

expertise can be greatly improved, leading leaders with the theoretical, conceptual, 

event, guide and other realistic knowledge and learning methodologies must be assisted. 

2.  Many college community members can lead. Depending on the level of the leader, the 

competencies will vary in value. It is, for instance, more important that a president can 

efficiently interact with the board than a technical assistant can. Even so, both will gain 

from the communication skills or cleverness. 

3. A blend of efficient management and vision is efficient leadership. Preferably, 

management skills formation takes priority over vision. In reality, both sets of skills are 

always combined and addressed together in this context. 

4.  Learning leadership is a continuum of continuous learning, informed by personal, 

professional, and other processes of development. 

5.  A range of methods for addressing leadership gaps includes councils, colleges, 

residential colleges, state systems programmes, coaching, college development projects, 
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mentoring, and computer and online strategies. The value of retaining existing leaders 

and creating new leaders for all kinds of delivery involves thoughtful consideration.  

Boyatzis (2008) observes that in the nearly 50th year of McClelland (1974), the use of 

the competency-based assessment of human resources has progressed from new technology 

to approved practice. He further observes that almost every large corporate entity uses 

competency-based human resource management tools. 

The large multinational recruiting company Hay Group (2009) is an advocate of 

competency-based evaluation as a performance management and evaluation tool in the 

consulting practice. The Hay Group conducted a competency evaluation process for all of its 

executive recruitment clients. Its website specifically states: 

The personal qualities and behaviours that underlie an individual contribute 

significantly to the prediction of exceptional achievement in a particular organization are thus 

competencies. They differentiate between average work performance and excellent 

performance. In addition, the competencies of a particular model are matched with the policy 

and culture of the company (p. 3). 

Boyatzis (2008) and Prifti et al. (2017) advocate for the acceptance of a competency-

based model for evaluation but acknowledge the reluctance of the academic and research 

communities to accept the model. 

There is no accepted national Canadian framework for the evaluation of colleges or 

presidents. Each province has an accountability process that is aligned with a transactional 

model, with an emphasis on financial compliance with approved budgets and data security. 

Most provinces have demonstrated financial accountability related to student activity – for 

example, payments for a specific number of students or competitors – and hold colleges to 

employability, income that graduates earn, and prescribed times to complete programme-

output as measures of institutional effectiveness (Government of Alberta, 2018; Government 
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of Ontario, 2019c). This kind of measurement presents numerous challenges, not the least of 

which is that they are trailing measures that could take years for colleges to realize, and the 

outcomes could be largely outside the control of the colleges. 

Although numerous studies indicate a general acceptance of competency-based 

leadership (Boyatzis, 1982, 2008; Carroll, Levy and Richmond, 2008; Goleman and Boyatzis, 

2008; Goleman, Boyatzis and McKee, 2004; Hay Group Limited, 2009; McClelland and 

Boyatzis, 1982; Prifti, Knigge, Kienegger and Krcmar, 2017), and specifically the AACC 

(2005) competency framework in the case of U.S. colleges (Hassan et al., 2010; McNair, 

2010), it was necessary for me to review two other U.S.-based national evaluation 

programmes, the Aspen Institute and the National Governors Association (NGA, 2020). 

The Aspen Institute was founded by philanthropist Walter Paepcke in 1949. The 

institute has a mission to foster leadership focused on lasting value and provide a non-party 

forum to reply to important questions as an academic and political studying organization 

centred in Washington, D.C. A variety of rewards and research per year are sponsored by the 

Aspen Institute, along with the Aspen Prize for Community College Excellence in three key 

areas: (a) maintenance, conclusion, and transition; (b) performance progress over the period; 

and (c) equities identified as firm performance for disadvantaged students and low income. 

The institute established benchmarks based on size, programme mix, geographic locations, 

and higher than average underrepresented minority students (Aspen Institute, 2016). 

The National Governors Association (NGA), founded in 1908, is a U.S. national 

association through which the state governors coordinate, develop, and implement policies 

that have national implications, including college completion rates. “Improved college 

completion rates are critical to the future of the United States, and states must have better 

data to understand the nature of the challenges they confront or target areas for policy 

change” (NGA, 2020, p. 1). The NGA also focuses on institutional metrics but acknowledges 
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the role of the president in meeting these objectives. It contains three classes of indicators: (a) 

outcome measures including credentials, graduate rates, transfer rates, time, and credits to be 

graduated; (b) progress metrics, including admittance into remedial education; successful 

reconstruction, successful completion of first-year university courses, accumulation of loans, 

retention rates, and completion of courses; and (c) context metrics including registration, 

completion proportions, and market entry. 

Although an advocate of the NGA measurement tool to evaluate college effectiveness, 

Massy (2011) contends that it misses the mark on a couple of points. First, it does not pay 

attention to the quality of the programme. 

In most discussions of university and university results, the standard of training is the 

“elephant in the room.”. Most schools and teachers assume that performance and productivity 

themselves somehow are antithetical to quality (Massy, 2011). It is crucial that creators of 

such methods monitor the content in some way since the inability to do so can result in worse 

effects than a bad collection of quantitative input or output steps. Institutions and professors 

have the right to avoid evaluation systems for “productivity”, which blind them to efficiency. 

However, the well-known quality evaluation challenges in HE must not be utilized as an 

excuse to minimize competitiveness and performance metrics (Massy 2011 p. 7). 

Second, although HE and policymakers (in this instance, government funders and 

regulating stakeholders) recognize the importance of performance metrics in evaluating HE 

institutions, they do not understand the difference between productivity and effectiveness 

Universities and the faculty claim that they have higher productivity in understanding what it 

is they are supposed to do regarding effectiveness and relevance in that they receive 

constructive peer review validation – that is, in the efficient development of stakeholders’ 

expectations. 
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Economists and public resource allocators, on the other side, use another term 

“output-to-input ratio”.to describe organizations with high efficiency (although not as 

efficient as they may be) but which are not profitable according to the concept of an 

economist (p. 2). 

2.6.5. Academic Perspective of Leadership Competencies in Higher Education 

In the last 10 years, leadership development research has progressed towards the 

recognition of individual leadership competencies (skills, behaviours, abilities, and 

knowledge). Competencies are described as behaviour sets that lead to the achievement of 

wanted results or outcomes (Bartram, 2005). Regardless of some competencies being harder 

to learn and acquire than others, it is important to define specific competencies to direct the 

practices of strategic human resources, such as succession planning and recruitment (Tubbs 

and Schultz, 2005). Competencies provide a valuable way of improving leadership 

(McDaniel, 2002). The identification of various models of competency do not, in themselves, 

indicate the presence of effective leadership, but rather to be used as a framework to gain 

knowledge, lessons learnt from other leaders, and experience from seasoned leaders in order 

to deliver a guiding environment to help the organization and others (Hollenbeck et al., 

2006).  

Researchers, such as McDaniel (2002) and Turnbull and Edwards (2005), appear to 

concentrate on the results of the interventions of a single aspect of leadership development. 

Though researchers like Thompson and Harrison (2000) and Wolverton et al. (2005) have 

explored departmental chairs’ competencies, there is minimal evidence that a university’s 

senior executive or “second-in-command” management team needs specific competencies. 

Today, leaders need to learn new skills, knowledge, and abilities to successfully deal 

with the changing trends in their organization. The core role of an HE institution is to provide 
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the leadership in establishing an attractive educational environment for their departments and 

staff and in giving learners the standard of education they need (Al-Shuaiby, 2009). 

Blair (2000) says universities expect the dean of the department to seek external 

sources of funding for the institution to be regarded as effective leaders. There is very limited 

research investigation what skills senior administrative managers need to acquire to be 

effective (Mapp, 2008). While learning procedures and policies are an important function in 

HE’s mission, departmental deans have significant responsibility for implementing these 

procedures and policies. In addition, some researchers argue that the dean is mostly related to 

the departmental issues of the university; they differ from many other members of the 

institution in many ways concerning the curriculum (Al-Shuaiby, 2009; and Fagin, 1977).  

Spendlove (2007) claims that over the last 10 years, effective leadership study has 

moved to the identification of leadership skills like individual skills, behaviours, and 

knowledge. Spendlove (2007) also states that the competencies are regarded as behavioural 

sets that contribute to achieving desired results (Bartram, 2005). Competencies and roles 

provide an important framework for effective leadership whereby they are not a prescription, 

but an effort to try to obtain the knowledge, lessons learned, and experience of skilled leaders 

to offer guidance to an organization and other people (Spendlove, 2007).  

HE leaders should focus on improving their leadership competencies so they can 

continue to survive and develop at the colleges and universities. These competencies 

typically involve leadership, professional, communication, and persuasive skills. The position 

of a university, according to Yang (2005), has a strong positive or negative impact on the 

university. Universities situated in developed areas are normally affected in a positive way. 

On the other hand, the universities located in underdeveloped areas face negative impacts. 

Faculty members identify four categories of leadership competencies: personal knowledge 
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and skills; personality and disposition; social responsibility; and administrative competencies 

(Yang, 2005).  

Gonzalez (2004) conducted research on the leadership competencies of Mexican HE’s 

top management. She discovered that in Mexico as well as internationally, social forces and 

trends drive senior managers who understand the condition of the country broadly and have 

the capability to support the country’s initiative and come up with the required 

recommendations for their particular institutions. HE carries an essential responsibility in the 

social and economic advancement under these circumstances (Yang, 2005). Furthermore, 

Gonzalez (2004) notes the need to provide the future senior HE administrators with the 

appropriate tools to be successful: administrative competencies, personal skills, and 

characteristics; institutional competencies; and social responsibility competencies. Individual 

characteristics and skills include motivating; a highly innovative, honest and diplomatic 

mind; time management; flexibility; adaptive management; and a positive attitude towards 

people. Yang (2005) meanwhile, includes the following administrative competencies: 

management, vision, teamwork, knowledge management, policymaking, conflict resolution, 

alternative exploration, administrative and financial expertise, communication, planning, 

project management, negotiation, evaluation, networking, and capacity response. 

Social responsibility competencies entail cultural diversity, social dedication, demand 

analysis, institutional and economic awareness, which incorporate philosophy, institutional 

identity, and leadership. The leadership competencies recognized by 22 Chinese HE 

respondents are based on the following principles: enthusiasm, devotion, commitment, 

selflessness, justice, responsibility, creativity, generosity, tolerance, kindness, self-discipline, 

diligence, flexibility, persistence, charisma, initiative, openness, and creativity. 

Emotional intelligence (sometimes referred to as social competence) and ability 

include a deep understanding of social reality, a mixture of western and Chinese culture, 
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international practice and theory of higher education, international background and 

experience, university discernment, higher academic standing, and acquaintance with 

university social skills. 

The administrative competencies include vision, ambition, and achievement of 

objectives; holistic mastery; discernment; information collection/processing; strategic 

decision-making; leadership; organization; coordination; evaluation and supervision, 

motivation; communication; staffing; reconstruction; resource development; and marketing. 

Political firmness and sensitivity, national educational policy implementation, a 

public persona, accomplishing university mission, a sense of opportunity and competition and 

service sense make the social responsibility competency. 

2.7.  Summary of Chapter 2 

HE institutions in Canada were regarded as the public asset at the beginning of the 

20th century, obtaining some government funding, but it was different and conflicting. 

Provincial governments struggled to find an acceptable position for publicly supported 

government entities (Skolnik, 1997). In the 1960s, Canadian governments regarded HE as a 

part of public interest in the country’s social and economic growth. The provinces embraced 

policies that demand continuous development in the university sector but also the creation of 

new post-secondary non-university institutions to improve access to HE and meet the need 

for new technical/vocational skills across the growing labour market. In the last decade, the 

programme gap between universities and colleges narrowed. Many colleges have been 

approved to offer four-year baccalaureate credentials, with some moving to post-degree 

certificates. Additionally, colleges have been moving into government-funded research 

activities that were, until recently, the exclusive purview of universities in Canada.  

HE is an important strategy for the government, and a variety of federal policies have 

contributed to this focus and increased student participation rates. That is, the Government of 
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Canada has implemented “reformed immigration policies, essential skills training, tax credits, 

apprenticeship incentive grants and a new partnership with the Assembly of First Nations to 

improve K-12 education” (Association of Canadian Community Colleges, 2012, p. 1). All of 

these public interventions play a role in the country’s relatively high post-secondary 

enrolment and graduation rates. 

Although HE is ultimately a provincial responsibility, the Government of Canada 

indirectly contributes to post-secondary instruction, basic and applied research, and other 

investments. Institutions receive this financial contribution by way of federal transfer 

payments to provinces. While Canadian colleges desire more funding, HE does not exist in 

isolation. That is, they are not alone in seeking additional public funding. Colleges and 

universities face increased competition from other government institutions, such as health 

care, job creation, and security services, including prisons, the police and the military.  

Leadership is better understood as an activity rather than a set of personal or 

institutional capacities because prominence, resources, or positions of authority do not define 

leadership. Although a great deal has been written on general leadership theories over the last 

century, it is critical to recognize that leadership concepts and theories have developed over 

time and reflect the changes in societal norms, attitudes, and globalization, have in turn 

influenced the concepts of organizational structure and leadership (Boneau, 2013). Today’s 

college leaders face a dynamic environment that includes funding constraints, emerging 

technological innovations, an ageing workforce, and heightened expectations of access and 

quality (Lawrence, 2006). The responsibilities and constituencies that college presidents face 

continue to expand within an environment that is further complicated by the unique culture 

(Shapiro, 1998). In the last 10 years, leadership development research has progressed towards 

the recognition of individual leadership competencies (skills, behaviours, abilities, and 

knowledge). Competencies are described as behaviour sets that lead to the achievement of 
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wanted results or outcomes (Bartram, 2005). Regardless of some of the competencies being 

harder to learn and acquire than others, it is important to define specific competencies to 

direct the practices of strategic human resources, including succession planning and 

recruitment (Tubbs and Schultz, 2005). Competencies provide a valuable way of improving 

leadership (McDaniel, 2002). 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.1.  Organization of Chapter 3 

This chapter gives an overview of the methodology and reasons for a qualitative 

approach to leadership studies in high-performance colleges across Canada. In addition, the 

chapter describes the development of the interview protocol, sample selection, pilot test 

procedures, selection of participants, and data analysis processes. 

3.2.  Research Paradigm  

Qualitative research examines the meaning groups or individuals allocate to a social 

or human problem (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative research attempts to address “how people 

interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute 

to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5). Qualitative research reveals meanings beginning 

with specific to general themes as the researcher interprets the meaning of the data collected 

(Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009).  

Guba (1990) postulated that data should be viewed through paradigms, which are 

basic belief systems or perspectives that “are starting points or givens that determine what 

inquiry is and how it is to be practiced” (p. 18). Specifically, these paradigms drive or guide 

the research study (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Paradigms support epistemological, 

ontological, and methodological themes (Krauss, 2005) that are the foundation for the 

research process. Constructivism is one such paradigm. Constructivism suggests that 

individuals construct meanings (epistemological thread) from their lived experiences, which 

form realities (ontological thread) of their own interpretation (Charmaz, 2006; Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994; Kezar, Carducci, and Contreras-McGavin, 2006; Merriam, 2009). Analysing 

multiple interpretations facilitates a shared sense of reality (Kezar et al., 2006). The 

researcher's epistemological and ontological perspectives influence the choice of methods 

(methodological thread) to be use for their study (Krauss, 2005).  
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With the constructivist view, the researcher identifies epistemological and ontological 

assumptions of the study (Creswell, 2014; Krauss, 2005; Merriam, 2009). The 

epistemological and ontological assumptions help inform the methodological strategies of the 

study (Krauss, 2005).  The objective of a constructivist paradigm is to participant 

perspectives of their own experiences (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009).  

In constructivism, and dependent on sample size and the researcher’s relationship 

with participants, multiple realities can be generated (Creswell, 2014; Guba and Lincoln, 

1994; Merriam, 2009). The researcher interpretations these multiple realities through their 

own perspectives (Creswell, 2014). As constructivism can reveal realities and/or shared 

realities from individual experiences to create common themes and interpretations (Charmaz, 

2006; Creswell, 2014; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Kezar et al., 2006; Merriam, 2009), 

evaluating individual higher education (HE) leader’s perceptions fits well within this 

paradigm. 

Interviews with retired Canadian college presidents and a subsequent focus group of 

the same individuals created the survey tool used with sitting college presidents. Upon 

reflection, one of the best recommendations from the retired presidents focus group was to 

include definitions of the competencies and an articulated illustration of what was meant by a 

specific competency. This helped ensure a consistent understanding of competency 

definitions. Another recommendation of the focus group was not to include college presidents 

less than a year in their role as college president if they were in their first appointment as a 

college president. In addition, the focus group recommended that college presidents should 

only participate in the detailed interviews if their respective college was soundly financially 

managed with an articulated strategic plan. Financial statements and strategic plans were 

reviewed prior to confirming interview participants; all leaders who were identified by their 
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peers to participate in the interviews came from institutions with sound financial statements 

and strategic plans. 

All interviewees declared to have completed the survey and the researcher reviewed 

the results of the survey as part of the interview process. This permitted the review and 

validation of data obtained via focus group, survey, and interviews. Secondary interviews 

were held with college presidents identified as outstanding leaders by their peers and the 

results were again compared to the previously collected data. 

3.3.  Phase Research Approach 

In this research project, I used a mixed-methodology design. In the first phase of the 

study, I gathered data from current presidents of public colleges and technical institutes in 

Canada that belong to the Colleges and Institutes Canada (CICan). A total of 34 presidents of 

a possible 71 completed the survey (Appendix A). I did not include two partially completed 

surveys in the analysis, and one participant asked to withdraw. The survey focused on four 

broad themes: (a) the identification, at a moment in time, of the professional attributes of 

current incumbent Canadian college presidents; (b) the identification and rank capacities or 

competencies that the incumbent presidents viewed as important in the execution of their 

duties within their respective institutions; (c) reflection on professional development 

opportunities that were helpful in preparing them for their role of president; and, conversely, 

with the benefit of hindsight, the type of professional development that would have been 

helpful in preparing them for their role of president; and (d) the identification of up to three 

presidents, other than themselves, whom they considered the most successful in leading their 

organizations. I used the survey data as the basis for the second phase of the study. 

3.4.  Qualitative Research 

The methodology describes how researchers evaluate and look for answers to 

problems (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998). In this instance, as the researcher, my interest in 
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conducting the research was to better understand the leadership of the college, specifically at 

the presidential level. I approached the problem by examining college presidents’ 

perspectives, experiences, and understandings of leadership. 

To accomplish this, I used a research methodology that emphasized perspectives, 

attributes, opinions, and experiences to investigate college presidents’ thoughts and beliefs 

regarding the leadership of their respective colleges. I choose a qualitative design that is 

better suited to the problem of the research. 

Strauss and Corbin(1998) explain qualitative research as “any type of research that 

produces findings not arrived at by statistical procedures or other means of quantification” 

(pp. 10-11). This approach is effective in working with individualized data sets that do not 

lend themselves to quantitative study (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Qualitative research 

involves a methodology for studying social phenomena that enables the researcher “to get 

close” to the actual people, places, and incidents and to collect data from the individuals 

involved, with the goal of analysing individualized responses for larger explanatory patterns. 

It is commonly characterized as research conducted in an environment where the researcher 

gathers data and analyses them inductively to bring meaning to the subject being studied. 

Denzin and Lincoln (1994) argue that qualitative research comprises the collection of many 

materials observed: “Qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting 

to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meaning people bring to them. . . . 

Qualitative research is multi-method in focus, involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach 

to its subject matter” (p. 2). 

Locke, Spirduso and Silverman (2000) suggest that qualitative research is a 

systematic, experiential strategy designed “for answering questions about people in a 

particular social context; it is a means for describing and attempting to understand what 

people do” (p. 96). Further, Creswell (1998) posits that qualitative research is an “inquiry 
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process of understanding based on distinct methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a 

social or human problem. The researcher builds a holistic picture, analyses words, reports 

detailed views of informants and conducts the study in a natural setting” (p. 15). 

Marshall and Rossman (1999) refer to qualitative research as the best approach to 

understanding reality as a social construct; the participants and their interactions reflect their 

perceived reality. In qualitative studies, Locke et al. (2000) describe the core challenge as 

recognizing how people communicate with their world (what they do) and how they perceive 

and interpret the world – how they perceive, believe, and describe structures and interactions 

in some parts of their lives (p. 98). 

Glesne (1999) proposes that “qualitative methods are generally supported by the 

interpretivist (also referred to as constructivist) paradigm, which portrays a world in which 

reality is socially constructed, complex, and ever-changing” (p. 5). 

To the interpretivist or constructivist, the subject of a study constructs a social reality 

in his or her environment. Glesne (1999) suggests that to understand the subject’s view of 

reality, the researcher must acknowledge the perceptions and encounters of the subject as 

they apply to the questions of the research. 

The purpose of this study is aligned with qualitative research, with a goal of 

“understanding people from their own frames of reference and experiencing reality as they 

experience it” (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998). Therefore, in seeking an understanding of the 

college presidents’ experiences as they viewed them, I selected a qualitative research design 

as the most appropriate means of addressing the research problem. In addition, it provided a 

deeper level of understanding of the topic of presidents’ college leadership. Employing a 

qualitative design allowed me to work inductively to generate a set of propositions that 

assisted me in understanding the data. 

3.5.  Grounded-Theory Approach 
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The approach I have applied in this study is based on grounded theory, a qualitative 

methodology that Glaser and Strauss (1967) introduced in response to what they perceived as 

an overemphasis of other research methodologies on the replication of previous research 

studies and the neglect of new theory development. They identify this methodology as 

grounded theory “during the course of research into American health institutions to enable 

them to discover theory from data rather than to proceed by quantitatively testing hypotheses 

derived from the work of the few sophisticated theorists” (Turner, 1983, pp. 333-334). Glaser 

(1978) further expands the initial work of Glaser and Strauss (1967), and a number of 

publications support this methodology (Chenitz and Swanson, 1996; Corbin, 2008; Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

Grounded theory is a methodology that allows researchers to systematically collect 

information about a particular area of research and inductively arrive at a substantive theory 

or framework to support the observations (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 

1998). Creswell (1998) proposes that “the intent of a grounded theory study is to generate or 

discover a theory, an abstract analytical schema of a phenomenon that relates to a particular 

situation” (pp. 55-56). Corbin (1986) concludes that grounded theory offers the ability to help 

researchers to capture the “complexity of problems and the richness of everyday life” (p. 91). 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) say that data theory is much better likely to imitate 

“reality” than a theory focused on the collection of a set of ideas based on or exclusively on 

the topic of imagination. Fundamental theories, which are based on evidence, may provide 

perspective, comprehension, and an important guide to action (p. 12). 

The rationale for using a grounded-theory methodology in this study is its ability to be 

“faithful to and illuminate” (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p. 60 the topic being studied. Pertinent 

to this study is the fact that I did not begin with a theory and then set out to prove or disprove 

it. Instead, I focused on an area of study and, using grounded theory, permitted what was 
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relevant to this area of study to emerge (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). In this study, my area of 

interest was the strategies and competencies that successful college presidents use to respond 

to the most challenging issues they face. The purpose was to attain a common conception and 

a level of understanding rather than proof. 

Using grounded theory involves concurrent data collection, data analysis, and theory 

generation. This concurrent process is referred to as the constant comparative method of 

analysis (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). It is the central feature of grounded theory, where 

actions and events are examined and constantly compared (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The 

constant-comparative method does not have a prearranged design for data collection and 

analysis, but it involves a process in which the researcher continually redesigns the research 

process, in view of new and emerging concepts (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

The process is much like imagining the research journey as proceeding down the path 

of a coiled helix, dipping into data gathering, migrating through analysis and testing theory at 

the peak of the cycle, and then collecting more data to support conclusions and repeat as 

appropriate to demonstrate an emerging theoretical link between the variables. The theory 

derives from methodology and is grounded on data (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The data 

gathered throughout the study were the main stimulus for developing theory. 

The grounded-theory methodology provides a “highly systematic approach for the 

collection and analysis of qualitative data for the purpose of generating the explanatory 

theory that furthers the understanding of social and psychological phenomena” (Chenitz and 

Swanson, 1986, p. 3). One of the challenges of qualitative social research is that it generates 

large amounts of nonstandard data that require management and analysis (Chenitz and 

Swanson, 1986; Turner, 1983). To mitigate this concern, I selected grounded theory as the 

methodology for collecting and analysing the data in this study. 



75 

In summary, I chose grounded theory as the research methodology because (a) it is a 

continuous process for questioning the emerging propositions; (b) it provides structure to 

develop propositions from qualitative data; (c) it creates an opportunity to break new ground. 

(d) it allows relevant findings to surface from the data; (e) it is a systematic approach to 

dealing with diverse qualitative data; and (f) it is an effective process that facilitates the 

articulation of the presidents’ theories and perspectives on college leadership in today’s 

complex environment. 

3.6.  Survey 

I created the survey instrument from a focus group of recently retired Canadian 

college presidents and drew heavily on the American Association of Community Colleges 

(AACC) Competencies for Community College Leaders. The focus group considered the 

differences between American and Canadian culture, funding regionalization, and drew on 

Canadian-based research on college leadership (Calder, 2000; Nixon, 2002; Rosia, 2006) to 

make modifications to the survey. Some members of the focus group and two non–focus 

group participants who had experience as Canadian college presidents piloted the survey 

instrument. 

The survey instrument had five primary objectives: (a) to articulate the background 

and demographic information of the incumbent presidents; (b) to identify the size and 

complexity of their respective institutions; (c) to rank the competencies of effective college 

presidents; (d) to understand how presidents prepared for the role of president; and (e) to 

identify (in their opinion) effective college presidents. 

Consistent with grounded-theory methodology and to ensure internal validity among 

the survey participants, I used a process of consistent comparison (Merriam, 1998). The 

survey included illustrations (descriptions) of the strategies/behaviours to ensure that the 

responses would be more comparable. I asked the respondents to choose, by rank, their top 
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three responses per category. Colleges and Institutes Canada (CICan), a national organization 

that represents almost all publicly funded colleges and polytechnics in Canada, distributed the 

survey. Previously, I had sent an email to all college presidents to advise them of the survey 

and encourage their participation. The survey was delivered online, and participants were 

anonymous. Although the participants were anonymous, the survey host was able to screen 

for computer identification addresses and limit the responses to one per computer. Listing the 

responses to the questions in random order avoided any default patterning responses. Because 

several provinces in Canada preclude the storage of data in the United States (U.S.), the 

survey host was an established European-based company. 

It is important to note that no institutions in the province of Quebec were included in 

this survey. This omission was purposeful and for the following reasons. The province of 

Quebec is unique in that very few institutions compare easily to colleges or polytechnics; 

rather, Quebec has an interim system between secondary and post-secondary education, Col-

lège d’Enseignement Général et Professionnel (CEGEP) (Federation of CEGEP, 2000). The 

CEGEP system is a tuition-free, publicly funded system that bridges Grade 11 and the first 

year of university or transfer into an apprenticeship programme with a very different 

governance structure. It is unique in Canada, and although there is some movement nationally 

of senior administration within the Canadian HE system, I could not find any evidence of 

mobility between a CEGEP and college in the rest of Canada other than at the professorial 

level. 

3.7.  Interview 

The second phase consisted of a combination of detailed, semi-structured interviews 

and data analysis with three presidents whose peers identified them in Phase 1 as the most 

successful at leading their colleges. A third-party professional service transcribed the 

interviews, and I shared copies of the transcriptions with the interviewees to ensure accuracy. 
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To account for the time gap between the interviews and the submission of this study, I 

conducted follow-up interviews to confirm their previous observations or perspectives, allow 

them to change them, and to seek their comments on the impact of the severe acute 

respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. 

I used the peer-selection process to choose these presidents used by Vaughan (1986), 

Crittenden (1997), McFarlin (1997), Nixon (2003), and Rosia (2006). MacDonald (2013) 

Kimmens (2014), MacDonald (2013), Nixon (2002), and Kimmens (2014) recommend the 

use of external accrediting or government funding bodies as a filter/validation of sound 

institutional leadership. In addition to selecting peer identification, I reviewed public 

information on each of the institutions, with specific regard to fiscal management, enrolment 

growth, and strategic plans. Student completion and employment rates were all at or above 

the average for their respective jurisdictions. I discuss these works below. 

Vaughan’s (1986) seminal research, “often described as pioneering, was one of the 

first systematic attempts” (McFarlin, 1997, p. 1) to study community-college senior 

leadership. Vaughan’s survey invited the presidents to peer-identify the “two top community 

college presidents in their state, excluding themselves” (p. xv). Vaughan designated 

presidents who received five votes or the largest number of votes in their state (minimum two 

votes) as leaders or outstanding. Using this same process, he identified 75 presidents as 

leaders. Vaughan later distributed the Leadership Survey (LS) to these 75 presidents; 68 of 

the 75 returned the completed survey (an 84% response rate). Vaughan then applied the 

results of the completed LS to compile the demographic data identifying college leaders and 

the LS results for the analysis of their personal characteristics, skills, and capabilities. 

McFarlin (1997) designed his study to identify and review the factors that attribute the 

establishment of “outstanding/leading” college presidents. He studied the presidents of public 

institutions for two-year at the colleges in the Upper Midwest portion of the United States 
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(U.S.). McFarlin adopted the peer-identification process that Vaughan (1986) had developed, 

and in its analysis, the respondents are validated and divided into two distinct groups: (a) the 

outstanding and (b) the normative. McFarlin asked the respondents in his survey to name 

three exceptional presidents in their states and listed them as outstanding presidents if they 

earned the highest proportion of the vote, where at least two votes were needed to confirm 

them as outstanding/leading. 

Crittenden (1997) expands on McFarlin’s 1997 research by using larger sample sizes 

in a broader geographic area: five geographic regions that included representation of the 

whole of the U.S.. To identify presidents that were considered outstanding leaders, Crittenden 

used a similar peer-rating method as the ones developed and used by Vaughan (1986) and 

McFarlin (1997). 

Nixon (2002) identifies the environmental issues that Canadian colleges face and 

describe the characteristics of their presidents. This was the first Canadian study in which a 

researcher used peer-rating methods to select interviewees based on the work of Vaughan 

(1986). Nixon used a mixed-method design in which he surveyed pan-Canadian college 

presidents and then conducted interviews with six whose peers identified them as the most 

successful in their country. He identified two major issues that colleges face, including “the 

changing [outcome-based] nature of government funding and problems attracting and 

retaining qualified teaching staff” (p. iii). 

Rosia (2006) identifies the most critical issues and the strategies that Canadian 

polytechnic presidents use to address them. Although the scope of this study is much smaller 

in that the sample size was restricted to the 10 polytechnic institutions in Canada, Rosia 

validated the use of the peer-rating methods to select study participants from within the 

Canadian polytechnic sector; it is one of only two national studies in Canada. 
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MacDonald (2013) and Kimmens (2014) did not use peer-rating procedures to 

identify institutions with strong leaders; rather, they identified leaders to study by evaluating 

the strength of specific institutions via external accrediting or government funding bodies. 

They focused specifically on fiscal management, enrolment growth, and graduate outcomes – 

and then interviewed those presidents. 

The above-mentioned studies served as the foundation for the development and 

design of this study. 

3.8.  Phase 2 Research Approach 

In Phase 2, I used the grounded-theory approach, which Strauss and Corbin (1998) 

defined, to examine the process that successful presidents use to lead their institutions. The 

result of applying grounded-theory methodology was the emergence of a set of propositions 

of college leadership faithful to the data I collected in the study. 

Grounded theory is an approach to studying college leadership that migrates from data 

verification to a steppingstone towards theory development. Glaser (1992) postulates that 

grounded theory could make a significant contribution to the study of leadership and 

contends that grounded theory is useful to “researchers and practitioners in fields that concern 

themselves with issues relating to human behaviour in organizations, groups, and other social 

configurations” (p. 13). Glaser also notes its contribution to areas of research that could be 

considered saturated and are not with regard to generating new concepts or patterns but 

provide a better conceptual understanding of the social processes, which could be overlooked 

otherwise. Similarly, Chenitz and Swanson (1996a) observe, “Grounded theory creates a new 

perspective or viewpoint on familiar problems; the focus of a grounded theory study on 

interaction allows us to understand behaviours in new and different ways” (p. 7). Using 

grounded theory improves the conceptual understanding of the basic social processes 

associated with college leadership. Avolio (1995) specifically refers to grounded theory in his 
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call for more qualitative approaches to the study of leadership: “Let’s see what a grounded 

theory approach to leadership brings as opposed to the very quantitative and empirical 

experimental approach. I can’t imagine why either grounded theory or qualitative 

applications can’t both make a contribution” (p. 4). Strauss and Corbin (1998) also state, 

“Grounded theories, because they are drawn from data, are likely to offer insight, enhance 

understanding, and provide a meaningful guide to action” (p. 12). In this qualitative study, the 

phenomenon that I studied was the leadership competencies of college presidents in 

addressing the complex and evolving contemporary environment. Refer to Figure 1 in this 

paragraph. 

 

 

Figure 1. Data-analysis procedure of grounded-theory method 

3.9.  Data Analysis 

Marshall and Rossman (1999) describe data analysis as “the process of bringing 

order, structure, and interpretation to the mass of collected data. . . . It is a messy, ambiguous, 

time-consuming, creative, and fascinating process” (p. 150). 

Employing grounded theory to analyse the data created a systematic procedure that 

enables the development of a set of propositions regarding the leadership strategies of 

successful college presidents. These systematic procedures consisted of open coding, axial 

coding, and selective coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) and enabled an ever-increasing depth 
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of analysis in which the relationships and connections between codes became evident during 

the data collection and analysis process. 

3.9.1. Open Coding 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) recommend open coding of data as the initial step in data 

analysis. Open coding involves the unrestricted search for theories or concepts that will 

match the data. It is the part of the process in which datasets are “broken down into discrete 

incidents, events, and acts and is then given a name that represents or stands for these” 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p. 105). 

During this phase of the analysis, I reviewed the survey text responses and those in 

the interviews and the literature in detail to identify the concepts, events, and meanings 

contained within them. I then coded each one as a concept or abstraction of the data. I 

continually compared these concepts in my search for similarities and differences and 

assigned conceptual labels to similar events or comments. Creswell (1998, pp. 150-151) 

explains: 

For the most important categories of text-supported content, the study reviewed the 

text (e.g. transcripts, field reports, documents). The researchers employed the constant 

comparative method to saturate the categories – searching instances reflecting the 

category and continuing to search (and interview) till new data received don't provide 

more information of the category.  

I grouped the concepts that I initially identified in the survey stage and the literature 

to form the foundation for the interview portions of the research project and validated or 

expanded on them. The concepts then became the theoretical grounds for continued 

observations and analysis during the research process. The process of open coding facilitates 

the consistent review of the data being studied and helps researchers to stay grounded in their 
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subjects’ views of their reality, rather than risking the assumption that the researcher and the 

participants in a study share the same views. 

3.9.2. Axial Coding 

Once researchers develop the initial sets of concepts (through the open-coding 

process), they can move to what Strauss and Corbin (1998) refer to as axial coding: “The 

purpose of axial coding is to begin the process of reassembling data that were fractured 

during open coding” (p. 124). They further explain, “In axial coding, categories are related to 

their subcategories to form more precise and complete explanations about phenomena” 

(p. 124). During this phase of the analysis, I was able to link the concepts that I identified 

during the open-coding process to higher-level concepts. This process of interaction with the 

data occurred throughout the analysis of each interview and then again in a cross-analysis of 

all three interviews. This enabled me to integrate major concepts to eventually form a larger 

theoretical model. Strauss and Corbin noted that “when analysts code axially, they look for 

answers to questions such as why, or how come, when, where, how, and with what results, 

and in so doing they uncover relationships among categories” (p. 127). Throughout the 

process, there was constant interaction, as though I was moving down a coiled helix when I 

compared and examined the data and the emerging theoretical model to find supportive 

evidence and confirm relationships among the data. According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), 

“The discovery and specification of differences among and within categories, as well as 

similarities, is crucially important and at the heart of grounded theory” (p. 111). Creswell 

(1998) explains, “In this phase of analysis, the researcher creates a coding paradigm or a 

theoretical model that portrays the interrelationship of these axial coding categories of 

information” (p. 151). 

3.9.3. Selective Coding 
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According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), selective coding is the incorporation and 

refinement of categories in order to shape a wider theoretical framework. Selective coding 

occurred during the advanced stages of data analysis. It involved integrating and synthesizing 

the categories that had emerged from the data into core categories. Strauss and Corbin 

caution that ideologies that achieve the category status are abstract; they reflect not only the 

past story of an individual or a group but also the experiences of several people or groups that 

are reduced to a number of deeply conceptual terms as well as representing them. Even 

though unique information of a person, community, or institution is no longer collected, 

categories are obtained through comparison of data obtained in each case; hence in the 

general sense, they should be relevant to and apply to all study cases. (Strauss and Corbin, 

1998, p. 145) 

After I integrated and synthesized the concepts into the core concepts, I developed a 

narrative to explain them. This explanation became the foundation for the theoretical 

framework that I developed. 

3.9.4. Constant Comparative Method 

To generate grounded theory, an iterative interaction must occur between the data 

collection, data analysis, and conceptualization. This process is known as the constant 

comparative method of analysis and is the foundation of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967, p. 102). 

In constant comparison, the researcher continually gathers additional data, analyses 

the data, compares the analysis to previous analyses, and then gathers and analyses more data 

to validate emerging theoretical relationships among the data. This method allows researchers 

to further and undertake more focused data collection, resulting in more theoretical and 

knowledge-based work. Working hypotheses arise during the process of data collection and 

review to investigate these hypotheses, new data, which can be differentiated by the 
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investigator and compared to the data available, must be collected. This continuous process 

clarifies concepts and makes them more abstract and confirms relations between concepts. 

This method produces greater abstraction levels, which Glaser and Strauss (1967) refer to as 

theoretical coding. 

The constant-comparative method is a research design for multiple sources of data 

and multisite participation in which formal analysis begins early in the study, 

continues throughout the data-collection process, and becomes increasingly intense as 

the researcher collects data. In this study, the primary analytic technique was to 

analyse the data that I collected from the in-depth interviews and develop the 

substantive theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The procedure was complex but proved 

to be an important approach to recognizing and analysing multiple data sources in 

each interview and among the multiple interviews. Bogdan and Biklen (1998) refer to 

it as a process in which “analysis and data collection occurred in a pulsating fashion—

first the interviews then the analysis and theory development, another interview and 

then more analysis, and so on—until the research is completed” (p. 66). The constant-

comparative technique helped to collect evidence about the phenomenon under study 

and generate properties or categories that increased the generality and explanatory 

power of the specific concept by continually re-examining data throughout the data-

collection process, thereby verifying elements of the theoretical framework that I 

generated. Glaser and Strauss (1967) explain, “Joint collection, coding, and analysis 

of data are the underlying operation. The generation of theory, coupled with the 

notion of theory as a process, requires that all three operations be done together as 

much as possible” (p. 43). 
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3.10.   Limitations of the Study 

The results and conclusions of this study depended on the quality of my methodology, 

my selection of themes, and my interpretation of the responses. For these reasons, I was 

unable to be completely objective, although I designed the methodology to maximize the 

possibility of replication of the study under comparable conditions. 

The specific limitations of the study are as follows: 

• My generalizations were based on interviews with the presidents of only three 

Canadian colleges. Even though the identification of the interview subjects and the 

interview questions were created from the analysis of a national survey of Canadian 

college presidents, differences in institutional type, location, size, and mission can 

have a significant impact on leaders’ perspectives. 

• I purposefully confined the study to a single viewpoint, that of the president, and did 

not include others’ views. 

• The study did not include presidents whose peers did not identify them as effective. 

Therefore, one cannot be certain that the behavioural attributes (qualities) of the 

effective presidents identified in this study are, in fact, unique to them. A subsequent 

comparative study of effective and ineffective presidents could illuminate the unique 

qualities of effective presidents. 

• I was aware that a limitation of collecting data via interviews with presidents is that, 

by the nature of their position of influence in the organization, they might be able to 

identify the attributes or competencies necessary for effective leadership but not 

necessarily able to demonstrate these same qualities. To mitigate the perception of 

this as a potential limitation, I relied on the strength of the peer-selection process 

(Vaughan, 1986) and assumed that peers identified the three presidents because of 

some visible demonstration of their leadership capacity (Birnbaum, 1992). 
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• The study relied on the interviewees’ personal recall of events, with a heavy reliance 

on the presidents’ perceptions. 

• It is possible that the sample that I chose for this study did not, though not by design, 

was not representative of gender or cultural background. It is also possible that studies 

that include these factors will produce different results. 

• Grounded-theory methodology limits generalisability and is inductive in nature. The 

grounded theory leads to the development of substantive theories, which might make 

it difficult to transfer the findings to other settings. 

• The small number of presidents in the study limits the generalization. 

• The study included only Canadian colleges, and the findings should not be extended 

to universities. 

• The amount of detail that each president provided in the survey and the effectiveness 

of the questions in soliciting the desired information are limited. 

• The survey and initial interviews were completed in a six-month period, from March 

2017 to October 2017. Follow-up interviews were completed at a later date. 

• Data on leadership strategies at the surveyed institutions were limited to information 

from one respondent at each institution. It is therefore conceivable that a limited 

degree of bias existed and that different respondents would have given somewhat 

different responses. 

• The results were limited to the selected methodology. I relied on surveys, interviews, 

and public-domain publications, and did not consider other types of data available 

through alternative methodologies. 

• The lack of similar research limited the comparability of the findings of this study and 

prevented me from gaining direct support and corroboration from earlier studies. 
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• Researcher bias was possible. I was active in the Canadian college sector, and my 

personal feelings and beliefs might have influenced my conclusions. 

3.11.  Delimitations of the Study 

The study was limited to Canadian college presidents who, in 2017, had served at 

least one year in the role of the college president. I did not invite individuals in interim or 

acting roles to participate. A focus group that consisted of individuals who were previously 

college presidents in the Canadian system tested the survey instrument. An anonymous online 

survey was administered to sitting college presidents who determined the issues and areas of 

concerns that Canadian college presidents face. Respondents were invited to name three 

presidents who they regarded as being “the most effective” college leaders. In this way, the 

presidents selected for interview had been identified as demonstrating outstanding leadership 

by their peers. At the request of CICan, and as is common practice in Canada, an ethics 

review process was complete prior to the distribution of the survey. This was completed 

through the researcher’s own institution, the XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX (XXXX). The 

president of XXXX was not one of the presidents selected to participate in the interview 

process. 

In consideration of the gap between the interviews with the presidents and the 

consolidation of this study, I considered it appropriate to conduct a second set of interviews 

with the presidents in April 2020. 

3.12.  Ethical Considerations 

The purpose of the research fieldwork was to enhance the comprehension of 

the research and the way in which it affects the operation process. Therefore, I often asked for 

information from people with no interest in the goal of the research during the study process. 

The research team sought to ensure that these participants were not affected and that every 

participant agreed to provide them with adequate information about what was needed and 
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what, where necessary, possible negative impact that could result from such involvement. 

Those who chose not to participate for one reason or the other were respectfully allowed not 

to be involved. Among others, these were the major ethical consideration that the researchers 

observed. 

3.12.1. Voluntary Participation  

Engagement in all aspects of the study was voluntary, and manipulation or 

intimidation did not take place. During the research, the respondents were not compelled to 

give out information they did not want to. The team acknowledges that the respondents 

assisted them and were encouraged to participate, knowing explicitly that they were not 

obliged to do so and that if they didn’t assist in the study, they would have no negative 

consequences. 

3.12.2. Informed Consent  

The study team made sure that prospective respondents adequately understood what 

was required of them and also the consequences of such participation. The study included a 

sample data sheet and a selection of complementary information that could be used in the 

research. It was really critical that the details were clear enough that our specified participants 

understood the expectations that await them.  

3.12.3. Privacy and Confidentiality 

The duration, the degree, and contexts within which private information should be 

distributed or excluded was at the liberty of each person freely to decide. The participants 

were assured private information would not be shared with others, including interests, 

perceptions, opinions, and documents, without their awareness or consent. Besides, the 

potential respondents and the study team deliberated all the goals, instruments, and methods 

beforehand. There was, therefore, no threat to the issues of privacy and confidentiality. As 
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much as it was not necessarily harmful to know those involved, it needed to be taken into 

account, and participants would need to be protected at all times. 

3.13.  Summary of Chapter 3 

In selecting an approach and method, I considered an evaluation of theoretical 

frameworks and the subject of the investigation. I also paid attention to potential ethical 

considerations in conducting the research. There were no ethical issues, the participants were 

not vulnerable, and they were able to give informed consent (Appendix B). I permitted the 

participants to withdraw at any time and informed them that there would be no record of their 

participation or withdrawal. 

In summary, I chose grounded theory as the research methodology for this study 

because (a) it was a continuous process to question the emerging propositions to the extent 

that the suggestion of early closure was readily challenged; (b) it entailed the required rigour 

to allow the development of propositions from qualitative data; (c) it focused on theory 

development rather than theory testing; (d) it offered a greater opportunity to break new 

ground; (e) it allowed relevant findings to surface from the data; (f) it was a systematic 

approach to dealing with large amounts of qualitative data; and (g) it was a suitable technique 

to deal with the presidents’ theories and perspectives on college leadership in today’s 

complex environment.  
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Chapter 4: Presentation of Research Findings 

4.1.  Introduction 

There's no ultimate description of what effective leadership is. We only aim to 

achieve a movable goal; maybe we're even a little ahead of it. Certainly, 

characteristics that are relatively durable can become clearer, but they can never be 

more than leadership's “basic skills”. You will never tell us how to practice excellent 

leadership because excellent leadership is highly sensitive to the manner in which it is 

practised (Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999, p. 4). 

In the above quotation, Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach (1999) suggest that effective 

leadership requires more than a basic skillset; rather, effective leadership is the result of the 

use of basic skills in a specific context and for a specific purpose or outcome. Similarly, 

Green (1988) proposes that leadership is contextual and observed: “It does not exist without 

followers or constituents, separate from an organization or group, or divorced from its 

environment or moment in history” (pp. 9-10). She explains the challenges and opportunities 

created within respective environments influence the kind of leadership that colleges will 

require and accept. Guba and Lincoln (1981) caution researchers in all areas to resist 

generalizations, particularly when it is practically impossible to describe any area of human 

interactions that are not influenced by the context in which they occur. 

The major premise of this study is that presidents are instrumental to the success of 

their college and that college presidencies can be understood only in the context of their 

respective circumstances. I designed the survey tool, first, to ask current college presidents to 

identify a peer who, in their opinion, is an outstanding college president. I explained that I 

would approach these individuals for a more in-depth interview and that their nominators 

would remain confidential. The second goal of the survey tool was to acquire a snapshot, at a 

moment in time, of the current cohort of Canadian college presidents based on gender and 
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background. Last, I used the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) 

Competencies for Community College Leaders as a theoretical framework to identify specific 

categories that are significant to the internal and external workings of a college. I listed the 

competencies under each focus area, along with illustrations of what each competency means 

to jobs within each specific employment-level grouping. In the survey, I randomized the 

order of each competency to avoid answer patterning and/or cluster bias. 

The survey tool permitted analysis based on organization size, according to the gross 

operating budget. The categories were as follows: (a) less than $75 million; (b) between $75 

million and $150 million; (c) between $150 million and $250 million; and (d) over $250 

million. 

4.2.  Survey Response Rate 

The overall response rate was 51.4% (49.3% if the withdrawals are removed), which 

was lower than expected. Several issues could have contributed to the response rate. First, 

based on feedback from the focus group, I amended the distribution of the survey to include 

only individuals who had served for at least one complete year as a college president and 

excluded individuals in interim or acting roles. Colleges and Institutes Canada 

(CICan)distributed the survey and filtered the recipient list. This removed approximately 20 

college presidents from the study. Second, the response rate might have been impacted by the 

perceived complexity of the survey instrument and the fact that the only option for 

completing the survey was online. Although I structured the survey to permit pausing and 

restarting if the session was interrupted, no participants availed themselves of that option. 

Third, an additional impediment could have been the use of CICan as the distribution source. 

Additionally, four surveys were incomplete, and one respondent requested to withdraw. I did 

not include them for participation purposes. 
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Baruch (1999) conducted a review of 175 different academic studies published in the 

Academy of Management Journal, Human Relations, Journal of Applied Psychology, 

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, and Journal of International 

Business Studies in the years 1975, 1985, and 1995, which included approximately 200,000 

respondents. The overall average response rate was 55.6%, with a standard deviation of 19.7. 

The most notable trend was the gradual decline over the time period, to an average 48.4% 

response rate in 1995 (the last year of study), with a standard deviation of 20.1. Baruch also 

notes that the response rate in studies that involved senior management was lower (average 

36.1%) and seemed more pronounced in studies originating in North America. Baruch 

concludes that response rates of these levels should be considered the new normal rate of 

reply for future studies. He also advises that there should be a distinction made between 

surveys directed at organizational representatives and those directed to individual 

participants. 

Although the survey respondents were anonymous, the survey host could identify 

unique computer identifiers to avoid duplicate replies. The survey host provided the 

provincial locations of the respondents; the responses came from all across Canada. It should 

be noted that several provinces have one college but operate several sites across their 

respective provinces and, accordingly, would only have one president to survey. They are the 

Northwest Territories, Yukon, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia. 

The response rates differed between Western and Eastern Canada. In Western 

Canada, the response rate was 65.7%, whereas, in the East, the response rate was 34.3%. Two 

presidents declined to identify their province. The bias toward higher participation in Western 

Canada might have been a result of my being a resident of the province of Alberta and 

potentially known to the participants. Another consideration is that during the period of time 

immediately preceding the survey distribution, the Government of Alberta had moved 
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forward with a variety of policy changes that could be perceived as negatively impacting the 

higher education (HE) sector (government-legislated rollback of presidents’ compensation 

and benefits, as well as sweeping funding cuts). Although each province has its own mandate 

for HE within its territory, the provincial policies that affect HE over time seem to be 

consistently aligned. Table 1 shows the number of respondents from each province. 
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Table 1 

Number of Respondents from Each Province 

Province Number of respondents 

British Columbia 10 

Alberta 8 

Saskatchewan 2 

Manitoba 1 

Northwest Territories 1 

Yukon 1 

Ontario 10 

Newfoundland and Labrador 0 

Nova Scotia 1 

New Brunswick 1 

Prince Edward Island 0 

 

4.3.  Respondent Profile 

4.3.1. Gender 

The survey permitted analysis by gender. I found no noticeable gender-based 

variances in any responses other than the size of the organization. Of the participants, 37% 

identified as female, 61% as male, and three participants chose not to identify their gender. 

Female college presidents are disproportionally from smaller colleges. Figure 1 shows the 

participants’ genders according to the colleges’ operating budgets. 

4.3.2. Level of Education for College Presidents 

Of the participants, 19 (54.3%) held doctoral credentials and 16 (45.7%) had obtained 

masters’ credentials. Two respondents did not reply to this category. All of the respondent 
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presidents from larger institutions held doctoral credentials. Figure 2 displays the highest 

level of education that the participants had attained, based on the colleges’ operating budgets. 

 

Figure 2. Gender based on the operating budget. 

 

 

Figure 3. Highest level of education based on operating budget. 

4.3.3. Tenure as President 

Not surprisingly, individuals who have been in the role of president for less time seem 

to be overrepresented in smaller institutions. Almost half (48.6%) reported their current role 

as their first assignment as president, including the presidents of the three largest institutions. 

Of the balance, only one participant had two previous presidential appointments. Six 

individuals reported no previous experience within the HE system: five were from industry 
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and one was from the government. Just over half (18) had previous experience as senior 

academic officers, with the majority in senior finance or fund development roles, while others 

came directly from dean appointments at larger institutions. Figure 3 displays the number of 

years as president according to the colleges’ operating budgets. 

 

 

Figure 4. The number of years as president based on the operating budget. 

4.4.  Institutional Profile 

4.4.1. Institutional Size 

I used institutional size, perhaps imperfectly, as a measure of the complexity of a 

particular college as it relates to presidential oversight (see Figure 4). Financial statements 

were the only institution-to-institution comparable that was consistent nationally. Each 

province records student and staff counts differently and often does not report them in public 

documents. For example, Alberta uses Full Load Equivalent, which includes only full-time 

students who are enrolled in more than three full-time courses per semester. In British 

Columbia and Ontario, the count is based on a five-course load per semester. A full-time 

apprentice student in Alberta is considered a half-time student in Saskatchewan and Ontario; 

there are mixed weightings for student load calculations, depending on the programme. Some 
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provinces might include continuing education programming in their full-time student counts, 

which are subject dependent, whereas other provincial jurisdictions would not give any 

consideration to non-credit programming in student-load calculations. 

 

Figure 5. Survey respondents based on the operating budget. 

Larger colleges tend to be located in larger urban centres and could, arguably, have 

advantages of economies of scale in operations and potentially be closer to industry-based 

decision-makers to support fundraising activities and entrepreneurial activities. 

Larger colleges were underrepresented in this study; however, the response rate by 

size of the institution is very comparable to the distribution of the size nationally. The 

operating budget size category was partially random but was somewhat influenced by peer-

group gatherings by size at annual CICan conferences. These groupings work well for 

discussions of common issues or concerns. 

4.4.2. Credentials Offered 

Canadian colleges have a broad menu of programming available, ranging from 

continuing education and other non-credit options to post-degree certificates (see Figure 5). 

Non-credit programming receives no base government grant funding, and tuition is non-

regulated. By offering these programs, institutions are expected to compete in the open 

market (against private career colleges or industry) and generate a surplus. Many provincial 
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governments specifically prohibit the use of public post-secondary instructors or non-

academic staff from subsidizing this open-market activity. 

 

Figure 6. Credentials offered by the size of the college. 

Smaller colleges indicate a broader range of continuing education programming 

available and possibly reflect supporting smaller markets and/or their responses to financial 

challenges because, historically, smaller rural colleges have not had the same level of success 

at the philanthropic activity. There might be a concern about reduced economies of scale in 

smaller communities and/or whether smaller institutions have the capacity to engage skilled 

business managers to ensure cost-efficient management of fee-for-service or continuing 

education programming. Two Canadian college presidents from colleges in the smaller size 

category were released largely because of the mismanagement of costs associated with 

continuing education programming (McCuaig, 2015). At Medicine Hat College, the 

provincial government also removed the public board. 

Two institutions offered graduate degrees. This might be a result of misreporting on 

the survey instrument; rather, these should be part of the post-degree certificate category. A 

perusal of legislation has not indicated any college in Canada that is authorized to award 

graduate credentials. 
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4.5.  Presidential Competencies 

Boyatzis (2007) defines competency as an ability or capability to achieve a desired 

intent or outcome: “It is a set of related but different sets of behaviour organized around an 

underlying construct, which we call the ‘intent.’ The behaviours are alternate manifestations 

of the intent, as appropriate in various situations or times” (p. 6). 

Improved performance or outcomes occur when an individual’s ability or talent 

corresponds to demands for work and the environment of the company (Boyatzis, 1982). 

Ability is their principles, vision, knowledge, life and career experiences, and personal 

philosophy. The role of the president involves the responsibilities or tasks that must be 

executed. Boyatzis (1982, p.7) notes: 

Aspects of the organizational environment that are predicted to have an important 

impact on the demonstration of competencies and/or the design of the jobs roles 

include culture and climate; structure and systems; maturity of the industry and 

strategic positioning within it; and aspects of the economic, political, social, 

environmental, and religious milieu surrounding the organisation.   

The respondents each had three choices of attributes (see the illustration) that best 

defined their approach. The competency title was listed in the survey with a descriptor and 

illustrations to ensure clarity of understanding for survey participants. The descriptor and 

illustrations are listed below as they appeared in the survey tool. 

4.5.1. Organizational Strategy 

Description: A successful college leader tactically increases the institution's quality 

and safeguards the long-term health of the enterprise, fosters student achievement, and 

supports the university mission on the basis of organizational awareness, culture, and future 

prospects. 

Illustrations: 
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▪ Connect the college master plan to the organizational missions, processes, and 

resources. 

▪ Sustain and expand college staff, financial resources, and assets. 

▪ Create a better environment that promotes creativity, co-operation, and success. 

▪ Apply the systems approach to analyse and respond to the organization’s culture; 

demographic changes; and student and community economic, political, and public 

health needs. 

▪ Use data-driven information and established internal and external stakeholder 

activities to strategically solve challenges, make decisions, and prepare. 

▪ Assessment, development, implementation, and evaluation of strategies to track and 

enhance the quality of the organization’s education and long-term health (see 

Figure 6). 
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Figure 7. Organizational strategy. 

Over half (58%) of the respondents selected develop a positive environment that 

supports innovation, teamwork, and successful outcomes as their first choice of a desirable 

competency. Almost half (47%) of the respondents selected use a systems perspective to 

assess and respond to the culture of the organization, to changing demographics, and to the 

economic, political, and public health needs of students and the community as their second 

choice of a desirable competency. These choices were also reflected in the overall top choice 

and reflected a cross-institutional boundary model that incorporates both academic and 

professional staff in meeting the institutional goals. Banathy (1992) suggests that, based on 
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his experiences in HE, the old paradigm of educating students exclusively within the domain 

of academic staff is outdated and the HE system must accept that all parts of the system have 

an important role to play. Ison (1999) argues for a systems approach to HE models. Although 

his focus was on the on-campus history model of education, he emphasizes that HE 

institutions need to be relevant to their communities. His model of relevance has room to 

consider entrepreneurial activity, fundraising, and government advocacy to meet the 

objectives of students and the institutions (Morse and Brooks, 2020). 

These observations were supported by college presidents I interviewed, who 

emphasized the growing importance of boundary spanning roles of senior administrators. 

Several of the interviewed college president commented that increasingly their discussions 

with colleges boards are more corporate in nature and include looking at returns on 

investment, outsourcing non-core activity, and aligning graduate targets with industry 

demands. Additionally, interviewed presidents indicated that have staffed government 

relations and social marketing positions currently that did not exist even five years prior. 

4.5.2. Resource Management 

Descriptor: Successful college leaders manage staff, processes, and records, and 

physical and financial assets equally and ethically in order to fulfil the university's mission, 

vision, and objectives. 

Illustrations: 

▪ Make sure that reporting is accountable. 

▪ Maintain strategic decisions through the management of the resources of data and 

ensure that systems and databases are integral and with integrity. 

▪ Establish and manage resource assessment, planning, budgeting, procurement, and 

assigning procedures in accordance with the master plan of the college and local, 

regional, and national policies. 
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▪ Take an entrepreneurial stand in the quest for new sources of ethical funding. 

▪ Develop financial support mechanisms for programmes, services, personnel, and 

facilities. 

▪ Introduce a system of human resources, including training, recruitment, selection and 

performance management programmes, and encouraging the professional 

development and promotion of personnel. 

▪ Organizational employability, time management, preparation, and potential for 

delegation. 

▪ Conflict management and reform in ways that lead to long-term organizational 

sustainability (See Figure 7). 
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Figure 8. Resource management. 

Within an environment of scarcity, it is perhaps not surprising that resource 

assessment, planning, and budget received increased attention, which was the second overall 

choice but did have the largest first-choice selection. Additionally, presidents placed a 

priority on the areas that focused on recruitment and retention, likely because they understand 

the true direct and indirect costs associated with unplanned turnover and the failure to attract 

competent candidates for vacant positions. However, a similar category within the 

Organisational Strategy section scored low. The illustration take an entrepreneurial stance in 

seeking ethical alternative funding sources tied for the third position, but was a favoured 

choice among the presidents of smaller institutions, which might again reflect the realities of 

operating in smaller communities with less access to larger donors or population bases to 

support continuing education programmes. 

All interviewed presidents commented on the growing pressure to be entrepreneurial 

and to be able to generate other streams of revenue to offset reductions in funding from 

government (who often freeze tuition) and to cover the inflationary costs of running an 

organization. Additionally, the presidents expressed a growing concern with for profit 

training organizations that were gaining approval to offer bachelor degrees without having to 

carry the infrastructure expected at a college. 

4.5.3. Communication 

Descriptor: Successful university leaders employ strong skills in listening, 

communicating, and writing to indulge in realistic, open conversation, to facilitate the 

effectiveness of all students at all levels, and to foster the college mission. 

Illustrations: 

• Express and encourage a common purpose, vision, and principles for internal and 

external audiences, matching the message appropriately to the audience. 
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• Distribute policies and plans and endorse them. 

• Establish and sustain open resource, priority, and goals communications. 

• Provide the boards and other constituencies and stakeholders with ideas and 

knowledge succinctly, often and inclusively through media, as well as verbal and 

nonverbal means. 

• Listen to learn, understand, evaluate, participate, and act actively (see Figure 8). 

 

Figure 9. Communication. 

The presidents’ responses were approximately evenly matched across all illustrations 

except for disseminate and support policies and strategies, which was the only reactive 

action, and they might have viewed it as a given that did not really warrant heavy 

consideration at the presidential level. Goleman (2004) refers to these active communication 

strategies within an emotional intelligence leadership model. He focusses on self-awareness, 

self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skill. In their studies, Goleman and Boyatzis 

(2004) observe that senior managers who demonstrate these abilities are often considered 

more effective. However, one does not assume that respondents can be viewed as more 

effective because they have aspirational or self-perceived attributes without any ability to 
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triangulate these claims. The effectiveness of the leadership capacities of the respondents was 

not within the scope of this study. 

All of the interviewed presidents commented on the requirement to be able to 

communicate to internal and external stakeholders, which was becoming more complicated 

with the advancement in social marketing and the expectation that presidents have video 

blogs and are available for media interviews.  

4.5.4. Collaboration 

Descriptor: Collaborative, cooperative, mutually advantageous and ethical internal 

and external connections that foster diversity, encourage the success of all students, and 

support the mission of universities. 

Illustrations: 

• Embrace and employ a diversity of people, cultures, beliefs, concepts, and 

communication styles. 

• Show cultural competence with respect to a global society. 

• Develop and construct networks and alliances to support the college's mission, vision, 

and objectives. 

• Collaborate with particular constituent groups, including lawmakers, board members, 

corporate owners, accreditation organizations, etc., efficiently and diplomatically. 

• Dispute management and improvement through relationship building and sustaining. 

• Create, improve, and maintain co-operation and teamwork. 

• Facilitate shared problem-solving and decision-making (see Figure 9). 
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Figure 10. Collaboration. 

The focus on building and leveraging networks and partnerships received 73% of the 

first-choice votes and was overall the lead illustration that the participants chose. Working 

with government and regulators also ranked high overall and should have been expected 

within an environment of reduced government funding and increased government scrutiny on 

HE operations. Perhaps somewhat surprising was the relatively low ranking of the 

demonstration of cultural competence relative to global society as a large number of 

Canadian HE institutions have discrete strategies to expand international-student cohorts. 

Although the college system is lagging behind the university system, there has been a marked 

and planned increase within the college system over the last few years (CICan, 2019). 

Advocating with government, business, and other stakeholders scored high overall 

and the highest for both second- and third-choice options, which indicates the presidents’ 

understanding that external audiences have the ability to improve institutional success. This is 

consistent with the literature from both American and Canadian sources. At the very least, 
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this could indicate an understanding that protecting base government funding government 

will always be important. Although government funding has declined from a high of over 

80% of operating budgets in 1985 to an average of approximately 55% in 2015 

(Canadian Association of University Teachers, 2015), it is still the largest source of regular 

revenue; each college is motivated to keep as much as possible, which will require that the 

president and, often, key stakeholders such as board members, actively and effectively 

represent the interests of their respective institutions. 

Leveraging networks and partnerships can come at financial and opportunity costs. 

Colleges will need to acquire (and support) skilled staff in this area and could easily require 

investment in areas that will not yield a financial return for several cycles, or ever. 

The survey and subsequent interviews of college presidents suggest that Canadian HE 

is embracing and employing a diversity of individual cultures and values, reflects the trend in 

Canada in general and has been a specific strategy in Canadian HE. Concurrent with rising 

expectations from stakeholders and often viewed as important by governments, governments 

rarely fund the infrastructure to support student food banks, gender-neutral washrooms, 

prayer rooms, and the increased expectations to provide mental health supports for staff and 

students. The college presidents interviewed confirmed from their assessment and the 

understanding of their respective peers, that most college leaders consider this important and 

consequently reach out to external stakeholders, typically through fundraising initiatives that 

have an expectation of college-president participation. They went further to indicate that they 

would typically spend more time on engaging external stakeholders than on focusing on 

academic issues.  

In the interviews, it became apparent that appointed boards of directors occupied a 

position of duality. Since they were part of the governing model of the college there were 

often cited as internal stakeholders. However, all interviewed presidents observed that board 
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members were mostly appointed by government and may have had an agenda or direction 

from the minister of HE, or, as representatives of industries interests that would typically hire 

graduates, would consequently have other priorities. These priorities were focused on 

corporate values and on occasion in conflict with the academy.  The ability to manage these 

relationships were taking more and more time. Additionally, interviewed college presidents 

consistently spoke about the importance of being able to work with their respective boards 

and government. “Nothing will get you fired faster than not getting along with your board 

chair” (President #1). 

4.5.5. College Advocacy 

Effective college leaders understand, commit to, and advocate for the mission, vision, 

and goals of the college. 

Illustrations: 

• Respect and support diversity, inclusion, equality, and excellence in academia. 

• Exhibit a passion and dedication to the college mission and the success of students by 

teaching and learning scholarships. 

• Promote fairness, open access, learning, schooling, and creativity as key priorities for 

the college and strive to understand how these improvements have taken place over 

time. 

• Encourage and motivate all electors to carry out the college task. 

• Encourage lifelong learning and embrace a community focused on learners. 

• Serves the college in the local community, in the wider learning community, at the 

various governments, and as a globally replicable example of HE (see Figure 10.) 

 



110 

 

Figure 11. College advocacy. 

All categories were represented, and the role of the president as the face of the college 

to the community – represent the college in the local community, in the broader educational 

community, at various levels of government, and as a model of higher education that can be 

replicated in international settings – scored the highest. This illustration also supports the 

observation in the Collaboration category with regard to connecting with government and 

community leaders. Lobbying governments is still an expected role of the president, with the 

added complexity of conforming to the restrictions within the Lobbyist Registry and the 

Lobby Act (Office of the Commissioner of Lobbying of Canada, 2008). 

The HE landscape has become more competitive over the last 20 years, and the rate of 

competition seems to be increasing; ultimately, this means that the role of the college 

president is broader and more complicated than it was two decades ago (McCaffery, 2019). A 

growing number of private for-profit, virtual, and traditional institutions are actively 

marketing to Canadian students during where the pool of domestic traditional college-age 

students available to pursue HE is shrinking. 
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Interviewed college presidents agreed with the survey respondents that lack of 

understanding of government relations was a barrier early in the academic careers. All 

indicated that they have specialized staff to advise them on how to interact with government 

and how to use the board and other corporate stakeholder to “tell their story to government” 

(President #1) in order to effect policy. This is consistent with the literature available. They 

further observed that they expected labour relations and working with academic and non-

academic collective bargaining units to be more demanding in the future. 

4.5.6. Professionalism 

Descriptor: Successful college leaders work ethically to establish high expectations 

for themselves and others, constantly develop themselves and their society, make their 

institutions accountable, and ensure their long-term viability. 

Illustrations: 

• Comprehending and promoting college history, ideology, and culture. 

• It is recognizing the effect on oneself and others of opinions, world views, and 

emotions. 

• Encourage and uphold high expectations on credibility, fairness, and regard for 

individuals and organizations. 

• Weigh short- and long-term decision-making priorities. 

• Contribute to professional growth by means of programme development (i.e., CICan, 

Circle of Excellence Awards, Chair Academy, etc.) (see Figure 11). 

The respondents scored high on maintaining high standards for personal and 

organizational integrity and honesty, which perhaps reflects the premise that the president is 

the face of the college in the community as well as an integral part of the brand. This scored 

the highest of any question within the survey as the first choice of the respondents. 
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Figure 12. Professionalism. 

Social media has complicated the role of the president. Being the face of the 

institution creates the expectation of being active in a variety of formats. Students, faculty, 

industry, and the government care what presidents say and how they say it. There is also the 

expectation of instant turnaround. Presidents must be well disciplined and supported to 

manage their and their organization’s brand. 

All interviewed college presidents commented that their personal brand was often 

connected to the college brand. They needed to “be constantly on because your continuants 

are everywhere and watching with a camera in their phones for any misstep.” (President #2).  
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4.5.7. Personal Development 

Descriptor: Effective college leaders work to develop their own skillset(s) to be more 

effective. 

Illustrations: 

• Demonstrate transformative leadership through honesty, imagination, and vision. 

• Perform routine self-assessments using suggestions, setting targets, and appraisal. 

• Encourage self and other lifelong learning. 

• Deal with stress by self-care, balance, flexibility, and humour. 

• Display the bravery to taking chances, making tough choices, and 

taking responsibility (see Figure 12). 

Demonstrate transformational leadership through authenticity, creativity, and vision 

was the first choice of most respondents (73%) and the second choice of 23%. Demonstrate 

the courage to take risks, make difficult decisions, and accept responsibility scored almost as 

high, with 26% selecting it as their first choice and 53% as their second choice. These 

competencies focus on active leadership attributes that enable the president to lead through 

example and inspiration and have the courage to risk and own failures. Somewhat surprising 

for presidents of HE institutions was the relatively low score for support lifelong learning for 

self and others. 

The lack of options for professional development was identified as an issue by 

interviewees, reflecting similar findings from the survey. The one exception mentioned was 

CICan – however they felt that this was more of a networking opportunity for experienced 

leaders, and perhaps more relevant to those at junior levels. As a result, those at the level of 

president tended to attend relevant conferences and symposia hosted by American 

associations.    
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Figure 13. Personal development. 

4.6.  Other Competencies for College Presidents 

The survey tool asked the respondents to make recommendations for other 

competencies that they felt effective college presidents should demonstrate. Eighteen 

responded, and their responses can be grouped as follows: 

• Ability to implement strategic change 

• Commitment to shared and collaborative leadership across the whole organization 

• Ability to embrace ambiguity 

4.7.  Allocation of President’s Time 

The survey asked the respondents to estimate the annual time allocated to tasks 

required in the role of president; 29 of 34 respondents completed this section (see Table 2.) 

4.8.  Previous Experiences that Helped to Prepare for the Presidency 

The survey asked the respondents to acknowledge previous experiences or 

programmes that had, in their opinion, prepared them for their current role of president. Only 

19 individuals responded to this question; several offered multiple experiences, and others 

very few. The following is a list of the experiences in the order of frequency:  
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Table 2: Allocation of President’s Time 

Activity Annual time as a 

percentage 

Fundraising 14.00 

Budget/financial management 7.25 

Strategic planning 12.19 

Enrolment management 3.06 

Governing board relations 14.41 

Personnel issues (excluding academic) 5.69 

Community relations 12.22 

Academic issues/relations 4.56 

Capital improvements 4.03 

Entrepreneurial ventures 3.28 

Media/public relations 5.03 

Government relations 10.47 

Risk management/legal issues 3.81 

Total 100 

 

Previous Experiences that Helped to Prepare for the Presidency 

• Progressive administrative responsibilities within the college (i.e., director, dean, 

vice-=president) 

• Hardship (i.e., failures, career setbacks, downsizing, problem employees) 

• Graduate programmes with a focus on leadership (i.e., degree or certificate) 

• Feedback (i.e., supervisor, peers, subordinates, team) 

• Networking with colleagues 
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• Workshops (i.e., President’s Academy, future leaders, Institute of Corporate Directors 

(ICCD), CICan) 

• Mentor/coaching 

• Other public sector experience 

• Previous business experience 

• Personal reflection, journaling 

• Other presidential appointments, non-academic 

• Previous military experience 

Although I expected many of the experiences on this list, one experience stood out: 

hardship. I took the liberty of consolidating several experiences in this category. After 

consolidation, 23 of the 30 (77%) respondents who answered this question considered it a 

factor that influences college presidents’ preparation for the role. Upon reflection and through 

my review of the literature, I concluded that acknowledging and sharing failures/setbacks 

meets the test of authentic leadership (Manthey, 2004; Senge, 1990). 

Edmondson (2007) argues that senior management teams are more effective as a team 

if the CEO creates an environment in which to learn from mistakes and failures, first by 

learning themselves. Creating an environment that encourages the senior management team 

members to use their past experiences to make better decisions by avoiding blame scenarios 

ultimately helps to avoid the tendency to persist with prior choices (Day and Lord, 1992; Lant 

et al., 1992; Milliken and Lant, 1991; Walsh, 1995). Carmeli and Tisher (2011) observe that 

the effectiveness of CEOs as they relate to their senior management team improved 

significantly, beginning with improved levels of trust and leading to better strategic decisions.  

 

4.9.   Professional Development That Would Have Been Helpful 
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The survey asked the respondents, “With the benefit of hindsight, what professional 

development would have been helpful prior to your appointment as a president”? Eighteen 

responded to this question, and their replies are consolidated in order of frequency: 

• Meet current presidents for candid conversations 

• Government relations training 

• Labour relations training 

• Board governance training 

• Public speaking/media training 

• The onboarding process for new presidents 

Most of these responses were not surprising. However, one president noted the lack of an 

onboarding process or a potential lack of an appropriate onboarding process. How new 

presidents are brought into their organizations and help the institutions to cope with 

leadership change could be an area for further study. 

4.10.  Interviews 

The survey asked the participants to invite up to three other presidents who, in their 

opinion, demonstrated superior leadership abilities in their role as college president. The 

intention was to compare the perspectives on leading colleges and test for alignment with the 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) Competencies for Community 

College Leaders (AACC, 2005). The AACC (2005) developed and accepted a research-based 

leadership development competency structure consisting of six leadership competencies that 

are considered to be very or extremely relevant to the successful performance of college 

leaders: “organizational strategy, resource management, communication, collaboration, 

community college advocacy, and professionalism” (pp. 4-6). 

Of the 28 responses received, four presidents were clustered as lead candidates. The 

respondents nominated the top two at a rate of more than four times the average, and the third 
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and fourth recommendations were approximately six times the average; the balance was 

clustered much lower. As a result of the nomination process, the research plan changed to 

interview all four individuals whom the respondents had identified. After initially agreeing to 

participate, one of the interview candidates asked to withdraw from the study. 

Even though there is a strong case to be made for the peer-selection process of 

identifying interviewees (MacDonald, 2013; Nixon, 2002; Rosia, 2006), I believed that it was 

important to validate these nominated presidents by reviewing publicly available data. Using 

the framework that the Aspen Foundation developed to award their biannual Aspen Prize for 

Community College Excellence (Andersen, 2006); the Government of Ontario’s Strategic 

Mandate Agreement for Seneca College (Government of Ontario, 2019b) and for Centennial 

College (Government of Ontario, 2019a); and Bow Valley’s Audit Report (Government of 

Alberta, 2018), I compared financial and enrolment retention and completion rates. In 

addition, staff retention rates, financial compliance to approved budgets, student completion 

rates, and time to complete, the Aspen Report includes measures with regard to student 

participation and graduation rates along with race and socioeconomic categories. The 

Canadian system does not generally track them, and I have not included them in my review. 

It is interesting that the Government of Ontario tracks and compares students’ satisfaction 

rates, and the number of first-generation Canadians enrolled in HE at the institution level. All 

of the institutions that the interview presidents represented met or exceeded the benchmarks 

that their respective provincial governments had established. 

In total, I conducted three interviews with presidents during this phase of the data 

collection, two in the presidents’ offices, one by Skype and one via telephone. I conducted 

the third interview face to face at a neutral location. I do not believe the modality of the 

interviews had any bearing on the results of the interview. The interviews began with brief 

introductions and a friendly thank-you for the participant’s time and willingness to 
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participate. I asked each participant for permission to record the interview and to sign an 

informed consent form. All participants agreed to allow me to use their real names and the 

names of their institutions in the study. 

Once the above formalities were completed, the interviews began. I recorded each 

interview and took field notes to back up the audio recordings, to note nonverbal cues, to 

avoid having to rely on my memory, and to avoid potential interruptions of the interview 

process (Charmaz, 2002). 

Although it was not part of my original research plan, when I negotiated the dates and 

times for the interviews, I inquired, independently, whether the presidents would object to my 

contacting the chair of their respective boards of directors about their thoughts on emerging 

issues that the college sector faces, from the perspective of a board member. Two presidents 

expressed concern because they did not consider it an appropriate role for a board member, 

and the third president reported that it would not be possible because the chair was 

unavailable. In the end, I could not schedule interviews until I confirmed that I would 

interview only the presidents. 

4.10.1. Interview Results 

The research for this study rests primarily on semi-structured in-depth interviews of 

three presidents whose peers identified them as demonstrating superior leadership abilities. 

Given that the purpose of the study was to understand their perspectives and strategies in 

reference to current and emerging factors that Canadian colleges face, it was desirable to ask 

their peers to select presidents who are considered most effective. 

The interview questions were open-ended and semi-structured, which gave the 

presidents some latitude in their answers to maximize the information that they shared 

(Bogdan and Biklen, 1998). Each session was recorded, and the audiotapes were later 

transcribed. Using the transcriptions, I developed a narrative report that was subsequently 



120 

analysed using the grounded theory technique (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). In general, there 

was strong alignment with the interviewed presidents and the results of the survey. 

4.10.1.  Profiles of College Presidents Interviewed 

 President #1 and President #2 are from what would be considered large colleges, 

located in the greater Toronto area. Both have a long history of entrepreneurial and 

international activity. President #3 is from a mid-size college in Calgary that does not offer 

bachelor’s degrees. All colleges had at least 25% international students and college #3 had 

15% Canadian indigenous student load. 

President #1 has been in her role as president for 12 years and has over 25 years of 

experience in the Canadian college system. Her previous appointment was as vice-president 

academic at a smaller college. Prior to that, she was the director of student services at 

Centennial College. She has been active on many boards and commissions, including as the 

past chair of CICan, and has earned numerous prestigious awards that acknowledge her 

excellence in leadership and mentoring, including the 2014 Chief Executive Leadership 

Award (Council for Advancement and Support of Education), the 2013 Top 25 Women of 

Influence, the Queen Elizabeth II Diamond Jubilee Medal (Governor General of Canada, 

2013), Canada’s Most Powerful Women – Top 100, the Margot Franssen Leadership Award, 

and the Constance E. Hamilton Award on the Status of Women (City of Toronto, 2009). 

Centennial College of Applied Arts and Technology in Toronto, Ontario, Canada, 

offers diplomas, apprenticeship programs and degrees. the. It was opened in 1967 and is 

Ontario’s oldest publicly funded college. One of Ontario’s most diverse post-secondary 

institutions, the Centennial College has nearly 100 ethnocultural classes and 80 languages 

spoken on campus. Centennial was ranked as one of Canada’s top 10 research colleges in 

2016. Its operating budget is approximately $250 million. 
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President #2 has been the president of Seneca college for six years. Immediately prior 

to his appointment, he was the Ombudsman for Banking Services, a federal government 

appointment in which he mediated consumer and small-business disputes that could not be 

resolved between the financial institutions and their customers independently. Prior to that 

appointment, he was the CEO of a national charity and managed the charity’s reputation, 

which had been (prior to his appointment) publicly criticized for financial mismanagement. 

Prior to those positions, he worked with the premier of Ontario to support communication. 

President #2 was previously a journalist and has served on a variety of boards and 

committees, including the Sichuan, China Foreign Consultative Board and the Canadian 

Ditchley Foundation Consultative Board. He is also a member of the Working Group on 

International Affairs. President #2 is the former chair of the board of the Centre for Health 

Sciences in Sunnybrook and the previous chair of College Ontario. From 2010 to 2013, he 

served on the Canadian Council for Science Technology & Innovation. He has served as the 

jury chairperson for the 1996 Lionel Gelber Award for the best foreign book in novel non-

fiction in English and was also a former member of the boards of directors of ventureLAB in 

Markham, CICan, the Toronto Area Immigrant Jobs Council, and the Empire Club of 

Canada. For his public and voluntary work, he was awarded the Queen Elizabeth II, Diamond 

Jubilee Medal in 2012. 

Seneca College of Applied Arts and Technology offers apprenticeship certification, 

diplomas and baccalaureate degrees in Toronto, Ontario, Canada. Established in 1968 as a 

polytechnic institution, it currently offers 145 full-time and 135 part-time programmes that 

include 14 baccalaureate degrees and 30 graduate certificates. Seneca College has more than 

10 sites in the greater Toronto area and more than70 articulation agreements with local and 

international HE institutions that permit their students to compete for credentials at other 

institutions. Seneca College’s operating budget is approximately $450 million. 
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President #3 has been president of Bow Valley College for 18 years; prior to her 

appointment, she was the chief financial officer at a small rural college in Alberta for 14 

years. She has served on a variety of boards, including the Council of Post-secondary 

Presidents of Alberta, the Calgary Homelessness Foundation, and the Calgary Community 

Land Trust. President #3 has received the Queen Elizabeth II Diamond Jubilee medal, a 

Distinguished Service Award from CICan, and the Alberta Order of Excellence. 

President #3’s college is unique in that it was established originally as a department of 

the provincial government within the portfolio of social services in 1965 for academic 

upgrading and life skills training. In 1998, the institution transitioned into a board-governed 

public college and changed its name to Bow Valley College. President #3 was recruited as 

president as part of this transition. Bow Valley College’s operating budget is approximately 

$115 million. 

The tenures of the interviewees were all longer than the average in the survey, at 

approximately 6.2 years. A review of the literature indicates that the average tenure of 

presidents is approximately 6.5 years (Nixon, 2003; Seltzer, 2017). 

All three interview participants reported that this was their first posting as a president, 

which is consistent with other studies (AACC, 2004; Nixon, 2003). Additionally, all three 

expected this to be their final college-president position. Two of the interviewees were over 

63 years of age, and one was 54. This is higher than those in Nixon’s 2002 study, which 

might be dated; however, it is the only available Canadian study and is consistent with recent 

information from the United States (Seltzer, 2017, 2018). 

None of the interviewees had any appreciable formal HE teaching experience, 

including President #1, who was a past vice-president academic. Two of the interviewees had 

master’s credentials, and one had an undergraduate degree. It is interesting that all suggested 
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that at the time of their appointments as president, they believed that their experiences were 

ideal for the pressing challenges facing their institutions at the time. 

President #1 emphasized that her internal credibility at Centennial College and her 

strong ability to manage enrolment were key issues at the time that she re-joined the 

organization. President #2’s first priority after his appointment was to improve relationships 

with the governing board of directors and other key stakeholders. He believed that his 

experience in conflict resolution and media relations made him particularly suitable. 

President #3’s background in fiscal management was crucial during the transition period from 

the government department within the social services portfolio to a public postsecondary 

institution. 

When I asked the interview presidents, “With the benefit of hindsight, what 

professional development would have been helpful prior to your appointment as a president?” 

all agreed that labour relations and working with an appointed board of governors offered 

some onboarding challenges. They all believed that because of their lack of time in a 

classroom, it took some time for the faculty to warm up to them in their new roles; in 

hindsight, they should have invested more time in that area. They were united in that their 

strongest challenge was the fundraising portion of their job and how much time they needed 

to invest in attending events and meeting with sponsors and donors. All of the presidents 

were comfortable with working with the government from their first day. 

All three presidents indicated that the key to their success was to grow beyond their 

initial tasks, or they would have quickly become irrelevant. Two of the presidents reported 

that one or more mentors had helped them through the transition; one president made no 

mention of mentor support. 

4.10.2.  Competencies of Effective College Presidents 
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The AACC (2005) has been studying Competencies for College Leaders since 2003. 

There has not been a national study similar to the AACC 2005 study in Canada. 

I asked the presidents to talk about competencies they believed they possess that had 

made them successful ambassadors of their colleges in their communities, in the broader 

college network, and with various levels of government. On day month year, in a personal 

interview, President #1 commented, “You have to have a range of skills that management 

requires in terms of working with people, understanding budgets, and understanding the small 

“p” politics in the organization plus the big ‘p’ politics outside the organization.” The 

responses from the other presidents indicated support for this position. Each believed that he 

or she had these attributes that contributed to their being “effective” presidents. 

There was consensus among the presidents, consistent with the survey results and the 

literature, that having a strong knowledge base, coupled with experience in education and 

educational leadership, was a prerequisite for successful college leadership. President #1 

(year, personal communication, day month) reinforced this common belief in reference to 

herself and credits the combination of her knowledge and experience as an important 

component of her success: 

And some of this will sound trite –to hire the absolute best team, you can around you 

– because one of the early leadership lessons I learned is that not only do I not have to 

have all the answers, but I shouldn’t. So I think that’s absolutely critical. I think it’s 

absolutely imperative that you read as much as you can, that you are not stuck in a 

position. So my leadership philosophy in many ways hasn’t changed since I first 

started in this job, but in other ways has changed drastically, and some of that by 

mistakes I’ve made and some of it by simply experience in the job. So, I think there is 

that notion that you have to be able to keep learning and changing and challenging 

yourself. 
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Bennis (2004) echoes this observation: “One of the greatest challenges a leader faces 

at the height of his or her career is not simply allowing people to speak the truth but actually 

being able to hear it” (p. 51). The presidents agreed that they had to play a leadership role in 

developing, implementing, and evaluating strategies using a systems perspective that 

included the whole organization to align with their institutions’ goals and objectives. 

President #3 noted, “Listen more than you talk, at first in particular. Get people engaged in 

talking to each other. Stay obsessed with something important.” 

Presidents work in complicated environments and with the growing expectation of 

instant communication compound by the risk of information overload, the ability to 

communicate effectively has emerged as an essential skill. If it is used effectively, various 

communication techniques (including social media) can be effective in modelling 

transformational leadership through authenticity, creativity, and vision while building and 

leveraging networks and stakeholder support. DePree (1989) notes, “There may be no single 

thing more important in our efforts to achieve meaningful work and fulfilling relationships 

than to learn and practice the art of communication” (p. 108). All of the presidents 

commented that solid communication skills are vital to a president’s ability to articulate and 

champion the college’s mission, vision, and strategic objectives and match key messages to 

specific stakeholder groups. They believed that this is the case in terms of both the verbal 

communication required to articulate their views to internal and external stakeholders and 

relationship-building. Presidents have to be skilled at communicating the vision and goals of 

the organization to demonstrate their passion and commitment to their colleges and respective 

stakeholders. This was consistent with the survey results and the literature. As President #2 

commented. “In lots of ways, the leader of the organization is the chief communicator. 

College presidents can rest on past accomplishments but prefer to focus on demonstrating 

transformational leadership by authentically sharing their vision frequently.” President #3 
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affirmed this quality: “That’s one of the things that I hear that my staff value about me. I put 

a lot of emphasis on communication, focusing on why we are doing things. I am regularly 

writing communication to staff about what’s happening and how our vision is unfolding, and 

I put a lot of emphasis on celebrating.” 

The need for self-belief and self-confidence was another common theme in the 

interviews. Presidents are often called upon to challenge the status quo and force change, and 

not always in comfortable ways. There was consensus among the presidents that self-

confidence is required for presidents to be able to make difficult decisions and that it is 

essential that presidents of colleges value innovation and risk-taking. As President #2 pointed 

out: 

You can talk about being the chief inspirer and so on, but I think at the end of the day, 

you are the chief interpreter, communicator, conveyor of the overall sort of big picture 

of where we are going. And you have to do that with confidence, and you have to do 

this with this level of certainty that I think is hard to do without some experience, and 

then having some scars on you where it hasn’t gone so well, or it hasn’t worked all 

that well. But I think that’s what it’s ultimately about, and that’s what people look to 

you for. 

Another competency that all of the presidents mentioned was the need to cultivate 

high-functioning teams. President #3 explained: “The rest of the operational effectiveness is 

about how good are your colleagues on the executive team and what kind of a team you have 

built, so that has to be there. You can’t do it all yourself. It has to be done through other 

people. So that team is pretty critical.” 

Although presidents are clearly part of the senior staff team, the three presidents I 

interviewed agreed that college presidents are required to be resilient and to self-assess their 

performance regularly by seeking feedback, reflecting, and evaluating to understand the 
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impact of their perceptions and emotions on themselves and others. President #1 described 

herself as having a relatively high EQ score: “I do think I’m strategic. I think I can be very 

focused, but I think that I have a sense of the emotional capacity it takes to do these jobs, and 

I think that’s really helped me in my role at the organization.” 

Related to the evaluation/reflection process is the use of mentors. All three presidents 

reported that they engaged with mentors early in their careers and were currently in 

mentorship roles. VanDerLinden (2005) conducted a study of senior academic staff in the 

United States and found that the mentors of 50% of study participants provided crucial 

support when the staff acquired their current positions. VanDerLinden (2005) identifies the 

following themes regarding the use of mentors: 

• Mentors offer guidance and advice. 

• Mentors offer practical assistance with aspects of one's career – as a guide, for 

example. 

• Mentors offer exposure to such activities, including new roles and opportunities for 

professional development. 

• In particular, mentors encourage the mentee to engage in further education 

professional development. 

• The mentee was aided in developing professional networks. 

• Mentors train or supply information/responses to a specific problem or issue on a 

particular topic. 

• Mentors contribute to the job's political facets. 

• Mentors help psychiatrists see the broader picture (p. 737). 

The impact of a college president’s working with stakeholders to develop a strong, 

focused vision was a theme that frequently emerged in the interviews. President #2 

summarised it as follows: 
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Leadership is having a strong vision of where you want to take an organization and, 

more importantly, having the people see themselves in it and agreeing and wanting to 

go there. Leadership, to a certain extent, can be your vision; but if you’re so far in 

front of everyone else, that vision tends to go off the rails because the people won’t 

follow; and without followership, you’re not going to have leadership. 

President #3 added: 

Presidents have to have multiple numbers of visions. You have an organization vision, 

but you also have a vision in terms of each department. Your vision includes the type 

of people you want working and attending your institution; another vision would be 

about how you work with your staff. You can visualize what will happen, and then 

you work to make it a reality by believing in people and having confidence in people 

to go forward, and my job is to remove barriers. 

The presidents were aligned on their role to ensure that they manage all resources 

efficiently, from hard assets to people management and development. This includes a robust 

human resources system that involves recruitment, hiring, and performance management 

systems and that fosters the professional development and advancement of all staff. President 

#1 contended that the president sets the tone within the institution: 

I would never ask anyone to do something that I wasn’t willing to do myself or didn’t 

believe was right for the institution. I think my philosophy is that you really do the 

challenge and support the people around you and support them to get where you are 

going. I believe a lot in engagement and in consultation. Where I have been able to do 

that well, I have succeeded; and where I haven’t, that’s when I have failed. So I think 

people are the reason we do these jobs, and people are the reason that we get some 

success, and so being able to co-create this strategy. But then I can be pretty 

determined about making sure we reach the outcome. So we use that kind of – I think 



129 

it’s the combination of the hard and soft skills for the job that I think has allowed me 

to be successful. 

All of the presidents stressed the importance of participating in HE conferences and 

supporting their system of peers. President #1 is the past chair of Colleges and Institutes 

Canada (CiCan), the national association that represents Canadian colleges, and both 

President #3 and President #2 are past board members of CiCan. President #3 and President 

#1 both participated in a senior staff professional development programme that CICan 

sponsored. 

The findings of this study are consistent with those of prior research studies with 

regard to the AACC (2005) leadership competencies (Duree, 2007; Hassan et al., 2010; 

Reille 2010; Ross, 2017; Trettel, 2011), in that the participants considered all six of the 

leadership competencies as crucial in preparing college leaders for success in their respective 

roles. The AACC advise of the expectation that emerging leaders will use the framework to 

measure their own development and preparation for upper-level leadership positions in the 

community by paying attention to the following principles: 

▪ Leadership can be taught and learned. While leadership can be built by individual 

ability and experience, leaders must be assisted by their comprehension of 

philosophy, principles, directed competence, practical information, and 

methodologies of learning. 

▪ Many people will lead the college in the community. Competencies are adjusted 

overall in view of the leadership level. 

▪ Efficient leadership consists of constructive management and vision. These skill sets 

are typically jointly developed. 

▪ Also, personal maturity and career maturity, as well as other growth processes, affect 

a lifelong learning lead process. 
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▪ The leadership divide can be tackled by different methods, including college-building, 

university and AACC council programmes, government structures programmes, 

residential institutes, mentoring and coaching, so they can retain existing leaders and 

create new leaders (p. 3). 

These studies focused predominantly on leadership capacities and capacity 

development in preparation for an appointment to the position of the college president, but in 

the context of this study, I examined the capacity to make current presidents more effective. I 

believe that the comparison is still relevant, and I will discuss it further later. 

4.10.3.  Qualities of Effective College Presidents 

Although all of the presidents agreed that the leadership competency framework of 

AACC (2005) was an effective tool, they indicated that it was a base platform for the position 

of the college president. They believed that the competency framework is an excellent tool 

for screening and recruiting new presidents or senior management in HE. The presidents also 

generally agreed on the skills gaps that they had identified early in their tenure as president. 

Their general feeling was that the AACC (2005) competency framework would be a helpful 

tool for new presidents to identify professional development requirements. 

4.10.4.  Emerging Challenges 

I invited the presidents to identify current and emerging challenges that they and their 

organizations face, largely focused on government relations, governance, funding, 

relationship-building with business and industry, the impact of globalization, and changing 

community expectations. 

Government relations. The college presidents had discrete strategies and designated 

staff to manage and monitor government advocacy activities, subject to specific 

requirements. However, they were clear in their belief that connections with government 

should occur via the president’s office, which includes the government-appointed board chair 



131 

as appropriate. Government is a broad category. The presidents advised that most colleges 

interact with municipal, provincial, and federal governments within Canada. A growing 

number of colleges have international sites and/or partnerships that require interactions with 

the Government of Canada and foreign governments and conforming to specific legislation 

and policies in all jurisdictions. 

Municipal governments are active partners with HE campuses. The municipal 

infrastructure supports students, faculty, and staff; this includes transportation and policing 

services. In the last decade, many municipalities faced their own growing fiscal challenges 

and desired to work with HE institutions more creatively. For example, they viewed it as a 

revenue stream to generate tax revenue (student housing), make their recreation facilities 

available to the larger community, or defray the maintenance costs of municipal 

infrastructure adjacent to campuses, such as roadways and streetlights. 

The federal government has worked closely with the college system to support the 

recruitment of international students (CICan, 2019; Global Affairs Canada, 2020) for many 

years. Additionally, the Government of Canada is the source of research dollars, which has 

been a growing expectation over the last decade (Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 

Council of Canada, 2019) but often comes with conditions that draw funds from college 

operations or require corporate partnerships. 

The provincial government has the largest influence on colleges, including in policy 

development, programme approvals, capital expansion and maintenance budgets, and board 

appointments and terminations. In recent years, some provincial governments have inserted 

themselves into areas that historically had been exclusively the domain of the boards. This 

has included the termination of college presidents with and without consultation with the 

board, insistence on and approval of the hiring of new presidents, and approval of contracts, 

terminations, and appointments of board members. 
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All presidents indicated that they had designated staff to manage relationships with 

various levels of government and that they had good organizational strategies in place to 

support the overall institutional objects. However, they all emphasized the need to be close to 

the files. Any file that involved work on significant policy activity or included an elected 

official almost certainly included the president. 

In the survey, a lack of experience with government relations was one of several areas 

in which the presidents believed, with the benefit of hindsight, that they could have had more 

experience when they were first appointed. 

Governance. Governance is important to all public institutions, but some nuances are 

unique to the Canadian college system. Canadian colleges are unicameral; that is, they do not 

have senates. All powers that involve academic programming or credentialing are ultimately 

the purview of the board. Most provinces mitigate this by mandating that colleges have an 

academic council that advises the board and that they make provisions for the faculty to 

recommend to the minister responsible for HE within each province (usually to a maximum 

of two) individuals for board appointment. 

The general belief was that a unicameral model is a strength of the college system 

compared to the bicameral model of a conventional university as a result of closer 

connections with industry (from board connections, advisory councils, the increasing 

customized training offered on corporate sites, and applied research projects with industry). 

Colleges are nimbler and can bring new programming online at a faster pace than universities 

can. The presidents all believed that appropriate academic oversight is available from 

academic councils and government quality councils. 

The presidents emphasized that strong relationships with their office and the board are 

crucial and require their attention. Board members do not generally have a strong affiliation 

with HE. They are government appointments, and, historically, board members have reflected 
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the communities in which graduates are expected to be employed. This corporate 

predisposition impacts the management of colleges and how the board evaluates the 

institution and senior college staff. (Dennison and Schuetze, 2004; Gallagher, 1995; Levin, 

2001). The presidents indicated that they spend, on average, more than 14% of their time 

annually supporting and working with the board. 

Building relationships with business and industry. Canadian colleges have their roots 

in workforce development, and that legacy continues to this day. All of the presidents spoke 

about partnerships with businesses in regard to aligning academic programming with the 

workforce. Most institutions report employment rates of graduates as either a marketing tool 

to potential students or a reporting mechanism to provincial governments. Each of the 

presidents confirmed that between 35% and 45% of new students had at least two years of 

post-secondary education before applying to their college. Several applicants had advanced 

degrees prior to applying. I was not able to find data to support those claims because the only 

source of consolidated data on HE in Canada is Statistics Canada, which records only the 

highest level of education, not the order in which students acquire credentials acquired. In 

Statistics Canada’s view, a university education is considered a higher level than a college 

education. 

Funding. Concerns about revenue and expense are straightforward and complicated 

at the same time. The largest sources of revenue for almost any Canadian college are 

government base-grant funding and tuition. Both are regulated, and it should be noted that 

provincial governments typically do not provide base funding for international students and 

consequently have permitted institutions to apply a different rate to international students. 

President #3 noted, “There is growing pushback from international students, and many 

international students have been aggressively lobbying provincial governments to remove this 

tuition differential”. 



134 

That leaves only two levers for college presidents: fundraising and entrepreneurial 

activities. Both require lead time, organizational culture, and skilled staff. Canadian 

universities have decades more experience in these areas and appears to be more successful 

than their college counterparts. Most presidents equated entrepreneurship with non-credit 

offerings, applied research, or international students. They lacked alignment on whether 

presidents as a group tend to be risk-averse or not. Even though the presidents declare 

research grants in “generated revenue” or entrepreneurship activity, they acknowledged that 

often they have to subsidize applied research activity from operations. They were prepared to 

do this because of the belief that, over time, it might create more philanthropic opportunities 

from partner corporations and improve the institutional brand, which in turn will help to 

attract top staff and students. 

The presidents generally agreed that working together as a system with CICan, the 

national association, was the one bright light as collaborative advocacy to gain acceptance of 

the college system for federal funding of research, which up to 2012 was exclusively in the 

university domain. 

President #1 noted that her peers “talk about how their role has become more external 

and more about fundraising and attracting international students. So it’s starting in that way 

to resemble what we think of as the university president’s role”. Both areas of activity have 

upfront investments, and both lag in return on investments. However, some colleges are 

established in this activity. President #1 successfully leveraged entrepreneurial activity; for 

example: 

We are working right now with Canada Goose on a large project. We created 

something we call our signature experience because we call everything signature right 

now. It’s a package of offerings we are putting together for industry, so that, for 

example, Canada Goose came to us about corporate training, mainly contract training. 
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We started to talk to them about our micro tech programme, which is our wearable 

technology centre. They were blown away! They didn’t know we had that. So it’s a 

bit of a package of offerings that we are putting together, and we are using that to try 

to up the ante in our relationship with the industry. 

President #2 did not comment, although he shared some of his frustrations with 

diversifying revenue streams: 

Everybody is obsessed, as we should be, with a sustainable financial model or fiscal 

model for us. We are no different from anyone else, although I think we are actually. 

In some sort of perversely proud way, we like to say that we are the least supported 

college system in the country as if that was some sort of boasting point. But I guess it 

means we are tough or something. So we’ve all got this heavy, heavy reliance on 

international revenue. We are all trying to figure how we diversify our revenue and 

absolutely the view in terms of – there’s diversifying revenue, and then there’s raising 

money from. So this is trying to figure out what is sustainable, repeatable, scalable 

revenue sources beyond full-time post-secondary and our traditional continued 

education. It’s easy to talk about contract training. It tends to be low margin and very, 

very competitive and brings in lots of non-traditional competitors, or at least our non-

typical competitors. So we end up competing against everybody and their uncle who 

thinks they could be training. So that’s tough. 

You’ve got to look at international in a broad, holistic way, including not 

forgetting that we are educational institutions and not widget makers or currency 

experts. So we are out there with the rest of the world, trying to figure how we can do 

more internationally that just doesn’t involve recruiting hundreds of students from 

country X or Y. That’s the principal sort of day-to-day kind of thing that keeps 

everybody up at night. 
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The college presidents agreed that having the right people to support the colleges is 

crucial to be successful, but they were all aware of the reputational risk if their colleges could 

not manage these activities. This concern for risk seemed to manifest in the presidents’ 

ensuring that they had some level of involvement in or understanding of these projects 

disproportional to the revenue expected. 

The presidents contended that succession planning and recruitment of the right people 

are increasing challenges. In addition to the demographic shifts within the workforce are 

growing opportunities for individuals whose career paths have historically been in HE. The 

trend seems to be that fewer senior administrators want to move into the president’s role, and 

fewer faculty members are interested in moving into supervisor roles. In the future, this trend 

might be further impacted by the increase in for-profit training businesses and the growing 

number of corporations that are developing their own internal training programmes. Further, 

the presidents stressed that colleges’ success (or lack thereof) in attracting and retaining high-

quality staff should be a key performance indicator for the college system. 

All presidents believed that a role for CICan in coordinating professional 

development programmes is to focus on upskilling college staff for their next roles. There 

currently are conference sessions and several four-day seminars, but they contended that this 

did not meet the mark. 

The impact of globalization. In general, enrolments in Canada are declining because 

of demographic shifts in the age cohort traditionally associated with HE, online delivery, and 

aggressive recruiting by international HE institutions. Canadian colleges have responded by 

aggressively recruiting international students for two reasons: (a) the market there and 

Canada has a strong reputation (CICan 2019); and (b) international students’ tuition is not 

regulated in the same way that domestic students’ tuition is; as a consequence, many 

Canadian HE institutions charge a premium of up to 10 times the domestic tuition for certain 
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in-demand programmes. President #1 had invested heavily in attracting international students 

and wanted “to maintain the leadership area we have in global citizenship and in leadership 

development in the institution, but I think we would like to be even better”. 

In response to the question about the extra costs associated with supporting 

international students, the college presidents generally believed that tuition premiums would 

cover the costs. All presidents acknowledged that international students require extra supports 

via tutoring, language supports, and accommodations for cultural or religious considerations 

that had not been historically the norm in Canadian colleges. 

The presidents understood the risk of being aligned with a strong international-student 

strategy. However, it is a fact of the current demographic shift that there are fewer students 

18 to 24 years old available and because when nearly 70% of the population in Canada has 

post-secondary experience, the domestic market might be inelastic. In 2015, the Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (CICan, 2019) predicted that the 

world’s population of international students would exceed 8 million by 2025, a projected 

growth rate of 60% in this 10-year period. Even with the current concerns regarding 

international travel, this should be a market worth heeding. 

Only President #3 had a discrete strategy to engage underrepresented populations: 

Indigenous and physically disabled students. 

Changing community expectations. Students and staff who growing expectations and 

needs that are typically not supported through government funding.  For example, secure and 

fast access to technology and the Internet, online programming, mental health supports, 

gender-neutral washrooms, and, specifically, structured spaces on campus to accommodate 

the multitude of faiths and cultures in Canada. Added to this is the increasing requirement to  

address  physical safety concerns and the growing interest in minimizing the environmental 

impacts of college life. The general public has been increasingly vocal about perceived 
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elitism in HE in Canada, sometimes led by the government (Graney 2018). Governments’ 

move to publish the compensation of all public employees has led to more questions about 

lucrative compensation and empty campuses for three months per year. All three presidents 

mentioned what is happening in Alberta as an example of concern on the horizon. At the time 

of the interviews, the provincial government had recently changed from a largely 

conservative government (Progressive Conservative Party) to a more socialist provincial 

government (New Democratic Party). This was the first change in government parties in 

more than 50 years. During the campaign, both parties were critical of public sector 

compensation and benefits, which seemed to resonate with the citizens. The new government, 

within weeks of the election, removed almost all of the 18 public HE board chairs and 

replaced them with individuals aligned with the political party; most were retired politicians. 

Following 15% reductions to HE compensation in Saskatchewan (Hill, 2017), the Alberta 

government announced its intent to legislate reductions in compensation and regulate 

presidential compensation for every public entity in the province (Government of Alberta, 

2017). This legislation effectively gave power to the minister to cancel all employment 

contracts with HE presidents. The wording of the legislation gave presidents two years’ 

notice of the compensation adjustment and prescribed a maximum compensation for HE 

presidents in Alberta. A provision in the legislation also precludes the presidents from taking 

any legal action against the provincial government or the boards because of reductions in 

compensation. The compensation of all of the presidents was reduced, some as much as 50%. 

Between April 2017 and December 2019, 16 of 18 HE presidents had either resigned or 

announced their intention to resign. It should be noted that at least seven presidents were over 

55 years of age. 

The presidents believed that the actions in Alberta were a general reflection of the 

evolution of the change that they saw within their communities. Whereas universities were 
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viewed as elitist and separate from the general community, and colleges were viewed as more 

aligned with workforce development, as colleges change by offering bachelor credentials and 

engaging in research, the differences become less clear. 

4.11. Follow-Up Interviews with Presidents 

Because of the three-year gap between the interviews and the completion of this 

study, I believed that, with the time gap and the impact of a global pandemic, follow-up 

interviews were warranted. The original informed consent was provided for follow-up 

interviews, and initially, all were agreeable. In the end, President #2 was not available for a 

follow-up interview. 

The presidents confirmed that their thoughts and observations about issues that the 

sector faces were largely similar three years on, with the following exceptions: 

• The presidents agreed that most colleges had taken steps to reduce costs by 

outsourcing most non-core services, such as custodial and hospitality services. 

• Earned revenue might have increased in importance. 

• Both reported an increase in the number of international students. 

• Both presidents believed that the biggest financial threat in the next 24 months would 

be the impact of the pandemic on international travel and the negative knock-on 

effect on international student enrolment. 

When I pressed the three presidents to expand on their thoughts about the COVID-19 

pandemic, their responses differed slightly. President #3 suggested that the disruption could 

mean online delivery in the fall and could take perhaps as long as 24 months for everything to 

settle down. She was waiting for direction from the health authority on the laboratory 

assignments or programmes with some level of student-to-student interaction that would be 

permitted. She was confident that her institution could accommodate any new guidelines 

brought forward. President #3 believed that online delivery met the students’ and faculty’s 
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requirements and that, for the most part, online timed exams worked well. They will consider 

experiences in the last two months of the winter semester as a pilot, review over the summer, 

and be better prepared in the fall if required to do so. She acknowledged that some financial 

hardship would likely exist with the reduced number of international students and likely 

reduced government financial support. President #3 also pointed out that her team was 

exploring scenarios that could include institutional mergers or consolidations. She advised me 

that that was confidential, and she had no plans to share those thoughts with the faculty or 

staff until “there was something definitive to share”. 

President #3 also confirmed that the college’s current plan was as follows: 

• Regular delivery: If public health directives permitted, all in-person classes would 

continue as usual in the fall semester. 

• Blended delivery: If public health restrictions were loosened but continued to limit 

the number of people who could congregate in one place, the college would offer 

courses in a combined way, with some courses online, and smaller courses and 

practical experiences (e.g., hands-on practicum, studio-based labs, clinical settings) 

in person. 

• Primarily online: If the public health directives required, and to ensure the health and 

safety of students and staff, the college would operate via the online learning 

experience for students. Work-experience practicums; clinical requirements; and 

laboratory, studio, and other applied learning experiences were to be offered in a 

timely and flexible manner to enable students to complete their programmes as 

quickly as possible. 

President #3 had recently retired, which was unrelated to any external factors. The 

termination date was in place in her contract, and she did not request another extension 

because she was 68 years old. Her employment contracts were for five-year terms. No 
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succession plan was in place, and the board had engaged a professional recruitment firm. Her 

successor was a vice-president academic (senior academic officer) from another college. 

President #1 contended that the fallout from the pandemic would mean a major 

change for her organization and likely the sector as a whole. She believed that at the time of 

the shelter-at-home order, her institution was better positioned because the 2009 H1N1 

pandemic had particularly impacted the college. A pandemic plan resulted from that 

experience, and within 24 hours, facility-cleaning and online-delivery protocols were in 

place. However, President #1 acknowledged that other responses would also need to be 

considered. She directed the engagement of an external consultant to review the college’s 

processes and best practices and to develop a plan for pandemic protocols for the fall. She 

also suggested that the college might need to radically change how the staff worked with 

international students. 

President #1 stressed that her transition into retirement was unrelated to the pandemic. 

Her transition plan included grooming a strong applicant from within the organization. The 

board still used an external search firm that conducted a fairly broad search, and at the end of 

the process, the board selected the internal candidate. President #1 felt that this met the need 

of the board to demonstrate strong governance and validate the internal candidate as the 

strongest candidate, which would ultimately position this person for success in that it was not 

a foregone conclusion and would confirm to internal and external stakeholders that they had 

made the best choice for the institution. 

4.12. Summary of Chapter 4 

Using grounded-theory methodology (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), in this chapter I 

presented the research findings from data collected in Phase 1: a national survey of Canadian 

college presidents that was modelled on the AACC (2005) Competency Framework. The 

survey instrument was reviewed and slightly modified to the Canadian perspective during 
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interviews and a focus group with recently retired Canadian college presidents. The survey 

tool was distributed electronically to current Canadian college presidents by CiCan. I 

reviewed their opinions of the leadership attributes/competencies required of successful 

college presidents. In Phase 2, I interviewed three presidents whose peers had recommended 

them as demonstrating outstanding leadership characteristics. Phase 2 included a summary of 

the presidents’ profiles, descriptions of successful presidential qualities and their personal 

leadership philosophy, and the identification of current and emerging challenges. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings 

5.1.  Organization of Chapter 5 

In this chapter, I present an overview of the study, review the findings in greater 

detail, compare those findings with the literature, review the strategies that were suggested by 

the presidents who were interviewed, and offer some additional context and considerations 

for these strategies. 

5.2.  Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative research was to use grounded-theory methodology to 

validate the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) competency framework 

as it related to Canadian college president’s leadership competencies and the strategies they 

employ to respond to the current and emerging issues that they and their institutions face. 

More specifically, in this study, I sought to do the following: (a) understand the leadership 

competencies, skills, and practices that Canadian college presidents require to be successful; 

(b) identify current and emerging issues that Canadian colleges face; and (c) identify the 

strategies that Canadian college presidents should employ to meet these challenges. 

Canada’s colleges play an important role in meeting the challenges of our changing 

society. They have a history of contributing to positive economic outcomes and improved 

quality of life and strengthen the fabric of our society(Buchbinder, 1993; Dennison and 

Schuetze, 2004). As higher education (HE) enables a knowledge-based economy to grow and 

thrive, the continued success of these organizations is of strategic national importance 

(Dennison and Gallagher, 1986; Gilbert Cette, Lecat and Ly-Marin, 2017). 

With the benefit of hindsight, we can see that Drucker (2003, p. 224) was startlingly 

accurate in his forecast for HE: 

Within the next decade, education will change more than it has changed since the 

modern school was created by the printed book over 300 years ago. An economy in 
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which knowledge is becoming the true capital and the premier wealth-producing 

resource makes new and stringent demands on the schools for educational 

performance and educational responsibility. A society dominated by knowledge 

workers makes an even newer - and even more stringent demand—for social 

performance and social responsibility. 

Although we need to acknowledge that sometimes bad leaders can get good results – 

in the shorter term (Andersen, 2006; Conger, 1990; Judge, Piccolo and Kosalka, 2009) – it is 

generally accepted that good leaders are integral to the success of most organizations. 

Colleges are no exception. The presidents I interviewed were strongly aligned in their belief 

that Canadian colleges are more nimble and better able to respond to opportunities and 

market changes than universities. This is supported by research that indicates colleges are 

more adaptable to change than universities and that the college president has a role to play as 

a driver of change (Benezet et al., 1981; Cohen, 1983; Hahn, 1995; Levin, 1995). 

Amey and Twombly (1992) observe that presidents’ appropriate leadership is the 

“key variable in determining whether the community college movement as a whole and 

individual colleges are able to engage in effective renewal or they will enter a period of 

decline” (p. 126). A later study (Amey, 2005b) explores how presidents developed their 

competence; specifically, “What do they learn about leadership along the way to their 

presidencies?” (p. 684). Cohen (1983) observes that college presidents need to be able to 

work from the inside out and back. Colleges require “leaders who can sustain consistent 

directions and articulate internal policies that match external realities” (p. xii). 

In a growing body of literature, researchers have reviewed the importance of the role 

of college presidents largely in an American context (American Association of Community 

Colleges [AACC], 2005, n.d.; Amey, 2005a; Amey and Twombly, 1992; Amey, 

VanDerLinden and Brown, 2002; Crittenden, 1997; Hassan et al., 2010; McFarlin, 1997; 
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McNair, 2010; Vaughan, 1982, 1986, 2000; Vaughan and Weisman, 1997, 1998, 2002, 2006; 

Vittetow, 2001). Substantially less research is available on presidential leadership in the 

Canadian college system. Nixon, (2002) Colleges and Institutes Canada (CICan, 2009) and 

Rosia (2006) have conducted research on Canadian college presidents and this study will 

contribute to the existing literature on Canadian colleges and their presidents. Through the 

use of grounded-theory methods (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), I (a) examined the views of 

Canadian college presidents on the leadership competencies required of effective college 

presidents; (b) specifically examined the perspectives of three Canadian college presidents 

whose peers nominated them as outstanding leaders; and (c) explored the influence of their 

leadership in identifying and responding to emerging issues that impact their institutions and 

the sector in general. I collected data from various perspectives to understand the important 

aspects of college presidents’ leadership with the expectation that other college presidents 

would use the results of this study to inform their leadership practices and to help them to 

respond to similar challenges. The intention of this study was to demonstrate the crucial role 

of presidents in the success of their colleges under escalating pressures from social and 

economic challenges. 

5.3.  Findings and Strategy Discussion 

5.3.1. It Is All About the People: Strategy 

The presidents were aligned in the view that the ability to attract effective staff 

significantly affects the success of any organization. All of the presidents had specific 

strategies to attract and retain staff that began with recruitment and onboarding and went 

beyond compensation. They all had internal recognition programmes, offered free or 

significantly reduced tuition for their own courses, communicated frequently, and celebrated 

successes. The presidents had weekly-blog types of internal communication to share “inside 

information”, profile staff members’ success, or post general interest items. All presidents 
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either had open office hours or were open to meeting with staff. The presidents particularly 

believed that they needed to be “visible in the hallways and cafeteria” and that the ability to 

respond strategically to an issue or concern that a college faces daily depends on having the 

right people in the correct roles within the college. They accomplished this by creating a 

strong vision for the organization, at the very top, and ensured that their staff understood and 

accepted it (Birnbaum, 1992; Collins, 2005; Drucker, 2001; Hockaday and Puyear, 2000; 

Kouzes and Posner, 2007; MacDonald, 2013; Rosia, 2006). Leslie and Fretwell (1996) 

suggest that colleges can effectively respond to external challenges only when they have “a 

well-understood mission and strategy in place” (p. 220). Senge (1990) acknowledges that 

leaders create a call to action by developing a shared vision that is more than a statement in a 

strategic or business plan: “A shared vision is not an idea. . . . It is, rather, a force in people’s 

hearts. . . . At its simplest level, a shared vision is an answer to the question What do we want 

to create?” (p. 14). 

The presidents all spoke about the importance of branding their institution as an 

education provider and an employer of choice. Several were active in national and regional 

programmes to recognize top employers. All used internal engagement surveys and 

communicated the results, both the positive and the unflattering observations. They all had 

some kind of internal employee recognition programme and offered free tuition on courses to 

full-time staff, with some restrictions on high-demand programmes or programmes that 

required full-time study. 

All of the presidents acknowledged that the demographic shifts and challenges of 

replacing college presidents were growing concerns in the system. President #1 and President 

#3 noted that they did not expect any of their senior staff to apply for the president position 

when they chose to retire. President #1 commented, “Lots of extra work and aggravation; 

very little extra pay”. None of the presidents indicated that their organizations had a plan for 
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their succession other than a condition within their employment contracts that required an 

extended notice of departure, between six and 12 months. Although President #1 believed 

that part of her role as a leader was to have a succession plan, her senior team members were 

currently all within five years of retirement, and she acknowledged that succession planning 

was part of her annual review with her board chair. The other two presidents had emergency 

plans articulated that would cover a short-term absence in the president position. 

Currently, Canada does not have certified programmes to develop senior leaders 

similar to those at several state organizations; at least 11 American universities offer doctoral 

credentials in college leadership (Amey, 2006). CICan (2018a) offers a four-day seminar for 

senior college staff who aspire to presidential appointments, but none of the presidents 

thought that it would be particularly effective. 

5.3.2. Competency Framework: Strategy 

Although all of the interviewed college presidents agreed that AACC’s (2005) 

leadership competency framework is an effective tool, they indicated that it is a base platform 

for the position of the college president. They considered the competency framework an 

excellent tool to screen and recruit new presidents or senior management in HE. 

Other secondary but important learnings can be gleaned from this study in connection 

with the use of the AACC’s (2005) competency framework. First, this study has, in a 

Canadian context at least, validated the AACC leadership framework as a frame of reference 

to assist individuals who aspire to college leadership or in the early phase of their presidential 

careers to enhance their leadership competency and maximize their effectiveness in the 

current positions. Additionally, this leadership framework can be a useful tool for boards and 

search committees as they go-to-market to seek new presidents for their respective 

institutions. 
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An unexpected outcome was the independent observations of all of the presidents 

interviewed was that the AACC’s (2005) leadership framework, was most effective as a 

development tool for recently appointed presidents or as a recruitment tool for new 

presidents. The three presidents acknowledged that, as seasoned, long-term presidents in 

complex colleges, they hold themselves to higher standards and that the AACC leadership 

framework could be modified from an evaluation tool to a recruiting tool, to identify areas of 

required strength or development, for applicants interested in more senior presidents or for 

positions in larger, more complex college environments. 

Five key leadership themes emerged from the presidents’ descriptions of their 

behaviours and traits with regard to addressing current and emerging challenges.  

Effective presidents describe themselves as follows: 

• Externally focused: Effective presidents are leaders who can engage externally. Their 

insight into and understanding of evolving circumstances might not be obvious otherwise. 

These presidents established relationships that enhanced their ability to respond to or take 

advantage of emerging opportunities. 

• Values oriented: Effective presidents model behaviour that creates an environment of 

trust and transparency. They make an effort to recruit and support faculty and staff who 

have similar values and exude this value. These presidents created environments in which 

they gave individuals the autonomy they required to make decisions and to respond 

appropriately to institutional risk tolerances. Presidents are accountable and, ultimately, 

the “keepers of the vision”. 

• Entrepreneurially inclined: Effective presidents create a culture that encourages staff to 

safely challenge the status quo. They encourage entrepreneurial behaviour and nurture or 

promote others in the organization who demonstrate the leadership capacity to take 

advantage of opportunities and understand the organization’s risk tolerances. 
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• Exceptional leadership: Effective presidents are experienced leaders who have a high 

desire to compete. Being good is not acceptable. They need to demonstrate and expect 

high quality in attaining goals and objectives. 

• Comfortable with ambiguity: Effective presidents are expected to plan and embrace 

metrics but cannot be rigid. Plans, policy, politics, and market opportunities are fluid, and 

presidents need to be nimble to be able to adjust priorities while understanding the 

consequences of taking or not taking a specific action(s). 

The presidents indicated that these presidential attributes are not exclusively confined 

to the president’s office but could be and are likely evident within their teams if they have 

recruited appropriately. The presidents agreed to share this information internally for the 

recruitment of senior staff. They had no suggestions on how to make this modified leadership 

framework available to the Canadian system or how to share the AACC (2005) framework 

with the larger Canadian system. 

In the United States (U.S.), the large size of the college sector creates economies of 

scale not available in Canada. Several organizations (such as AACC and Aspen Institute) 

support “grow your own leaders” initiatives with distinct multi-year part-time programmes to 

groom college presidents (Aspen Institute, 2016; Duree, 2007; Duree and Ebbers, 2012; 

Hassan et al., 2010; Weisman and Vaughan, 2006). These options are not currently available 

in Canada. I suggest that this may be an area for further study for either CiCan or another 

Canadian HE institution that currently offers doctoral credentials in HE to pursue. 

5.3.3. Emerging Challenges and Strategies 

As I mentioned previously, I invited the presidents to identify current and emerging 

challenges that they and their organizations face, largely focused on government relations, 

governance, funding, relationship-building with business and industry, the impact of 

globalization, and changing community expectations. 
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Government relations. The college presidents confirmed that they used discrete 

strategies and had designated staff to manage and monitor government advocacy activities 

and to ensure that they and the institutions conformed to legislative requirements. However, 

the presidents believed that they needed to take a lead role in most advocacy efforts and that 

they would predominantly advocate on behalf of only their own specific institutions. They 

were clear in their belief that connections with government should occur via the president’s 

office, which includes the government-appointed board chair as appropriate. This is an area 

in which presidential practices seem to be in conflict in the literature. The literature suggested 

that HE presidents traditionally do not have a good understanding of the structure and 

working function of government and, consequently, are not usually effective at government 

relations (Constantinou, 2010; Cook, 1998). Constantinou (2010) and others (Dewey, 1998; 

Key, 1993) explain that HE presidents see government relations in the form of politics or 

“who you know”, which is overly simplistic and, more often than not, counter-productive 

(Malloy, 1999; Richardson, 2000). Successful government relations means engaging at 

various levels of bureaucracy and understanding and respecting policy considerations 

(Constantinou, 2010). Government is a broad category. Most Canadian colleges interact with 

municipal, provincial, and federal governments. Additionally, a growing number of colleges 

have international sites and/or partnerships that require interactions between the Government 

of Canada and foreign governments, as well as the need to conform to specific legislation and 

policies in all jurisdictions, and it is not practical or effective to have the president engaged at 

all levels. Much of the real work is done at the policy bureaucratic level well before decisions 

can be made; further, a college might alienate the government if it is perceived as 

circumventing the bureaucratic process (Constantinou, 2010). 

It is worth noting that most of the literature is U.S.-based, with history and established 

professional-lobbies sector (Cook, 1998). I believe that the real answer in the Canadian 
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experience is somewhat more nuanced. Clearly, the president is the face of the institution and 

is expected to be involved in key meetings and dialogues. In practice, it makes sense for 

senior staff to work with senior bureaucrats to avoid appearing to do an “end-run’ around 

senior bureaucrats and risking the alienation of the bureaucratic structure (Cooke, 1998). This 

would also help to create an environment for informal information sharing, whereas meetings 

with college presidents and ministers or deputy ministers are more likely not viewed as 

informal. Similarly, a typical bureaucratic structure is very stratified, and if the president 

regularly meets with department managers, they are less likely to spend quality time with 

ministers or deputy ministers. Ultimately, bureaucrats have to deliver on policy, and they 

create the briefing notes and advise on courses of action for governments. 

I was not able to evaluate the presidents’ effectiveness with regard to government 

relations, and these particular presidents’ backgrounds varied from a past bureaucrat to the 

chair of the board of the national association. On the surface, all three presidents had 

successfully received funding from provincial and federal governments for capital expansion 

projects. 

Of interest, even though the presidents downplayed the role of designated staff to 

support government relations, a review of an organization structure for these institutions and 

of online biographies indicated that government-relations staff are part of the management 

structure, report up through a member of the executive staff, and have extensive experience in 

government relations or in working for the government. It was unclear to me whether the 

presidents believed that they were the default government-relations person, wanted to project 

that image, or, whether, as a result of the lobby legislation that impacts Canadian colleges, 

presidents by default identify themselves as the chief contact for everything related to 

government relations. In Canada, all public or private organizations that regularly interact 

with elected or senior government bureaucratic offices are required to register with the Office 
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of the Commissioner of Lobbying. Quarterly reports are filed indicating which government 

officials they met and the subject of the meeting (Office of the Commissioner of Lobbying of 

Canada, 2008). The reports do not include meetings at special events where elected 

individuals represent the government in some capacity. 

None of the presidents believed that conforming to the lobby rules was a limitation on 

working with the government; in many ways, they found it helpful to ensure that all parties 

(other HE institutions and special-interest groups) conformed to the same rules. Additionally, 

the presidents described plans to invite elected individuals to events that profile students or to 

openings of new spaces on campus. They noted that many HE institutions regularly provide 

information packages to provincial and federal elected representatives who have constituents 

who either reside in the same jurisdiction as the college or who may attend the respective 

institution. This is done so those elected representatives understand the college as a resource 

in the region or can pass on information to their constituent electorate if they contact their 

offices directly. 

The presidents also confirmed strategies to meet with the government to influence 

government policy and review policy objectives relevant to HE, and to produce briefing 

documents for government consideration and reporting. The presidents commented that 

Ontario has worked well with the provincial association but that, based on conversations with 

their peers, this was not the same experience in other provinces. 

All of the presidents acknowledged the effectiveness of the national association, 

CICan, in working with the Government of Canada on behalf of the college system to 

facilitate applied research funding and streamline and fund processes to enable international 

students to travel to Canada (CICan, 2019). The results are very impressive. In 2018, more 

than 122,000 international students attended colleges in Canada, which was an increase of 

104% in five years (Global Affairs Canada, 2020). Currently, pan-Canadian initiatives are 
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focused on national conferences, international activity, including student recruitment, and 

accessing federal funding sources for research. Opportunities to expand the role of CICan, 

even if it is restricted to clusters of provinces or regions, might be an area for further inquiry. 

All of the presidents believed that they and their institutions had good to fair working 

relationships with other colleges in their provinces. Their feelings about working 

collaboratively with universities in their respective provinces were mixed. None of the 

presidents was able to cite an example of collaborating with other institutions to develop a 

common strategy with the provincial governments. Each province’s provincial college 

association received mixed reviews on their effectiveness, except for Colleges Ontario: 

President #1 considered the organization effective at sharing what was occurring in the 

province and working as a convener of information for the provincial government. This 

helped ensure that all colleges had the same information and reduced the workload for the 

colleges in reporting individually to the government. 

Governance and strategies. Governance is important to all public institutions. As I 

mentioned in the previous chapter, the Canadian college system is unique in that colleges are 

unicameral; that is, they do not have senates. All powers that involve academic programming 

or credentialing are ultimately the purview of the board. Most provinces mitigate this by 

mandating that colleges have an academic council that advises them through the president’s 

office, and the government has legislated the appointment of faculty (recommended by the 

faculty membership) to the minister for the appointment and student representatives 

(recommended by the student association) to the minister for the appointment. 

The general belief was that a unicameral model is a strength of the college system 

compared to the bicameral model of a conventional university; as a result, colleges can 

respond to market conditions faster. I will explore this further in the funding section of this 

chapter. 
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The governance accountability within a Canadian college is as follows: The 

institution is ultimately accountable to the president, who reports to the board of directors 

through the chair of the board, who reports to the minister, and the minister appoints the chair 

(Alberta Advanced Education and Technology, 2019; Government of Ontario, 2000). 

Board members are appointed for a fixed term (between three and six years, 

depending on the province) and have the option to renew for a maximum of three terms. 

Board members are assigned to one of several committees that are usually identified in the 

bylaws as finance or audit committee, academic committee, and external relations. The board 

chair position is identified and defined in legislation. All provinces have legislation with 

regard to the appointment of board members and composition of the board, including faculty 

representation (usually two) and student representation (usually two), and they might or 

might not have an unionized nonfaculty staff representative. Academic councils are described 

in legislation and are advisory committees to the board, and usually, at least one board 

member is required to be part of the academic committee.  

The presidents emphasized that strong relationships with their offices and boards are 

crucial and require their attention. It is not uncommon for board members not to have a 

strong affiliation with or an understanding of HE. They are government appointments, and, 

historically, board members have reflected the communities in which graduates are expected 

to be employed. This corporate predisposition impacts the management of colleges and how 

boards evaluate the institutions and senior college staff (Dennison and Schuetze, 2004; 

Gallagher, 1995; Levin, 2001). The risk of this kind of governance structure is that board 

members, or, specifically, the chair of the board, might have an undisclosed mandate from the 

government. Therefore, the focus on the board is understandable. The presidents reported that 

they spend, on average, more than 14% of their time annually supporting and working with 
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the board. All of the presidents made it a practice to “keep an eye out” for potential board 

members and actively recommended new candidates for appointment. 

It was clear that the presidents considered the bulk of the responsibility of working 

with the board chair the role of the president. They explained that each member of the 

executive committee was matched with a board member either to support the board member 

for committee work or to ensure that they were supported at events that required a board 

presence. The presidents had a “list” of potential board members whom they cultivated in 

anticipation of new appointments. They identified the desirable attributes of board members 

as having senior corporate experience, being aligned with an industry that employs graduates 

and having the ability to influence government and generate donations. The literature 

supported the concept that most board members are also expected to be donors (Bok, 2003; 

Pettey, 2008; Tempel, 2002; Turner, 2008). 

In addition to spending a large portion of time, in fact, the largest discrete allocation 

of time as identified by survey participants, supporting the board governance and describing 

specific strategies to support board members engage with the institution, all presidents 

indicated that they had a history of good relationships with their board chairs. While that 

may, in fact, be true, all the presidents interviewed were not willing to include their 

respective board chairs in this study. Suggesting perhaps some sense of vulnerability and 

potentially an area of future research.  

Relationship-building with business and industry. Canadian colleges have their 

roots in workforce development, and that legacy continues. All of the presidents spoke about 

the need for partnerships with businesses to align academic programming with the demands 

of the workforce, which the literature supports (Nixon, 2003; Vaughan, 2000; Weissman and 

Vaughan, 2006). Most colleges have what is often referred to as programme advisory 

committees (PAC). Ontario and Alberta (Government of Alberta, 2003; Government of 
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Alberta, 2007; Government of Ontario, 2000) have these committees included in the 

provincial legislation that governs colleges and technical institutes. Most institutions report 

employment rates of graduates as either a marketing tool to potential students or a reporting 

mechanism to provincial governments. 

One of the strongest stakeholder connections that colleges have is with industry. Their 

relationship with business and industry has been in place from the inception of the college 

model and colleges continue to meet provincial and federal workforce development needs 

(Miner, 2010). Connections with industry help college system employees to know the types 

of jobs that the industry expects to be in demand in the near future and to create programmes 

to meet that demand. Creating a more skilled workforce that meets employer demands and 

which are aligned with federal government policy will ultimately increase tax revenue and 

drive local and regional economies (Milner, 2010). Helping to meet government policy is an 

important strategy in supporting government relations and advocacy outcomes. 

All of the presidents spoke about using board members, current as well as past, and 

alumni to leverage connections to business and industry. They all reported having an 

“industry day” or career fair on campus once or twice a year. The purpose was mainly to 

profile potential employers for students, but it was also a way to engage with corporations to 

help them to understand the value of working with colleges. The presidents believed that this 

was common across the whole system. 

It was the opinion of the presidents that the most effective engagement strategy was 

also a market differentiator of colleges in the Canadian HE system. Most provincial 

legislation makes it clear that workforce development and the continuing relevance of 

programmes to support industry were primary mandates. All colleges, according to the 

presidents, have PACs that are populated with representatives of organizations that hire 

graduates and are charged with reviewing curriculum, programme outcomes, and objectives 
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for relevance to their respective industries. PACs are empowered to recommend curriculum 

changes, programme outcomes, equipment (if any) for use in laboratories, screening criteria 

for acceptance into specific programmes, and targeted graduation numbers. They pass these 

reports to academic councils for review and discussion; the recommendations, if any, are 

forwarded to the board for discussion. 

These PACs create a unique relationship between colleges and industry that keeps 

programming relevant and often provide access to corporations with regard to philanthropy. 

Funding strategies. Concerns about revenue and expense are straightforward and 

complicated at the same time. The largest source of revenue for almost any Canadian college 

is base government funding and tuition. Government funding has been declining over the 

years while some jurisdictions have placed limits on tuition increases. The literature is clear 

that the tolerance for ongoing tuition increases is very limited (Couvrette, 2012; Johnstone, 

2003; Kelderman, 2011; MacKenzie and Rosenfeld, 2002; Pound, 2003; Shepard, 2013; 

Simons and Chabris, 2012). It is worth noting that provincial governments typically do not 

provide base funding for international students, which was seen as a justification for the 

different rates for international students. 

As I discussed previously, that leaves only two levers for college presidents: 

fundraising and entrepreneurial activities. Both require lead time, organizational culture, 

creative thinking, and skilled staff. Canadian university philanthropic giving programmes are 

generally more mature with a history of alumni engagement that is not present in the college 

system. This is exacerbated by the fact that a large number of college graduates transfer to the 

university system to complete degrees. At university, they are exposed to the concept of 

alumni engagement near the end of their academic career, which may be one reason for the 

greater success with university alumni giving programmes when compared to their college 

counterparts (Council for the Advancement and Support of Education, 2013). 
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Entrepreneurial activities and strategies. The presidents continued to equate 

entrepreneurship with non-credit offerings, applied research, or international students. These 

observations were consistent through interviews with all presidents. 

Entrepreneurship behaviours are not without their critics. Slaughter and Leslie (1997) 

first identify academic capitalism, with a focus primarily on the marketization of research, 

they note the potential to pre-empt the mission of HE. Other researchers have voiced similar 

concerns (Bok, 2003; Bok, 2006; Breneman, 1993; Buchbinder and Howard, 1990). Jesso 

(2018) suggests that responding to pressures to generate income has given traditional HE 

funders an opportunity to further withdraw funding. Other researchers have offered similar, if 

potentially less pointed, concerns regarding the belief that, in an effort to support student 

enrolment, HE has created a culture of students as customers (Searcy, 2017), which is offside 

with the mission for HE. Searcy (2017) further states that students are consumers, not 

customers: HE “was created to produce an informed citizenry for a democratic society; 

students are clearly the consumer” (p. 1). 

As in most business undertakings, there is the concept of risk versus reward in 

seeking a return on investment. Although the presidents interviewed are comfortable with 

risk, they are equally clear that they would be uncomfortable with financial losses and 

potential negative impacts that would damage their own and/or their institutions’ reputations. 

(Kezar, 2001) notes that “a culture of risk needs to develop in which people can feel 

comfortable making different choices than they made in the past and failure is not penalized” 

(p. 121). Bogg (2005) states, “The most important thing that college presidents and trustees 

can do is to develop and nurture a culture that rewards risk and innovation while allowing for 

failure” (p. v). 

The presidents interviewed reported that they all had non-credit offerings in two 

streams: lifelong learning and special interest. They described lifelong learning as involving 



159 

skill upgrading, for example, learning new software or taking project-management or 

accounting courses to help people to become more effective in their work. There was, in the 

presidents’ opinions, a growing interest in mid-career transitioning and they all had plans to 

expand. When more people become unemployed or underemployed, governments have less 

income and often explore cutting HE and deferring infrastructure projects. However, a large 

number of the unemployed tend to turn to HE for upgrading skills to support their transition 

into another industry. Short-term programming focused on technical education is typically in 

demand, and colleges are well-positioned to meet that demand. This was demonstrated during 

a significant downturn in the Western Canadian energy sector when one college was able to 

create reskilling programmes for the unemployed and worked with large employers to train 

staff on their premises (Feltham, G. 2017, personal communication, 11 January). 

Additionally, the scope of the current COVID-19 pandemic means that a large 

number of people are able to use technology to work from home. These individuals might be 

open to taking short continuing-education courses for improved productivity, and employers 

might require more technical staff to move to a more online format. 

They also expressed plans to engage corporate stakeholders about offering specific 

programmes on company premises or online to meet the corporate training objects. There 

were conversations about co-branding the training with the company, but no examples were 

offered.  

Special interest continuing education courses were described by one president as a 

hobbyist activity, like welding or cooking. All had plans to expand these programmes also as 

they have observed retirees were a growing segment in their communities, and they had the 

interest and financial capacity to take these courses. 

Philanthropy during a recession. All predictors point to a world-wide recession as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic (C D Howe Institute Business Cycle Council, 2020). 
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Although there are many unknowns, including how long the pandemic will last and scope and 

the severity of the economic impacts, we can draw on some trends and experiences from 

previous global crises, including SARS, H1N1, and the 9/11 terrorist attacks, for an 

understanding of the recessions they created and the subsequent impact on HE and the 

college sector specifically (St. Amour, 2020). In these cases, the economy recovered and 

possibly created opportunities for HE institutions if they were able to respond quickly to the 

market. 

Leveraging relationships with industry involves two areas of focus that are uniquely 

suited to colleges. First, as larger employers attempt to reduce expenses, colleges can position 

themselves to be the outsourced agencies for internal staff training. Colleges have teaching 

space available and experience in designing and evaluating curriculum. This will require 

some adjustment to the staffing structure and compensation. 

The second area of advantage for colleges with strong engagement strategies with 

corporate stakeholders is in regard to corporate philanthropy (Drezner, 2010). For example, 

the potential advantage to the college sector is in approaching industry stakeholders for 

support beyond the traditional philanthropic solicitation of cash. If planned appropriately, 

colleges can  solicit donations of corporate inventory or other assets or consumables that they 

can use in the delivery of programming, especially in vocational or laboratory-based 

programmes. 

The college presidents interviewed were committed to staying connected with alumni, 

and other people who had either previously supported their institutions financially or whom 

they believed had the potential to be donors. As populations age, their philanthropic 

investment strategies change to the disposition of assets or testamentary donations from 

estates. The presidents understood that this type of philanthropic activity might not pay 

dividends for years or decades and that taking a balanced approach to fundraise in the short 
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and long term is important (Burnett and Wood, 1988; Masterson, 2009; Maxwell, 2003; 

Sargeant, 1999; Tempel, 2002; Turner, 2008). 

The impact of globalization.  

International students have a significant impact on HE institutions. In 2018, 

international students in Canada spent approximately $21.6 billion on tuition, 

accommodation, and other expenses and were directly or indirectly responsible for 170,000 

Canadian jobs (Global Affairs Canada, 2020). Additionally, this same Global Affairs Canada 

(2020, p. 5) report outlined the commitment of the federal policy to encourage international 

students and ensure preferential immigration practices: 

Advances in technology are changing the nature of work, requiring new knowledge 

and specific competencies including creativity, flexibility and adaptability, along with 

communication, problem-solving and intercultural skills. Intercultural competencies 

and knowledge of other societies are particularly important for trade-based economies 

such as Canada’s. The new strategy will target the countries, programmes and skills 

needed to drive innovation, improve Canada’s competitiveness and foster sustainable 

economic growth. 

Canada finds itself at the confluence of two significant trends: an ageing population 

base and an emerging knowledge economy (Miner, 2010). Domestic enrolments in Canada 

are declining because of demographic shifts in the age cohort traditionally associated with 

HE (Statistics Canada, 2016). Canadian colleges have responded by aggressively recruiting 

international students for three primary reasons: (a) market demand: Canada is a destination 

of choice for international students (CICan 2019); (b) this is a fairly straightforward strategy 

to increase enrolment pressures; and (c) the Government of Canada actively supports 

international recruitment and study-abroad activities (Global Affairs Canada, 2020; Miner, 

2010). 
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The population of Canada is ageing, and the proportion of the population in the prime 

working years, 15 to 64, is expecting a significant decline (Dugan and Robidoux, 1999; 

George, Shirley, Ravie and Shin, 2001; Miner, 2010; Peters, 2004). The projected shortfall of 

available workers in this age cohort, depending on population growth rates, is forecasted to 

be between 1.4 million and 3.9 million people by 2031 (Miner, 2010). Miner (2010) 

“concluded that by 2031 we would need 77% of our workforce to have post-secondary 

credentials (apprenticeship, university, college, industry, professional). Overall, we now 

stand at about 60%, with our younger population (25 to 34 years of age) at just over 66%” 

(p. 1). 

Canada is, therefore, in the position of needing both a larger workforce and an 

increased level of skills for its future workforce. To address this challenge, the Government 

of Canada coordinated with three ministries (International Trade, Employment and 

Workforce Development, and, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship) to create the 

International Education Strategy (2019-2024; Carr, 2020). 

The federal government included a specific section in the 2019 budget to support this 

strategy, including $147.9 million over five years, followed by $8 million per year of ongoing 

funding for key objectives of the strategy(Government of Canada, 2019). The key objectives 

are as follows: 

▪ Encouraging students to acquire new skills in important global markets, especially 

Asia, through study and work abroad opportunities. 

▪ Expand Canada's qualified workers. 

▪ Diversifying countries, areas, study levels, and study positions within Canada from 

which foreign students come to Canada. 

▪ Increase funding for the growth of export programmes by Canadian education 

institutions and seek new opportunities abroad. 
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This federal-government policy decision is unique in that none of the funds flows 

through the provincial governments, as had been the practice previously. The position of the 

federal government was that the mandate for immigration fell to the federal government. 

The presidents understood the strategic risk of aligning with a strong international 

student strategy, especially at this time with the unknowns regarding international mobility. 

This is somewhat mitigated by the fact that the federal government views skilled immigration 

as a critical requirement in the future and has created the policy to support international 

students’ coming to Canada. Canada has historically been a country of choice for 

international students (Butler, 2020; EMSI, 2016). In the last five years, international student 

numbers have more than doubled to over 150,000, approximately 18% of the total college 

student enrolment in 2018 (CICan 2019). 

Pre-pandemic, the largest risk that the presidents identified was that by 2018 more 

than 50% of all international students who were studying in Canada had come from two 

countries, India and China. The presidents had begun to work on strategies to diversify the 

source countries; however, they were comfortable with a heavier weighting from a small 

number of countries in that they believed that if large clusters of international students came 

from the same geopolitical background, it was more efficient to support them once they 

arrived on campus. 

The presidents agreed, and they had been in dialogue with their peers, that although 

we might not be in a position to identify the impact of the current COVID-19 pandemic 

definitively, they had to be prepared because the HE system in Canada and abroad will likely 

need to evolve for HE to continue to have a similar impact on society on in the future. In the 

presidents’ opinions, colleges that rely heavily on international student enrolment face 

increasing financial challenges. 
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The immediate challenge in addressing COVID-19 required HE institutions to 

suspend on-campus face-to-face teaching and transition to an online format. The presidents 

were pleased that they were able to accommodate this in the short term and are working on 

strategies and business processes to accommodate the September intake. Planning is 

underway to address the challenges associated with vocational and laboratory or technical 

training unsuitable for online delivery as they redesign programme delivery that includes 

social distancing, sanitizing equipment and personal protection equipment for students, 

faculty, and staff. 

During the second interview, President #1 explained that she had previously worked 

with CICan to lobby the federal government to adopt policies to streamline international 

students’ access to Canada. The presidents continued to believe that this is a viable strategy 

and that it will be important to engage with the federal government as a stakeholder in 

globalization strategies, given the federal government’s commitment to supporting future 

Canadian workforce expansion via the immigration of a skilled workforce. The presidents’ 

interim strategies included planning for federal government engagement once the initial press 

of the COVID-19 pandemic has passed. 

Changing community expectations. Increased expectations of transparency and 

accountability seem to be the norm now (Deem and Brehone, 2005; Hazelkorn, Coates and 

McCormick, 2018; Vidovich, 2017). 

Even though public funding is being constrained, there is an expectation to expand 

access. The presidents have strategies in place to target underrepresented populations, 

including indigenous and disable populations. They acknowledge this could lead to other 

challenges in that these population groups are traditionally harder to serve and may require 

additional academic, social, and financial supports that will further impact constrained 

budgets (Hockaday and Puyear, 2000; MacDonald, 2013; Perry and Rosin, 2010). 
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Students and staff expect to have access to services that have real costs to the 

institution but are not typically funded through government grants or student tuition (Searcy, 

2017). For example, secure and fast access to technology and the Internet, online access to 

curriculum supports (optimized for computer, laptop, tablet, and phones seamlessly), 

programming, mental health supports, gender-neutral washrooms, and, specifically, 

structured spaces on campus to accommodate the multitude of faiths and cultures in Canada. 

Added to this is the requirement to pay increasing attention to physical safety concerns, 

protection from online data intrusions, and the growing interest in minimizing the 

environmental impacts of college life. 

The general public has been increasingly vocal about perceived elitism in HE in 

Canada, which the government sometimes leads (Graney, 2018). Complicating governments’ 

move to publish the compensation of all public employees has led to more questions about 

lucrative compensation and empty campuses for three months per year (Government of 

Alberta, 2017; P. LeClaire, 2018, personal conversation, 18 October). 

5.4.  Summary of Chapter Five 

In this chapter, I have outlined the data that I collected on the leadership practices of 

Canadian college presidents and the emerging issues that they face. I linked these findings to 

the literature and offered some context and discussion for consideration The COVID-19 

pandemic continued to be active while I completed the study, and the final impacts will not 

be known for some time yet. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

6.1.  Organization of Chapter 6 

This chapter reflects on the overall outcome of the study and addresses whether the 

findings have answered the research questions. There are also considerations of the wider 

implications of the results, their contributions to the literature, and potential directions for 

future research. 

6.2.  President Leadership Competencies 

The utilization of a competency framework to evaluate college presidents’ 

effectiveness is generally well accepted in the United States (U.S.) college environment, 

specifically the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) (2005) framework 

(Amey, 2005; Amey et al., 2002; Amey and Twombly, 1992; Crittenden, 1997; Hassan et al., 

2010; McFarlin, 1997; McNair, 2010; Vaughan, 1982, 1986, 2000; Vaughan and Weisman, 

1998; 1986; Vittetow, 2001; Weisman and Vaughan, 2006). There is no documented research 

in Canada regarding the AACC model or any system-wide evaluation of college presidents 

and their effectiveness in their role of president. 

The interview participants, who were long-serving presidents and whose peers 

identified them as having demonstrated superior leadership skills, accepted the AACC (2005) 

framework with a caveat: that the tool is perhaps better suited as a recruitment or an 

evaluation tool for individuals early in the careers as college presidents. The presidents 

offered several suggestions to make it more suitable, in their opinion, to the Canadian 

context. The largest difference was the reference to ambiguity, which reflected their 

experiences in working at the crossroads of government policy, which can change 

significantly, and the need to be responsive to business and industry demands, which can 

change direction or focus, subject to economic conditions. The nature of higher education 

(HE) is that there is often significant lag time and cost associated with curriculum 
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development, student intake and faculty deployment. It is interesting to note that a reference 

for a tolerance or comfort with working in an ambiguous environment did not feature 

prominently in the literature and was not referenced in the AACC (2005) competency 

framework. 

Five key leadership themes emerged from the presidents’ descriptions of their 

behaviours and traits with regard to addressing current and emerging challenges (Figure 13). 

Effective presidents describe themselves as follows: 

 

 

Figure 14. Five key leadership themes. 

 

• Externally focused: Effective presidents are leaders who can engage externally. Their 

insight into and understanding of evolving circumstances might not be obvious otherwise. 

These presidents established relationships that enhanced their ability to respond to or take 

advantage of emerging opportunities. 

• Values oriented: Effective presidents model behaviour that creates an environment of 

trust and transparency. They make an effort to recruit and support faculty and staff who 
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have similar values and exude this value. These presidents created environments in which 

they gave individuals the autonomy they required to make decisions and to respond 

appropriately to institutional risk tolerances. Presidents are accountable and, ultimately, 

the “keepers of the vision”. 

• Entrepreneurially inclined: Effective presidents create a culture that encourages staff to 

safely challenge the status quo. They encourage entrepreneurial behaviour and nurture or 

promote others in the organization who demonstrate the leadership capacity to take 

advantage of opportunities and understand the organization’s risk tolerances. 

• Exceptional leadership: Effective presidents are experienced leaders who have a high 

desire to compete. Being good is not acceptable. They need to demonstrate and expect 

high quality in attaining goals and objectives. 

• Comfortable with ambiguity: Effective presidents are expected to plan and embrace 

metrics but cannot be rigid. Plans, policy, politics, and, market opportunities are fluid, 

and presidents need to be nimble to be able to adjust priorities while understanding the 

consequences of taking or not taking a specific action(s).  

The presidents recommended that the framework reflect that no particular competency 

is more important than another but that they need to utilize them as circumstances develop or 

present themselves. Additionally, more than one competency can come into play 

simultaneously, again subject to the circumstances. Representation in a circular format for 

discretion purposes seems appropriate. A challenge is the need to find an effective method to 

distribute the framework that permits system-wide access, utilization, and debate on its 

merits. 

Recruitment of college presidents is the mandate of the board, and direction or input 

from a provincial or national body is not welcomed  Amyot, D., 2018, personal conversation, 

14 June; Leclaire, P., 2018, personal conversation, 18 October). In contrast, the college 
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system in the U.S. is much more extensive and entrenched, so that it is not unexpected that 

the development of college presidents is more integrated. In the U.S., each state is responsible 

for HE, but organizations beyond AACC work across state boundaries and position 

themselves to be involved in coordinating HE policy across all states. The previously 

mentioned National Governors Association, Aspen Institute, and Lumina Foundation all 

regularly present policy documents or, in the case of Aspen Institute, have a national award 

for the most effective colleges and their leaders. Over 20 universities in the U.S. offer 

doctoral-level credentials with a specialization in senior college administration (US News, 

2020). 

The AACC (2005) framework has gained traction, with some modification, for use as 

a recruitment and development tool for executive-level college leaders in the U.S. (Hassan 

et al., 2010). A similar opportunity might be available in Canada in a distance-delivery model 

through a Canadian university. 

Another challenge of these leadership frameworks is trying to align them with a 

common understanding of what effectiveness is within HE. The literature seems to be left 

largely to interpretation (Massy, 2011). In the university context, factors that affect ranking 

include ratios of advanced degrees to undergraduate degrees and staff to students. Research 

can heavily influence most ranking systems, in either the amount spent or earned in research, 

or the number of citations based on the university’s published research (Bothwell, 2019). The 

Canadian college context is biased towards operating within a model of typical business 

metrics of working within budget and targets for student throughput, completion rates in 

targeted programme areas (as directed by the board of governors or government funder). The 

Canadian college system has no provision for tenure or academic independence, so faculty 

and/or researcher flexibility is nearly non-existent in the college system (Hogan and Trotter, 

2013). 



170 

It is perhaps not appropriate to compare colleges and universities in this manner in 

that they are quite different. Because, from their inception, the colleges mandate has been to 

develop the workforce, the lowest cost to produce a skilled worker in the least amount of time 

might be the best way to evaluate the effectiveness of college over time and, by association, 

of the president. Amey and Twombly (1992) believe that a president’s appropriate leadership 

is fundamental to leading a successful institution. 

A final observation on the leadership framework that seems to reinforce the college 

foundation as a developer of a skilled workforce in the Canadian context is that a close look 

at the AACC (2005) framework reveals that the word student appears only six times, and if 

the student is replaced by the customer, then this competency framework is suitable to any 

corporate setting. As I mentioned, this is not surprising, based on the evolution of the college 

model in Canada and the focus on aligning the governance structure and relationship with 

corporate stakeholders. This might also be in part why a leadership framework entrenched in 

a corporate frame of reference has been so well accepted within the college system. 

The natural extension of that thought process is why more colleges are not successful 

at generating revenue from entrepreneurial activities. There are some examples of colleges 

that have been successful at generating revenue and donations, only to have the government 

reduce the funding by almost the same amount (Feltham, G., 2017, personal conversation, 

January 11). This is a more common practice than is generally believed (LeClaire, P., 2018, 

personal conversation, 18 October). Government funding and policies that focus on budget 

compliance as incentives or disincentives to earn revenue and the implications of using 

government assets to compete in the open market might be areas of inquiry that warrant 

further study. 

6.3.  The Role of Colleges and Institutes Canada 
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Although most of the emerging challenges that the Canadian college presidents 

identified were issues that were emerging for them, the fact remains that governance and 

government policies and funding challenges have been in place for some time and will likely 

continue in some form or another for some time yet to come. The barriers seem to be in 

understanding the scope and impact and sharing the challenges and consolidation of best 

practices. The literature was clear that college presidents in the U.S. have several options to 

share information and interact with stakeholders and communities. The preferred choice is 

the AACC. The comparable body in Canada is CICan, which has a robust inventory of 

Canadian college publications and sector research. It offers position postings, hosts national 

and regional conferences and symposiums, and has demonstrated credibility in working with 

the federal government for pan-Canadian solutions for items that impact Canadian colleges. 

The CICan president confirmed that CICan had not made overtures to share information 

proactively within provinces because of provincial mandates for HE. One way to impact the 

practice of recruiting the best person for the role of president and helping that person to be 

successful is to share the competency framework with all presidents and board chairs. In 

jurisdictions with provincial college associations, the overture might be made in partnership. 

The literature from the U.S. is clear that the AACC leadership framework is effective. The 

framework created from this study would work well in the Canadian context and should have 

a positive impact. This same tool would also be an effective resource for the recruitment and 

development of individuals with aspirations for positions on the executive committee of any 

college. 

6.4.  Life in a Post-Pandemic World and the Impact on Policy and Practice 

As I previously mentioned, the bulk of the research and data gathering for this study 

occurred prior to the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the final edits are occurring 

during week seven of the national shelter-in-place order. It is clearly not the first pandemic, 
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but an occurrence that will likely have impacts on HE in the future. Even if the world finds a 

settling in the next few weeks and everything returns to normal with open borders and 

generally healthy populations, things will change. We have to assume that we will have 

another similar international event, and we need to be prepared to respond. What does that 

mean for HE? 

Many Canadian colleges were able to switch quickly to an online platform, but that 

was a response to a crisis and will quickly be viewed as an interim solution at best. The most 

immediate concern is the fall 2020 intake and how to support the students impacted by the 

suspension of programming that could not be completed or replaced by online programme 

delivery. Costs, policy, and areas of practice will need to be addressed. 

Provincial and federal governments have offered quickly and generously flowing 

funds to support the people of Canada. Specifically, for students, that included almost 

$1 billion in emergency funding to support domestic and international HE students and their 

families (Amyot, D., 2020, personal conversation, 7 May). It is unlikely that HE will expect 

additional funding for expanded modality-delivery options. The Canadian college system has 

come to rely on international student revenue, which might come under pressure. However, 

the international student market is huge, and any jurisdiction that can adapt the best and most 

quickly will have a market advantage. Colleges might have to engage with international HE 

partners to offer some of their course offerings in students’ home countries, with completion 

in Canada or abroad.  

Timing is important. The international student recruitment company IDP Connect 

recently completed a survey of 6,900 international students with accepted offers to attend HE 

institutions in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the U.S. (Bulter, 

2020). This study indicated that 69% of international students with current offers to HE 

institutions planned to continue with their on-campus studies appreciating that they may have 
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to defer their start date, and only 5% no longer had any intention to travel abroad for their 

education. Of the students considering deferring their start dates, 18% were prepared to defer 

for up to three months, 23% for up to six months and 13% for up to a year. Eighteen per cent 

indicated they were prepared to defer until their institution of choice was able to accept them. 

Of the international students who indicated that they agreeable deferral rather than moving 

directly to an online delivery option, 69% indicated that online delivery lacked international 

exposure, and 47% said they believed online teaching was not conducive to a positive 

learning environment.  

In the short term, HE will have to develop policies and practices for social distancing 

on campus, re-evaluate the requirement for a presence on campus and develop strategies to 

replace the lost connection and interaction that is so important in a learning environment. 

In the medium term, colleges will improve distance-delivery models. Best practices 

support customized materials and support for students (Royal Roads University, 2019) and 

hybrid delivery models that incorporate online learning into an on-campus residency. 

Additionally, college staff and funders will have to have hard conversations about 

mergers or consolidations. Some institutions might not be financially viable or might 

consolidate administration support services such as finance, information services, or the 

registrar’s office. At the very least, institution staff should have conversations about 

appropriate sharing of facilities or consider year-round, full-time delivery. Students might 

appreciate the ability to complete a four-year degree in two-and-a-half years, and certificate 

students could complete a two-year programme in 14 months. This might be particularly 

appealing to older students who are anticipating a career change or advancement. This will 

likely impact workload models and perhaps labour relations. This will be even more 

important in a period of expected economic recession (C. D. Howe Institute Business Cycle 

Council, 2020). 
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An area of potential controversy is the need to be more open to prior learning 

assessment – more than giving credit for courses that students take at other institutions but 

considering life experiences and mapping that across to course outcomes. For example, many 

individuals who have served in the armed forces have had excellent training and experience 

but frequently do not receive HE credit for those experiences. Another example is Canada’s 

history of not accepting international certification for medical doctors from several 

jurisdictions. I believe that there are many sound reasons for accrediting bodies to make those 

decisions. Currently, the only practice involves these individuals’ enrolment in Canadian 

medical programmes and completion to ensure compliance with Canadian standards. In 

practical terms, that has rarely worked. Canadian medical programmes are typically at 

maximum capacity, and the option to continue in medical school, even if foreign-trained 

students could gain access, is often not financially viable for these students. These students 

could be fast-tracked through numerous crucial health-related technical programmes, 

typically of two- or three-years’ duration, and thereby meet the critical demand in Canada 

while giving them opportunities to work in better-compensated positions that are at least 

related to the healthcare field rather than remaining underemployed (President #1, 2017, 

personal conversation, 12 January; Leclaire, P., 2018, personal conversation, 18 October). 

In all of this, institution staff can never forget students and their families. Only part of 

the reason that students invest in HE credentials is to acquire employment; many students are 

seeking the experience of studying in another country or city; they are on a journey of 

academic discovery or want to experience independent living. 

6.5.  Potential Themes for Future Research and Professional Practice 

Gathering data, reviewing the literature, and reflecting on results helped me identify 

certain areas of inquiry that may be suitable for further research. They are as follows: 
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• While the Canadian college leader framework identified in this study largely conforms 

to the AACC (2005) framework, there are differences. There is an opportunity to 

identify more detailed Canadian-focused illustrations or specific competencies.  

• Examine the viability of the adoption of a competency leadership framework for mid-

to senior-level college staff recruitment and development. 

• Examine the viability of a Canadian university in creating a terminal degree in college 

leadership. 

• Review best practices for digital- and distance-delivery programming. 

• Study the viability of 12-month-per-year programming to fast-track credential 

completion. 

• Study opportunities for and the economic viability of consolidating regional 

administrative support services. 

• Review best practices on the COVID-19 responses from HE and make 

recommendations for the future. 

In conclusion, in this study, I reviewed the emerging challenges that Canadian college 

presidents face and the strategies that they employ to address these challenges. Never in 

Canadian history have colleges needed strong leaders more than now. I hope this study 

contributes to the dialogue that will drive a more sophisticated understanding of how 

presidents are strategically adapting to their changing environment. 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form 

Dear xxxx, 

My name is Author XXX, I am a Doctor of Business Administration candidate in Higher Educational 

Management at the University of Bath. I am the Vice President External Relations for the 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX (XXXX). I am conducting research on Canadian colleges and post-secondary 

education leadership. 

This research will serve as part of the requirements for completing my DBA dissertation that is being 

supervised by Dr. MMMM. If you wish to contact Dr. MMMMM he may be reached at, phone and email here 

While the Colleges and Institutes Canada (CICAN) has given me permission to contact its members, the 

research project is not being undertaken on their behalf nor am I conducting the research as part of my role at 

XXXX. 

Although major leadership studies have been conducted in higher education there has been limited research 

on the Canadian college system. My intention is to document the major issues and challenges that are affecting 

Canada’s colleges and technical institutes and identify the strategies that presidents are using to successfully 

position their organizations to respond. 

Your peers have identified you as one of the outstanding Canadian college presidents within a national 

survey conducted in 2014. By taking your experiences into account, a better understanding of this field is likely. 

Results of the study promise to be useful to current and future leaders and may be included in future articles and/or 

presentations. 

I would like to invite you to participate in an interview about your experiences leading your institution. The 

method I will employ to gather data will be to interview each participant. I expect the interview to take 

approximately two hours during which time I will audio-tape and later transcribe the interview. 

You will be asked to review the transcription to ensure validity and trustworthiness of the data. You have 

the right to correct, change, or delete any information from the interviews and conversations you are involved in. 

You are free to withdraw at any time during this process. The transcriptions will then be analyzed for themes. 

There are several options for you to consider if you decide to take part in this research. You can choose all, 

some or none of them. Please put a check mark on the corresponding line(s) that grants me your permission to: 

I grant permission to have my institution’s name used:  Yes: No: 

I wish to remain anonymous:  Yes: No: 

I wish to remain anonymous, but you may refer to me by a pseudonym:  Yes: No: 

The pseudonym I choose for myself is: _____________________________________ 

You may quote me and use my name:  Yes:  No: 

If you wish to remain anonymous I will not identify you in the final presentation of the data and in 

the dissertation there will be no reference to the name of the institution or to individuals. You may at any 

time withdraw your consent to participate in the study by contacting me at the phone number or email address 

given below. 

If you are willing to participate in this study, please indicate this by signing in the space provided 

below and return this sheet to me at the above address. 

I, ___________________________, give permission for XXXXXX XXXXX to include me and my 

information in the research described above. 

Signature Date 
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Thank you, in advance for your interest in my research. 




