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Overview
Housemother. Queen bee. Midwife. Master Sergeant. Academic String Pusher. Custodian of Academic Integrity. Cultural rainmaker. Lifeguard without a life jacket. Each metaphor has been used by scholars over the past half century to characterize the academic chair position. They tend to reflect more of a commentary on the cultural milieu than the types of duties associated with the position.  Furthermore, these epithets, or nicknames, label the position based on the paradoxical, and complex nature of the occupation itself. 

The nature of the position is ambiguous, as scholars do not agree on the exact duties assigned to the chair (Gonaim, 2016; Gmelch & Miskin, 2011; Delener, 2013). Continuing on this note, within their own literature review Gmelch and Miskin (2011) referred to one report characterizing chairs’ being responsible for 97 activities, a second study claiming that chairs are responsible for 54 different tasks, while another report had as few as 12 functions for the chair position. More recently, Wald and Golding (2019) stated that the chair’s responsibilities ranged “from student affairs and staff wellbeing and productivity, to department governance and finances, and to represent the department to institution’s wider administration and leadership” (p. 2). 

[bookmark: _heading=h.85qrhuzflwz8]Although scholars have examined the responsibilities associated with the academic chair position through the years (Berdrow, 2010; Bystydzienski, Thomas, Howe, & Desai, 2017; Creswell, Wheeler, Seagren, Egly, & Beyer, 1990; Falk, 1979; Gerhart, Mamiseishvili, & Murry, 2018; Guinn, 2019; Watson, 1986), it is still uncertain as to what the role of the chair is. 

The roles and responsibilities associated with the chair cannot be condensed, compressed, compiled, redacted, or even summarized into a standardized set of tasks, or given a general nickname, as has been attempted by numerous scholars (Creswell et al., 1990; Kirkpatrick, 1994; Tucker, 1993; Moses & Roe, 1990; Gmelch & Miskin, 2011; Falk, 1979). 

Furthermore, the lack of agreement on a standard set of chair tasks shows the complexity of the matter and should be examined from a different perspective. The following activity is associated with a study. The study demonstrates how cultural milieu, or environmental factors, influences the tasks of an academic chair.

Each institution is set in particular environments and have different missions, visions, values, and organizational cultures. They are further influenced by institutional size and type; campus, local, state, and federal policies; governance structure; funding sources; and the list seems infinite.  

This activity is designed to look at major environmental factors over five separate decades and help you customize your role as a department chair. Hopefully this brings more clarity to what influences your role and what expectations you are to have. 



BACKGROUND

Five decades were examined:

External Environment: What were the major social characteristics in the U.S. that defined the decade?

Task Environment: What were the major movements in higher education that influenced  postsecondary education activities?

Internal Environment: What were the major issues from the external and task environments  that affected the perception of the department chair?  

Each decade was tagged with a metaphor by scholars writing about the role of the academic chair.  

· 1970s: Master Sergeant & Shop Keeper (Wheeler, 1973)
· 1980s: Academic String Pusher with an Emerging Entrepreneurial View (Blyn & Zomer, 1982)
· 1990s: Custodian of Academic Integrity (Bennett & Fiquili, 1990)
· 2000s: Cultural Rainmaker (Bowman, 2002)
· 2010s: Lifeguard without a Life Jacket (Gonaim, 2016)



Because each institution and each department are unique, so should be the role of the chair.  It cannot be condensed, compressed, compiled, redacted, or even summarized into a standardized set of tasks.

In the time remaining and on the following pages, you can draw from various aspects of any decade to define your specific, unique role as a department chair.


INSTRUCTIONS

The following 7 pages contain 5 tables. The tables present four items: (a) External Environment; (b) Task Environment; (c) Internal Environment; and (d) Role of the Chair according to the metaphor ascribed to that decade.

The 8th page contains another table, but the items are missing.  The activity is designed for you to pick and choose, mix and match, mix and don’t match (if you decide), arrange aspects of four items from any, all, some of the decades that best represent your position as a department chair. 

You may want to assign your own metaphor to your role.


1970s

	EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT
	TASK ENVIRONMENT
	INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

	Discrimination & equality
	Protests on campuses
	Faculty loss of power

	Race relations; unions; LGBTQ; feminism
	Rising costs
	Strict controls

	Environmentalism; National Environmental Act
	Budget cuts
	More managerial oversight

	Political & civil unrest
	Retrenchment & institutional closures
	Aging of faculty

	Government corruption 
	Administrative and faculty restructuring
	Program reduction/removal

	Recession
	Unionization
	Program consolidation

	All time high “misery index’ (sum of unemployment & inflation rates)
	Loss of public trust in higher education
	Promotion & Tenure restrictions

	Disco reigned
	Title IX & FERPA become laws
	Advancement meant administrative duties

	Bell bottom pants, flowing maxi dresses, ponchos, frayed jeans, platform shoes
	Clandestine relationships with CIA 
	Environment of distrust

	Major advances in science & technology
	Shift away from in loco parentis
	

	Pocket calculators, microwave ovens, fiber optics
	Concern that higher ed could not manage itself
	

	Video games emerge 
	
	

	Role of the Chair
Master Sergeant & Shop Keeper

· Attend to basic tasks provided by senior administrator
· Execute the plans of senior administration
· Know the rules train others to abide by them
· Develop and adhere to an explicit chain of command
· Enforce policies and procedures
· Maintain and protect the status quo
· Ensure orderly conduct in personnel as well as processes and procedures
· Preserve clear schedules and responsibilities for everyone in the department
· Sustain a highly organized operation
· Take pride in rank and file


1980s

	EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT
	TASK ENVIRONMENT
	INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

	Smaller government
	Cut federal research funding
	Conflicting roles

	Lower Taxes 
	Focus on federal student aid
	Mundane tasks

	Deregulation
	Cut state appropriations
	Budget maintenance

	Larger gaps between wealthy and poor
	Emphasis on a college degree for high paying employment
	Manage employees

	Increase in national/international security
	Rise in non-traditional students
	Manage dwindling resources

	High unemployment
	NCAA establishes women’s championship sports
	Organizational liaison

	Social conservative agenda
	Predicted enrollment declines
	Emerging leadership roles

	Yuppies emerged (self-centered/materialistic)
	Diplomatic relations with Iran affected international students
	Increase resource opportunities

	Music videos emerged
	Supreme Court limits use of Freedom of Information Act for researchers
	Expand markets

	VCR and cable TV took hold
	Education labeled as mediocre
	Higher productivity in faculty & university affairs

	Multinational corporations 
	Fundraising at public institutions take root
	Balance operational priority & academic integrity

	Just say no to drugs; rise of AIDs 
	Retention issues begin to arise
	

	Sandra Day O’Connor first female on Supreme Court
	
	

	Role of the Chair
Academic String Pusher with an Emerging Entrepreneurial View
· Keep the peace
· Focus on off-setting revenue loss
· Position faculty to compete for students and grants
· Heed to operational priorities 
· Attend to matters that have little consequence
· Greater responsibility without authority
· Push initiatives and successes up the chain with little return on effort



 


1990s

	EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT
	TASK ENVIRONMENT
	INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

	Rise of technology: internet; personal computers; cell phones; video games
	Increase in accountability due to neoliberal philosophy
	Shift toward external funding

	Science & technology as engines for economic growth
	Further reduction of federal funding
	

	Neoliberalism emerges
	More federal & state government involvement
	Technologically savvy

	Popularity of MTV; grungewear; rave; hip-hop
	Faculty dissatisfaction with their work
	Productivity accountability

	New wealth from dot.coms; personal incomes doubled
	Rise of multicultural efforts
	Ambiguous environment 

	Capitalism growth
	Push for political correctness
	More senior administrative responsibilities 

	Environmental & entrepreneurial spirit
	Drive for assessments of quality & accountability
	Greater connection to the larger enterprise

	North American Free Trade Agreement
	Cutbacks & restructuring
	Importance of the bottom

	Domestic terrorism concerns
	Reactions to the growing cost of higher education
	

	Columbine HS shooting
	Concern about the role of technology
	

	Individualism and counter-culture
	Campus safety
	

	DVDs replace VCRs
	
	

	Decline in viewpoint of moral values, culturally and spiritually
	
	

	Decline in confidence in the government
	
	

	Role of the Chair
Custodian of Academic Integrity  
· Protect the academy in the face of growing external control
· Integrate technology
· Ensure quality
· Address accountability systems
· Raise faculty spirit
· Adapt to rapidly changing directives
· Embrace uncertainty
· Above all, develop a MacGyver instinct: Be able to make things work with what you already have 







2000s

	EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT
	TASK ENVIRONMENT
	INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

	Great Recession; massive government spending for economic stimulus; dot.com bubble burst
	Greater awareness for campus safety
	Increase in faculty diversity

	Terrorism: 9/11; Anthrax; China/U.S. relations strained; Taliban; Al-Qaeda.
	Additional state accountability; business model for operations 
	Responsibility for implementation of campus mission

	Space shuttle explodes
	International student population declined after 9/11
	Front-line administrator

	Major technological advancements, such as digital music; digital books; DVRs; Google as a search engine
	STEM agendas created for education initiatives and research grants 
	Ensure employment equity; flexibility; professional growth; academic freedom; collegiality

	Hip-hop and rap popularized
	More females earning degrees than males
	Mandated accountability

	Reality TV
	Faculty salaries were down but benefits were up
	Fundraising

	Harry Potter film series
	Emphasis on first-time, full-time student
	Faculty development

	“Green” environment consciousness
	Resource allocation included about 1/3 of budgets went to instruction and the remainder for research, services, administration, auxiliary.
	Student recruitment/retention

	11 million undocumented immigrants divides Americans into two camps: amnesty or border patrol/deportation
	Concern over costs of higher education
	Emphasis on performance evaluations of faculty and staff

	First Hispanic female appointed to Supreme Court
	Job attainment emphasized 
	Coordinate/attend events

	Same-sex marriage
	Budget cuts
	

	
	Declining enrollments
	

	Role of the Chair
Cultural Rainmaker  

· Magically identify new business, students, funding, donors 
· Ensure success in all endeavors
· Emphasize external funding from STEM sources
· Integrate STEM into curricula
· Continually look for new opportunities for enrollment growth
· Focus on achievement and outcome measures
· Develop large social networks
· Embrace everyone and everything as a potential source for success
· Do not get caught up in crisis
· Bring prestige to the department and institution
· No matter the situation, make it rain





2010s

	EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT
	TASK ENVIRONMENT
	INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

	“Occupy Wall Street” for income inequality
	College admissions scandal
	Lack of formalized leadership preparation

	Growing concern about climate change, hurricanes, earthquakes, mudslides, fires
	Although not higher ed, nonwhites are the majority of K-12 students
	Highly competitive environment for programs, students, resources, market share

	Growing concern about violence, mass shootings, road rage, assaults, drug addiction
	College degree is important  for workplace success
	Atmosphere of constant flux

	Advances in LGBTQ
	Attention to retention & completion rates
	Academic outcomes, strategic planning, program review

	A decade of superheroes at the box office
	Most Americans have doubts about the direction of higher education
	Advances in technology, globalization, competition, economic values

	Prequels, sequels, spin-offs, remakes, and revamps
	Public remains skeptical that college prepares students for jobs
	Organizational culture

	Media explosion with Facebook; Twitter; Snapchat; Instagram; KIK; YouTube; streaming services; gaming
	College faculty more racially diverse
	Responsible for 80% of administrative decisions on campus

	Cultural revolutions with #MeToo; #BlackLivesMatter; MySpace
	STEM programs & graduates face uncertainty
	Conduit for information to flow up and down the chain

	DACA shielded 700K from deportation
	Foreign student enrollment double since Great Recession
	Faculty developer, manager, and scholar

	More women running for public office
	Efforts to produce more college graduates
	Love being a chair or leave

	Prices of consumer goods and services lower
	
	

	Lower unemployment
	
	

	Cameras everywhere recording people activities
	
	

	Millennials is the largest generation in the workforce
	
	

	Role of the Chair
Lifeguard without a Life Jacket

Lifeguard
· Watch over and ensure the safety of the entire department from academics to zero-tolerance policies
· Promote cultural norms
· Monitor the environment for signs of harm, risk, hazard
· Provide training
· Rescue struggling programs, faculty, initiatives
· Remain academically astute to administrative concerns, programs, personnel, fairness
· Responsive to changing tides
Without a Jacket
· Lack of time to accomplish work
· New chairs may feel disenfranchised, overworked, misunderstood, underappreciated
· Difficult to balance administrative tasks and faculty responsibilities
· Challenge to keep faculty motivated
· Doing more with fewer resources
· Face disenchantment and critiques from colleagues





Your Role

	EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT
	TASK ENVIRONMENT
	INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	Your Role of the Chair
Metaphor ___________________________  
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 




CONCLUSION

Instead of emphasizing structured lists of roles and responsibilities that chairs must carry out, scholars are now arguing that the duties of the chair position are shaped by culture itself (Bowman, 2002; Berdrow, 2010; Gonaim, 2016; Hendrickson et al., 2013; Sergiovanni, 2001; Vacik & Miller, 1998). Within this literature, an emphasis is placed on the concept of organizational environment, as “leaders are shaped based on the context and the culture in which they are operating” (Gonaim, 2016, p. 275). Therefore, as organizational leaders, department chairs are influenced by the cultural milieu found at all levels of the organization and areas in which they provide their services.
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