Chairing Change: What You Should Know About University Consolidations
This paper examines key areas academic chairs should consider during a college/university consolidation. With an understanding of what problems may arise at the departmental level, chairs are better able to navigate change and manage the many stresses associated with the process.
Introduction
In higher education, consolidations, as the merger of two institutions, are becoming more and more common. In Georgia, consolidations have reduced the number of colleges from 35 to 26 since 2010 (Seltzer, August 2017). More states, like Wisconsin, are jumping on the consolidation bandwagon leaving many to worry that the pace of change is akin to rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic (Seltzer, October 2017).  While consolidations are not quite in the realm of the Titanic and deck chairs, institutions are not well-prepared for the upheaval that can result when two institutions become as one. While consolidations can ultimately be beneficial for both colleges, the road to a unified operational entity can be fraught with difficulties. Chairs occupy a unique position when universities consolidate: They see the day-to-day impact across multiple groups and operational areas.
At the level of chairperson, being prepared to manage the sea change of a merger is critical. Whether that chair is from the acquiring institution or from the institution being acquired (target institution), their leadership is paramount during this very uncertain time.
From a Chair’s perspective, five areas of significant impact are:
· Students
· Faculty/Staff
· Curriculum
· Operations
· Upper Admin
Students
Consolidations can place students on shifting sands of change. Re-organizations of degree programs, discontinuation of duplicative programs, and cross-walks (teach-outs), give rise to myriad anxieties in student populations. 
Chair’s Problems
	Early
	· Consolidations are announced at a general level; not at a level with plans in place
· Students (and parents) demand to know IMMEDIATELY what’s happening

	Mid
	· Transition plans make no one happy
· Transition plans wreak havoc on degree seekers
· Endless problems with EVERYTHING (Registrar, Advising, Scheduling)

	Late
	· Students don’t finish pre-existing degree by deadline
· Students not prepared for requirements of new program


Chair’s Solutions
	Early
	· Schedule department-wide student meeting
· Define where messaging should originate (Dean, Provost, etc.)
· Work with other departments to develop consistent messaging

	Mid
	· Get an end-date on transitions plans; set stage for post-Con
· Use one-on-one advising to find students’ paths forward
· Develop relationships NOW with Registrar’s and beyond

	Late
	· Be prepared for messy degree situations; lots of weird fixes
· Course subs are your friend; be liberal when appropriate
· Enrollment numbers may take a hit; prepare to explain



Faculty and Staff
Both groups fear for their jobs, their supervisory lines, and even their duties/salaries during consolidation. In this area, chairs must strive for transparency while not fomenting levels of panic throughout the departmental ranks. Additionally, chairs must also prepare faculty for a radical change in culture, leadership, departmental makeup, and more. 
Chair’s Problems
	Early
	· Loss of key personnel due to fear, uncertainty, and change
· Salary differentials; job category mismatches, supervisory change
· Workloads, P & T requirements, annual reviews
· Endless angst….they expect YOU to know

	Mid
	· [bookmark: _GoBack]Massive changes in processes and procedures
· Training and re-training (new systems, updated systems)

	Late
	· Some faculty/staff still have not assimilated to new culture
· Persistence of us/them culture; “othering”



Chair’s Solutions
	Early
	· Acknowledge that many factors are unknowns; will unfold over time
· Make no guarantees about outcomes; be positive but honest
· Prepare yourself to be buffeted on the seas of change

	Mid
	· Go to all the trainings, all the meetings; involvement is vital
· Meet anyone and everyone you can; be visible and make friends
· Demonstrate your willingness to learn, understand, and adapt

	Late
	· Remind everyone, “we’re all one institution now”
· Ask that people look forward, not back (the “good ol’ days”)
· Focus on the gains


Curriculum
Consolidations bring about the difficult realization that both institutions may have similar/identical programs. The question whose courses/curriculum will stay and whose will go is a thorny issue. Setting up processes through which both institutions can productively discuss curriculum including the change and approval workflow will be important. 
Chair’s Problems
	Early
	· Where same departments exist, whose curriculum or how to blend
· Overlaps, “we do that” syndrome, “oh no you don’t” mindset
· Re-approval through an unfamiliar/unfriendly process

	Mid
	· Dis-entanglement meetings; small, focused curriculum battles
· Multi-level curriculum process and negative votes
· Glitter, rainbows, and unicorns; fiction around every corner

	Late
	· Unclear divisions for students; what’s where and why
· Marginalization; intentional or not



Chair’s Solutions
	Early
	· Don’t make early concessions or deals; could go wrong later
· Bring Dean in early to start curriculum discussions
· Everybody will lose/gain something; prepare faculty and self

	Mid
	· Steel yourself for meetings as they can be challenging
· Understand this is more like politics than expected
· Prepare to deal with unique personalities

	Late
	· Watchdogging; keep an eye on what’s happening everywhere
· Advocacy, outreach, and advertising



Operations 
A consolidation means all levels of operations will change. Not only will chairs be learning multiple new systems and processes, but the people who support chairs—the administrative assistants and support staff—are in the same position. Understanding how to integrate with new people and processes will be vital.
Chair’s Problems
	Early
	· Ahead or behind; version problems, data porting failures
· Ah, how do we get that done now? 
· Time-consuming training, steep learning curves

	Mid
	· More hierarchy for getting things done
· Follow-ups are difficult; who does what
· Budgeting, scheduling, etc.

	Late
	· Resistance or inability to use new systems
· Look! More new systems! More cynicism!



Chair’s Solutions
	Early
	· Ask questions early on about Banner versions, Degree Works scribing, 
Digital Measures (take some time to learn what’s there or not)
· Prepare staff for their new “investigative role” 
· Prepare for your new “investigative role”

	Mid
	· Start building longer timelines into projects
· Ask up front details about process and contact people
· Get calendar of critical dates ASAP

	Late
	· Sorry, but this is the way it works now
· You’ll learn to love training. Really.



Upper-level Administration
As a chairperson, lines of reporting can be in flux. As many upper-level administrators may see the writing on the wall and leave for greener pastures, the chairperson may lose the support of a much-familiar dean or provost and have to work with new/un-tested administrators. 
Chair’s Problems
	Early
	· Changes in reporting lines and people still in flux
· New dean; needs extensive education on unit and operations
· Dean/Provost may have fewer answers than you do

	Mid
	· Angry faculty jump to dean with litany of complaints ABOUT YOU
· Additional moves/changes may mean you’re still unknown

	Late
	· Strategic plans and goals still not developed
· Ongoing changes in leadership



Chair’s Solutions
	Early
	· Be flexible; there may be no stability for a while
· Write a “brief” for the new dean as a way to provide orientation
· Where possible, attend meetings with dean so you can be on same page

	Mid
	· Faculty can find change difficult; keep dean in loop regularly
· Meet people, be memorable (in a good way)

	Late
	· Develop strategic plan in department and with college
· Brace for impact; it’s a bumpy ride
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