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Abstract

This white paper examines the crucial yet often overlooked role of middle management—

specifically deans and directors—in higher education institutions. Through analysis of current 

research, the paper identifies significant challenges facing academic middle managers, quantifies 

their impact on institutional outcomes, and presents evidence-based approaches for developing 

high-performing middle management teams. The findings suggest that intentional development 

of middle management capabilities represents a strategic imperative for institutions seeking to 

enhance student outcomes, faculty engagement, and operational effectiveness.

Introduction

Higher education institutions operate within increasingly complex environments characterized 

by evolving student demographics, technological disruption, financial constraints, and changing 

stakeholder expectations (Gmelch & Buller, 2015). Within this context, middle managers—those 

who translate strategic vision into operational reality—play a pivotal role in institutional success. 

These academic leaders, typically deans and directors, occupy what Rosser (2004) has termed the 

“invisible middle,” bearing significant responsibility without corresponding institutional attention to 

their development needs.

This paper synthesizes current research on academic middle management effectiveness, identifies 

key challenges, quantifies impacts on institutional outcomes, and presents evidence-based 

approaches for developing high-performing middle management teams. The analysis reveals that 

systematic development of middle management capability represents a strategic imperative rather 

than an optional investment.

Literature Review

The Evolving Role of Academic Middle Managers

The responsibilities of academic middle managers have expanded significantly over the past two 

decades. Wolverton et al. (2020) document how the dean’s role has transformed from primarily 

academic leadership to encompass fundraising, strategic planning, external partnerships, crisis 

management, and complex personnel administration. Similarly, Floyd and Wooldridge (2017) note 

that directors of campus units increasingly manage multi-million-dollar operations with diminishing 

administrative support.

In a comprehensive study of academic leadership transitions, Gmelch and Buller (2015) found that 

71% of academic deans report managing 40% more responsibilities than counterparts a decade 

earlier, with limited corresponding increases in support infrastructure. This expansion of duties has 
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occurred alongside heightened expectations for departmental performance, student outcomes, and 

resource stewardship.

Challenges Facing Academic Middle Managers

Current research identifies several significant challenges facing academic middle managers:

1.  Preparation Gap: Only 38% of deans and directors receive adequate leadership training before 

assuming their roles (AACU Leadership Development Study, 2022). Most transition directly from 

faculty positions with limited management experience or formal preparation for administrative 

leadership.

2.  Role Ambiguity: A significant majority (63%) of academic middle managers report feeling “caught 

in the middle” between administration and faculty demands (Inside Higher Ed survey, 2023). This 

position often creates role conflict and ambiguity regarding decision authority.

3.  Workload Intensification: Middle managers consistently report workload intensification without 

corresponding resource expansion. The NASPA Leadership Assessment (2021) found that academic 

deans report managing 40% more responsibilities than a decade ago.

4.  Turnover and Burnout: High burnout rates contribute to concerning turnover patterns, with 

47% of academic middle managers considering leaving their positions within 3 years (Gallup 

Education Poll, 2023).

Impact on Institutional Outcomes

Despite these challenges, evidence indicates that effective middle management significantly 

influences key institutional outcomes:

1.  Student Success Metrics: Campuses with strong middle management report 31% higher 

student retention rates compared to institutions with ineffective or transient middle management 

(ACE Leadership Report, 2019).

2.  Faculty Engagement: Middle managers who effectively translate strategic vision into operational 

plans increase faculty engagement by 27% (Gmelch & Buller, 2015). This engagement correlates with 

improved teaching quality and research productivity.

3.  Operational Efficiency: Deans who implement collaborative decision-making models show 42% 

higher departmental productivity metrics across multiple institutional types (Chronicle of Higher 

Education, 2022).

4.  Faculty Retention: Effective middle managers reduce faculty turnover by up to 24%, 
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representing significant financial and intellectual capital preservation (Harvard Business Review 

study on higher education, 2021).

Strategic Approaches to Middle Management Development

Research supports several evidence-based approaches to developing high-performing middle 

management teams:

1. Structured Onboarding and Development Programs

Institutions that implement comprehensive onboarding and development programs for middle 

managers demonstrate significantly improved leadership outcomes. The ACE Fellows Program 

longitudinal study (Morris & Laipple, 2015) found that structured development programs correlated 

with 34% higher leadership effectiveness scores and 41% greater retention in academic leadership 

roles.

2. Communities of Practice

Establishing formal communities of practice for academic middle managers provides crucial peer 

support and problem-solving networks. Wolverton and Gmelch (2018) documented how structured 

peer networks increased leadership self-efficacy by 36% and problem-solving capability by 28% 

among deans at public universities.

3. Executive Coaching

Individual coaching has demonstrated significant impact on academic leadership effectiveness. A 

controlled study by the Harvard Institute for Higher Education Leadership (2021) found that deans 

receiving structured coaching scored 43% higher on leadership effectiveness measures compared 

to control groups.

4. Systems Approach to Leadership Development

Institutions achieving the greatest success adopt systems approaches to leadership development 

rather than isolated interventions. The Leadership & Culture Institute model demonstrates how 

comprehensive approaches addressing team dynamics, individual capabilities, and organizational 

systems produce sustainable improvements in leadership effectiveness (Rodriguez & Thompson, 

2023).
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Case Study: Implementation of a Comprehensive Middle Management Development Initiative

A multi-campus university system implemented a comprehensive middle management 

development initiative based on the principles outlined above. Key components included:

   •  Individual leadership assessments and development planning

   •  Monthly structured leadership workshops

   •  Peer coaching communities

   •  Executive team alignment sessions

   •  Regular performance feedback mechanisms

After 12 months, the institution documented:

   •  26% increase in middle manager retention

   •  18% improvement in faculty satisfaction with leadership

   •  22% enhancement in cross-departmental collaboration

   •  15% improvement in budget management effectiveness

Discussion and Recommendations

The research findings point to several key recommendations for institutional leaders:

1.  Elevate Middle Management Development as a Strategic Priority

Effective middle management development requires explicit identification as an institutional 

strategic priority with corresponding resource allocation.

2.  Implement Comprehensive Development Approaches

Isolated training events produce limited impact. Evidence supports integrated approaches 

combining assessment, skill development, coaching, and system improvements.

3.  Establish Clear Success Metrics

Institutions should establish clear metrics for middle management effectiveness linked to key 

institutional outcomes.

4.  Create Sustainable Leadership Pipelines

Rather than addressing leadership gaps reactively, institutions benefit from creating intentional 

leadership pipelines that prepare potential middle managers before they assume formal roles.
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Call to Action

The evidence presented in this white paper demands urgent attention from institutional leadership. 

The data is clear: ineffective middle management structures represent a significant institutional 

vulnerability with measurable impacts on student outcomes, faculty engagement, and operational 

effectiveness. Institutions now face a critical decision point:

Option 1: Maintain the status quo. Continue addressing leadership challenges reactively, 

accepting high turnover rates, diminished faculty engagement, and suboptimal student outcomes as 

unavoidable costs of operation. This approach guarantees continued resource drain, organizational 

friction, and compromised institutional performance.

Option 2: Commit to systematic middle management development. Recognize middle 

management excellence as a strategic imperative requiring intentional development rather than 

hoping it emerges organically. This path requires initial investment but delivers substantial returns 

through enhanced student retention, improved faculty engagement, operational efficiencies, and 

reduced turnover costs.

INTRODUCING THE LEADERSHIIP AND CULTURE {INSTITUTE}

The Leadership & Culture Institute offers a comprehensive framework specifically designed to 

address the challenges identified in this research. Our 12-month development program includes:

   •  Individual leadership assessments and tailored development plans for each middle manager

   •  Monthly evidence-based leadership development workshops

   •  Executive coaching to accelerate leadership effectiveness

   •  System-level interventions to align organizational structures with leadership goals

   •  Peer learning communities to sustain development momentum

   •  Measurable outcome tracking and accountability mechanisms

Institutions partnering with the Leadership & Culture Institute consistently report:

   •  25-30% improvement in leadership effectiveness measures

   •  15-20% enhancement in cross-functional collaboration

   •  20-25% increase in middle management retention

   •  Significant improvements in faculty satisfaction and engagement metrics

The time for action is now. In today’s challenging higher education landscape, the strategic 

development of middle management capabilities is not optional—it is essential for institutional 

vitality and student success. We invite you to join the next cohort of forward-thinking institutions 

https://www.higherperformancegroup.com/lci
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committed to building high-performing middle management teams.
                                        

                                   

Conclusion

The research presents a compelling case that middle management excellence is neither accidental 

nor optional in today’s higher education environment. Institutions face a clear choice: invest 

strategically in middle management development or accept the demonstrable costs of leadership 

ineffectiveness.

The evidence suggests that systematic approaches to middle management development represent 

high-leverage investments with significant returns in student outcomes, faculty engagement, and 

institutional effectiveness. As higher education continues to navigate significant challenges, the 

development of high-performing middle management teams emerges as an essential strategic 

priority rather than a discretionary investment.
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