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Abstract 

This study examines strategic decision-making at the college level in relation to 

seven theoretical frames. Strategic decisions are those made by top executives, have 

wide-ranging influence throughout the organization, affect the long-term future of the 

organization, and are connected to the external environment. The seven decision-

making frames identified in the research literature are labeled bureaucracy, collegiality, 

culture, garbage-can, intuition, politics, and rationality. Fifty deans in academic health 

centers in public research universities were interviewed with a focus on indicators 

related to the seven frames and the frames’ influence on the process of strategic 

decision-making. Emergent themes related to strategic decision-making patterns and the 

seven frames are discussed. This study contributes to the understanding of factors 

involved in college deans’ strategic decisions. As more information is gathered about 

strategic decision-making in public research universities, specifically academic health 

centers, better practices will emerge to be supported and encouraged. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

Public universities face a grim future. Even before the recent national economic 

crisis, public universities confronted shrinking state budgets, increasing competition, 

intensified public scrutiny, and calls for transparency and accountability (Heller, 2001; 

Lewis & Hearn, 2003). Today, university leaders face a recession that will last for an 

indeterminate amount of time. In response, public research universities are raising tuition 

(College Board, 2010), ordering hiring freezes (Masterson, 2010), reassessing budget 

priorities, and making tough decisions (Kelderman, 2011).  

Public universities are on a course for major change, in response to both internal 

and external pressure. A 2009 New York Times article highlighted the challenges and 

offered pointed advice: “End the University as We Know It” (Taylor, 2009). Facing such 

dire predictions and a difficult environment, planning and decision-making that focus on 

the long-term future of the university have become increasingly important. Frequently, 

leaders must make decisions during crises, while simultaneously looking for 

opportunities for advancement of the university. 

Academic health centers in public research universities, in particular, face tough 

times, as resources decline (Mirin & Summergrad, 2011), competition increases 

(Wartman, 2010), and health care workforce needs intensify (AAMC, 2006). In 2006, the 

Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) called for a 30 percent increase in 

the numbers of medical students in order to address the impending doctor shortage 

(AAMC, 2006). Academic health centers are scrambling to increase enrollment, balance 
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budgets, meet the health care needs of an aging population, and respond to changes in 

federal health care policies and laws (Roberts, 2011). 

Decision-making in the public university is not a simple process. Strategic 

decision-making may become even more fraught with complexity and difficulty as these 

decisions are inherently high stakes and affect many people both internal and external to 

the university. Further, strategic decision-making often is a very public process, subject 

to scrutiny and comment by stakeholders. Senior administrators who engage in this 

process are under great pressure to resolve problems and make decisions that reflect the 

mission and goals of the university while also ensuring future success. For the purpose of 

this study, strategic decision-making is defined as the process by which senior 

administrators make decisions that are unusual, high-stakes, and related to long-term 

planning. 

While strategic decision-making is not a “silver bullet” to solve all of the 

problems that plague public research universities, it is one method that is frequently 

employed by higher education leaders to plan for the future. The act of strategic decision-

making is therefore of interest to researchers and practitioners. A more coherent and 

cogent theory of decision-making would be advantageous to higher education 

practitioners to support successful and effective strategic decision-making that will 

advance the tripartite mission of public research universities: teaching and learning, 

public service, and research (Heller, 2001; Lewis & Hearn, 2003). 
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Background  

 Strategic decision-making represents the best thinking and most innovative ideas 

of college administrators. Characteristically, this process incorporates a long-view 

perspective of where a college is going and how it will get there. Strategic decision-

making may be in response to a crisis, such as an unforeseen budget shortfall, or it may 

be part of a strategic plan that charts the future of the university decades into the future 

(Bess & Dee, 2008).  

 Strategic decision-making is important because universities are increasingly 

expected to do more with less. Resources have become scarce for many universities and 

administrators must now plan for the future on a tight budget. Elected officials and higher 

education stakeholders are also demanding more from universities—more accountability, 

better measurement of learning, explanations for how money is spent, and responsiveness 

to workforce needs. Additionally, universities are relied upon as “economic engines” of 

regions, hubs where economic development is created and encouraged (Ehrenberg, 2000; 

Gumport, 2000; Heller, 2001). 

 As higher education administrators confront these current and future challenges, 

they must use their best tools and resources to make effective strategic decisions. 

Examples of tools and skills that may be used by administrators include institutional data 

and information, procedures and rules, informal consultation with colleagues, formal 

shared governance processes (Chaffee, 1983; Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992), leadership 

and management best practices (Bess & Dee, 2008), organizational culture understanding 

and interpretation (Eckel, 2002; Tierney, 2008), past experience and memories related to 
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the decision issue, organizational learning, and intuition and insight (Langley et al., 

1995). 

The higher education and organizational research literature identifies seven 

frames relevant to particular decision-making processes. These decision-making 

processes are identified in this study as bureaucracy, collegiality, culture, garbage-can, 

intuition, politics, and rationality. Each frame has distinct characteristics and a rationale 

for utilization. More than one frame may appear in a given decision-making process. 

Academic health centers, the setting for this study, are facing particularly 

challenging times. As is true for public higher education in general, academic health 

centers face declining resources (Mirin & Summergrad, 2011) and large numbers of 

retiring faculty (Buton, Corrice, and Mallon, 2010). Additionally, they are in an 

especially turbulent environment with rapidly changing health care laws (Roberts, 2011), 

which affects both their funding and curriculum. As such, academic health centers are 

ripe for strategic decisions. 

Deans are the best informants about strategic decision-making as leaders of health 

science colleges in academic health centers at public universities. Deans make strategic 

decisions pertaining to the future of their colleges (Montex, Wolverton, & Gmelch, 

2002). These decisions affect many stakeholders both internal and external to the college. 

Frequently, deans’ strategic decisions are high-level and related to long-term planning for 

the institution (Rosser, Johnsrud, & Heck, 2003).  

Organizational managers and university administrators have utilized strategic 

decision-making for decades, but little is known about the process (Bess & Dee, 2008). 

Research related to day-to-day decision-making is more prevalent than research on 
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strategic decisions. It is unclear what occurs during the process of making strategic 

decisions, how administrators make strategic decisions, and why specific decision-

making frames may be apparent in the strategic decision-making process. Given the 

many processes and influences related to strategic decision-making and long-term 

planning in an organization, the research question is: To what extent are the seven frames 

of decision-making reflected in deans’ strategic decisions in higher education? This 

analysis explores this question in the context of U.S. academic health centers. It is based 

on deans’ own accounts of strategic decision-making processes in which they have been 

involved. 

 

Significance, implications, and limitations  

 This study is designed to glean more information about how college deans make 

strategic decisions. Chaffee (1983) noted almost 30 years ago that more research needed 

to be performed in the area of decision-making in higher education. Similarly and more 

recently, researchers like Tierney (2008) and Eckel (2002) have criticized the most 

widely-used theories of decision-making, like the rationality and bureaucracy frames, and 

argue that much of the process is still unknown and mysterious. Further, researchers in 

the past decade have devoted more time to the cultural perspective in decision-making 

(Bess & Dee, 2008; Bolman & Deal, 2003; Tierney, 2008). Finally, Langley et al. (1995) 

argue that there are many open questions within the decision-making research literature, 

specifically related to notions of intuition and insight. A more comprehensive and cogent 

strategic decision-making theory will be useful to organizational and higher education 

researchers and practitioners who want and need better strategic decision-making tools. 
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 The seven decision-making frames provide useful lenses through which to view 

the various components and processes underlying strategic decisions. From this study, 

new knowledge surfaces that highlights what aspects of the frames, if any, are evident in 

deans’ decision-making processes. Findings from this study suggest a more 

comprehensive understanding of strategic decision-making and inform decision-makers 

and practitioners of common practices in high-stakes decision environments. As more 

information is gathered about strategic decision-making in public research universities, 

specifically academic health centers, better practices will emerge to be supported and 

encouraged. 

 

Outline of the study 

This study is about strategic decision-making in academic health centers at public 

research universities. I examine strategic decision-making at the college level in relation 

to seven theoretical frames. Fifty deans of health science colleges at public research 

universities were surveyed and interviewed. Data were subjected to means and chi-

squared analyses. Interviews were coded and analyzed using the constant-comparative 

method. Emergent themes of the strategic decision-making patterns in relation to the 

seven decision-making frames are discussed. 

 Chapter 2 reviews the research literature related to decision-making in general 

and strategic decisions in particular. The seven decision-making frames are explained. 

Next, Chapter 3 describes the methodology of the project, including the conceptual 

framework of the study and the project’s specific concepts, context, instrument, research 

subjects, data collection, and data analysis. Chapter 4 covers data analysis, 
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interpretations, and conclusions. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses implications, limitations, 

and future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

  

Institutional accountability in higher education has a new urgency in public 

conversations. Recent national reports like “A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of 

U.S. Higher Education” commissioned by then Secretary of Education Margaret 

Spellings (2006) and “Accountability for Better Results: A National Imperative for 

Higher Education” commissioned by the State Higher Education Executive Officers 

(SHEEO) (2005) have questioned the value and effectiveness of universities. Robert 

Berdahl, then president of the Association of American Universities  (AAU), suggested 

that large research universities be pared down in order to pool resources and focus 

missions (Basken, 2009). Further, the stagnant global economy, plummeting 

endowments, and rising operating costs have forced university leaders to examine their 

internal organizational processes, looking for ways to improve (Blumenstyk, 2009). 

 Organizational change is at the heart of these discussions: how to transform 

institutions to meet present and future demands in a rapidly changing environment. In 

order to produce organizational change, university leaders must make tough, long-term 

decisions that will have wide-ranging effects. Strategic decisions, when implemented 

correctly, are an opportunity to reposition and realign an organization to better “fit” 

(Harrison, 1996, p. 47) the current landscape.  

 Decision-making in organizations is fraught with difficulty due to unclear 

organizational goals (Matthews, Christini, & Hendrickson, 2004, p. 1927), limited human 

cognition (Janis, 1977, p. 16), suspicious information and communications (Janis, 1977, 

p. 203), irregular participation by stakeholders, uncertain technologies, and confusing 
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environments (March & Olsen, 1979, p. 12). Clearly, the decision-maker has a 

complicated task. A better understanding of the strategic decision-making process brings 

to light best practices for intentional plans and strategies that will lead to better decision 

processes and outcomes. 

 

Decision-making  

Decisions and decision-making continuously have captured the attention of 

researchers because of their elusiveness. For example, March and Simon (1993) posit that 

“Defining what a decision is, when it is made, and who makes it have all, at times, turned 

out to be problematic” (p. 3). Although locating a decision in an organization’s history 

may be challenging, locating the abstract definition of one is not. Decision is defined as 

“a specific commitment to action” that typically involves a commitment of resources 

(Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976, p. 246) Decision process, or decision-making, 

is defined as “a set of actions and dynamic factors that begins with the identification of 

stimulus for action and ends with the specific commitment to action” (p. 246). Further, 

Cyert (1963) defines the organization by its decision process: “the organization can be 

viewed as an information-processing and decision-rendering system” (p. 20). Within 

decision-making and organizational research, the notion of decision is complicated to 

unpack and often leads to other concepts. For example, March (1994) posits that “the 

study of decision-making is, in many ways, the study of search and attention” (p. 23).  

 Decision-making processes and outcomes are influenced by behavior and 

cognitive capabilities of the decision-maker (Beach & Connolly, 2005, p. 6-7), the 

environment in which the organization exists (Harrison, 1996; Harrison & Pelletier, 
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2000; March, 1994; March & Olsen, 1979), the history of the organization (Sutcliffe & 

McNamara, 2001), the specific characteristics of the organization (March & Simon, 

1993), and the decision itself (March & Olsen, 1979). Indeed, the decision outcome is 

influenced by the decision-making process, although the two may not be closely related 

(Sutcliffe & McNamara, 2001, p. 496; Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, & Lampel, 1998).  

 Organizational goals are different from decision goals; the former pertains to the 

organization as a whole and the latter pertains to finding a solution to a single problem 

(Hauschildt, 1986, p.4). Goals are not always an antecedent to problem solving and 

decision-making. Hauschildt (1986) argues that “decision-makers develop their goals in a 

continuous dialectical process with their search for alternatives and their view of the 

situation” (p. 12). Problem solving and goal formation are connected in a feedback 

process. Goal formation is defined as a “cognitive conflict resolving mental process 

which is mutually linked with problem solving” (p.15). Searching for alternatives is also 

a search for “confirmation of existing goals” (p. 15) and new goals. Decision-making and 

goal formation are joined in a continuous and intertwined process. 

Much of organizational decision-making is related to short-term and long-term 

planning. Both types of planning involve gathering of information, making decisions, and 

supporting research and development. March (1991) describes this phenomenon as 

“exploration” and “exploitation” (p. 72), related to organizational learning. Competition 

for scarce resources in an organization causes managers to make a decision between 

exploring new possibilities and exploiting what is already known. Exploration includes 

risk-taking, experimentation, discovery, and innovation. Exploitation includes 

refinement, efficiency, and implementation (p. 71). 
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 Although both exploration and exploitation are necessary for an organization’s 

success, a balance must be found between the two activities. Trade-offs exist when 

making decisions concerning resource allocation for the two activities. For example, 

return on investment for exploration and exploitation vary in each activity’s value, time 

of return, and distribution. As March (1991) explains, “choices must be made between 

gaining new information about alternatives and thus improving future returns… and 

using the information currently available to improve present returns” (p. 72). These 

choices are at the heart of organizational learning and decision-making. 

 

Decision-making and the decision-maker’s cognitive and behavioral functions 

Organizations do not make decisions; rather, individuals are decision-making 

agents for the organization (Beach & Connolly, 2005, p. 13). The relationship between 

the organization and the individual is complicated: the individual is replaceable within 

the organization, and yet necessary for decision-making (p. 11). Individual cognition 

must be taken into account when studying organizational processes but it is not the unit 

of research in organizational theory.  

Organizations use decision rules, standard operating procedures, and protocol in 

order to circumvent the cognitive limitations of decision-makers and enhance the 

likelihood of successful decision outcomes (Sutcliffe & McNamara, 2001, p. 498). 

Decision-making is an activity grounded in rules, not only organizational rules and 

procedures, but also social-norms rules and personal rules (March, 1994, p. 75). 

Decision-makers must understand the letter and spirit of rules; further, decision-makers 
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must know when to bend rules. Organizational and personal rules constantly are in flux, 

evolving over the history of the organization and as the organizational culture changes.  

 Decision-makers are limited by scarce attention and time (March, 1994, p. 23), an 

inability to accurately estimate frequency and dominance (Janis, 1977; March 1994; 

Robinson and Hurley, 1999), and such cognitive tricks and short cuts as “superstitious 

learning” (March, 1994, p. 89), “muddling through” (p. 89), and “successive limited 

comparisons” (Lindblom, 1997, p. 207). Individual actors do not have much control 

(March & Olsen, 1979, p. 21). In reference to the cognitive aspects of rational behavior in 

organizations, individuals will use simple models of reality in substitution for the 

complex, ambiguous reality in order to solve problems and make decisions (March & 

Simon, 1993, p. 173). Otherwise, individuals would be overwhelmed by the complexity 

and details of reality and hindered in their decision-making.  

In addition to scarce attention, decision-makers are limited by memory, 

comprehension, and communication (March 1994, p. 9). In order to manage these 

limitations, often decision-makers will use simplification processes. March (1994) 

identifies four “fundamental simplification processes” (p. 12). Editing is one method for 

simplifying a decision-making process; it involves simplifying problems before making a 

choice (p. 12). Another method for simplifying the process is “decomposition” (p. 12), 

characterized by reducing large problems into smaller parts. One example of a 

decomposition strategy is to work backward from a goal. “Heuristics,” (p. 13) a third 

method of simplification, involves using pattern recognition and rules of thumb. Finally, 

“framing” (p. 14) is a method that involves adopting paradigms that help to simplify and 

narrow the problem and focus attention. 
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Robinson and Hurley (1999) argue that decision-makers are biased in choosing 

between similar alternatives when one alternative is perceived as dominant but actually is 

the same (p. 80). Decision-makers use heuristics to make choices among alternatives, and 

sometimes these heuristics are wrong and misguided. When heuristics are applied to an 

organizational procedure like hiring personnel, the decision-maker may perceive one 

candidate as better than another candidate, when actually they are both the same 

according to qualifications and experience. Heuristics, while useful in how they allow 

decision-makers to choose quickly and efficiently, also may be an impediment to 

decision-making and are limited by cognitive biases (Robinson and Hurley, 1999, p. 82). 

In psychology and behavioral theory, an individual decision-maker goes through 

three phases in sequence: diagnosis, action selection, and implementation (Beach & 

Connolly, 2005, p. 2). Diagnosis occurs through framing, which involves putting facts in 

order and making meaning with them. The diagnosis phase includes the use of past 

behavior and memories to help make meaning out of the current situation; however, the 

past can only provide a general strategy, thus the individual must evaluate the situation 

(p. 2-3). Action selection involves reviewing actions and choosing one to enact. Beach 

and Connolly (2005) caution that this phase is much less rational and linear than 

commonly described in research literature. Rather, action selection is more of a “feeling 

along” (p. 3) process through which an individual constantly modifies his selection and 

often the outcome is different than originally conceived. Finally, implementation is when 

the plan is put in motion, monitored, and evaluated (p. 4). 

 Additionally, the aspirations and perceptions of the decision-maker are related to 

and have impact on the decision-making process and outcome (Berg, 1986). “Aspiration 
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level” (Berg, 1986, p. 22) is defined as the “expectation of achievement formed by an 

individual in the process of solving a problem” (p. 22). In general, aspiration level in the 

decision-maker is loosely connected to specific goals and temporal in reference to how it 

fluctuates during the decision-making process (p. 23). It remains unclear to what extent 

and how the decision-maker’s aspiration level and motivation has affect on the decision 

outcome. The perception of complexity is important because perception drives specific 

behavior (Bronner, 1986, p. 46). A correlation exists between cognitive faculties and the 

perception of complexity (p. 46). Also, a correlation is found between motivational 

characteristics and perception of complexity (p. 46).  

 

Decision-making and the environment 

Ambiguity is familiar for organizations that exist in constantly changing 

environments, most commonly occurring in public and educational organizations (March 

& Olsen, 1979, p. 12).  Ambiguity is a major topic in the organizational research 

literature. March (1994) argues that ambiguity is not acknowledged or accurately 

discussed in organizational theory 

The worlds that confront decision-makers appear to be systematically less orderly, 

more ambiguous, and more symbolic than the worlds that are portrayed in most of 

the theories considered up to now. (p. 175) 

Ambiguity is understood as a lack of order and clear understanding about “preferences, 

identities, experience, and meaning” (March, 1994, p. 175). The “conception of order” (p. 

176) in an organization relies upon three main assumptions. The first assumption is that 

an objective reality exists. The second assumption revolves around the notion of 
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causality—that “reality and history are structured by chains of causes and effects” (p. 

176). The third assumption about order is intentionality, that the decisions made in an 

organization are “instruments of purpose and self” (p. 176). Ambiguity does not hold to 

any of these assumptions; it is defined by confusion and complexity (p. 177). 

 March and Olsen (1979) identify four major categories of “opaqueness” (p. 12) 

that are related to ambiguity in organizations. They include ambiguities of intention, 

understanding, history, and organization. Ambiguity of intention refers to inconsistent 

and unclear objectives. Ambiguity of understanding entails the difficulty in 

comprehending the consequences of action in an organization because of confusions from 

technology, information, and the environment. Ambiguity of history represents the 

complexity and vagueness of the past and how it is not easily interpreted and understood, 

especially in terms of its affect on the present and future. Finally, ambiguity of 

organization refers to the widely varying levels of attention and participation during a 

decision or other event (March & Olsen, 1979, p. 12).  

 Loose-coupling and ambiguity are closely related but not necessarily negative 

attributes of organizations; rather, the characteristics of loose-coupling, like 

decentralization, offer “flexible adaptation to an environment of conflicting demands” 

(March & Olsen, 1979, p. 194). Ambiguity encourages coalition-building and 

negotiating, both of which encourage participation and communication across the 

organization (p. 195). Also, loose-coupling and ambiguity buffer units within the 

organization, thereby allowing for greater independence and local knowledge, albeit at 

the expense of top-down control and hierarchy (p. 194).  
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Decision-making and the specific characteristics of the organization 

 The specific characteristics of an organization have influence on the decision-

making process (McNamara & Sutcliffe, 2001). Small firms utilize fewer heuristics and 

decision rules and have less of a controlled environment so that managers are allowed 

more freedom when making decisions. Large firms tend to utilize more heuristics and 

decision rules and have more of a controlled environment as compared to small firms. In 

large firms, managers are not given as much freedom because consistency in decision 

rules is a concern. Loosely coupled organizations contain subunits that are focused on 

one piece of the decision process or outcome, and are less likely to focus on the decision 

holistically. The lack of holistic focus is due to the specialization and expertise of the 

subunit, as is commonly found in loosely coupled organizations (March, 1994).  

A history of success in the organization means more confidence and risk-taking, 

less searching and scanning, less considering of alternatives, and less gathering of 

information (McNamara & Sutcliffe, 2001). Success seems to hinder decision-makers 

and organizations by encouraging a false sense of security and an increased estimation of 

success in the future. Additionally, when the partners in an organizational transaction are 

known, then the decision-makers exhibit more confidence and are less likely to gather 

information and data on partners and the environment (McNamara & Sutcliffe, 2001).  

 

The characteristics and effects of decisions 

 The complexity of a decision is determined by the amount and type of elements 

involved; the amount and type of relationships among the elements; the amount and 

clarity of goals and evaluation criteria; the amount and clarity alternatives and their 
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consequences; the amount and clarity of information; the amount, characteristics, and 

previous experiences of the decision-makers; and the “dynamics of time and content” 

(Bronner, 1986, p. 45).  

 Decisions that are high-profile, contentious, and have wide-ranging effects are 

typically made by top executives in the organization (Etzioni, 1967). As such, these 

decisions garner more attention and time than decisions of less importance. Typically, 

decisions of the highest and lowest importance garner the most attention and time, and 

therefore, are the most likely to be solved (March & Olsen, 1979). Decisions in the 

middle, that are neither extremely important nor extremely unimportant, exist in a more 

ambiguous situation because they are less likely to be solved. Unimportant decisions are 

made by low-level managers and usually have widely accepted procedures and protocols 

associated, therefore making the decision quick and straightforward (p. 35). Important 

decisions do not have a procedure or rule and have more impact on the organization, 

therefore more high-level managers are involved in the process and more organizational 

stakeholders participate. For important decisions, the decision-makers engage in 

information gathering, searching, scanning, and debating alternatives (p. 35). An 

important decision has a “bigger” (p. 35) process and so it is more likely to be solved. 

Mid-level decisions do not have the ease of rules nor do they capture the attention of 

executives and stakeholders; therefore, they often remain unsolved or linger in an 

organization over a longer period of time (March & Olsen, 1979, p. 35). Additionally, 

high-level and low-level decisions most likely are to receive a rational organizational 

procedure that follows the regular policies and rules; conversely, mid-level decisions are 

less likely to be solved using rational and procedural policies (Waguespack, 2006, p. 41). 
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Overview of decision-making 

In March’s (1994) thorough book on decision-making, four major issues are 

presented. The first issue relates to the dichotomy of how decisions are made, whether 

choice-based or rule-based (p. viii). Choice-based decisions are characterized by an 

evaluation of alternatives that leads to a decision. Rule-based decisions are characterized 

by a “logic of appropriateness” (p. viii), meaning that decisions are made on the basis of 

appropriateness related to expected behaviors and roles in an organization. The second 

issue is related to the question of whether the decision-making process is characterized by 

“clarity and consistency” (p. viii) or by “ambiguity and inconsistency” (p. viii). The third 

issue relates to why decisions are made—whether it is an “instrumental activity” (p. ix) or 

an “interpretive activity” (p. ix). Decision-making as an instrumental activity means that 

decisions are made in order to solve problems in an organization. Conversely, decision-

making as an interpretive activity signifies that decisions are made in order to make and 

establish meaning in the organization. Finally, the fourth major issue in research on 

decision-making is determining whether decision outcomes are “primarily attributable to 

the actions of autonomous actors or to the systemic properties of an interacting ecology” 

(p. ix). This final issue references questions about whether an outcome can be driven by 

the intentions of one person or if outcomes are the result of interactions and relationships 

among people in an organization. 

March and Simon (1993) define organizations as “systems of coordinated action 

among individuals and groups whose preferences, information, interest, and knowledge 

differ” (p. 2). Decisions are fundamental to organizations; indeed, they are how an 

organization exerts, identifies, and understands itself. Decisions are an indicator that an 
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organization exists. March and Simon identify two main types of decisions in 

organizations. The first type is the decision of an individual to become a member of an 

organization and at what level to participate. The second type of decision are those that 

“direct the organizations business, determine how to organize, what goals to proclaim, 

how to coordinate tasks to reach those goals, [and ] when to change directions or 

structure” (p. 3). Decisions are what organizations do. 

 Many factors affect decision-making. March and Olsen (1979) identify time, 

attention, participation, beliefs, attitudes, environment, information and knowledge, and 

history and memory as factors that affect choice (p. 12). Time, attention, and 

participation are scarce resources. Beliefs, attitudes, and the environment are factors that 

constantly fluctuate. Information and knowledge are imperfect and often are 

overwhelming for decision-makers. History and memory are interpreted by members of 

the organization and therefore unstable. All of these factors contribute to an 

overwhelmingly confusing and complex environment in which to make decisions. 

Related to attention and choice, Nutt (1993) identifies signals as important to the 

process of decision-making. In the beginning of the decision-making process, decision-

makers first decide what signals are important and this shapes how the decision is made 

and what it looks like. This step is called “formulation” (p. 227), and is defined as “a 

procedure carried out by a responsible agent (a manager) that begins by responding to the 

claims made by key people” (p. 227). The decision-making process starts when these key 

people make claims. The decision-maker then begins a “diagnosis stage” (p. 246), 

reviewing the claims and making sense out of the signals. Signals and claims are gauged 
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for importance and relevance. Further, competing claims are reviewed and reconciled (p. 

246).  

Organization members depend upon programs for daily decision-making. 

Performance programs are “a highly complex and organized set of responses evoked by 

an environmental stimulus” (March & Simon, 1993, p. 162). The use of a program means 

that the organizational search activity is eliminated and only choice remains—and that 

the choices are clearly defined and have been used or seen before (p. 163). An un-

routinized decision is one that does not contain a program protocol; in this case, a new 

program is developed in order to solve a problem (p. 163). The more programs in an 

organization means that there will be more predictability of those decision activities (p. 

164). 

Decision-making is more than solely making choices, rather it involves the 

allocation of attention (March & Simon, 1993, p. 4). Attention, as March and Olsen 

(1979) identify, has a significant role in decision-making in organizations. When 

considering attention in organizations, March and Simon (1993) present two main 

theories. The first theory is “satisficing” (p. 4), defined as “the idea that organizations 

focus on targets and distinguish more sharply between success (meeting the target) and 

failure (not meeting the target) than among gradations in either” (p. 4). The second theory 

is that organizations give more attention to activities that are not meeting goals than 

activities that are meeting goals (p. 4). Attention is a scarce commodity in an 

organization and is directly related to how and when decisions are made. 
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Decision outcomes 

Although seemingly counterintuitive, decision outcomes are not as important as 

most decision-makers may assume or claim. A decision outcome often is loosely coupled 

to its decision—meaning that talk and action are two very different activities. For 

example, the process of making a decision may be completely unrelated to its actual 

implementation (March, 1994, p. 197). March (1994) argues that talk and action are 

performed differently because “talk tends to deal with principles one at a time and action 

tends to deal with many principles simultaneously” (p. 198). Furthermore, talking about a 

decision may be more important than implementing the decision: talk may be more 

important than action (p. 196). The symbolism of supporting a decision can have a more 

significant role than the actual adoption of the decision.  

 Also, decision outcomes are evaluated by their “intelligence” (March, 1994, p. 

221). An action is deemed intelligent if it has “satisfied the wishes” (p. 224) of the 

relevant stakeholders. Decision outcomes may be judged based on the interpretation and 

understanding of the stakeholders, not necessarily an objective reality. The intelligence of 

a decision outcome depends on several factors, not the least of which is the understanding 

of participants. March and Simon (1993) argue that “decision outcomes are not uniquely 

determined by the context but depend in important ways on organizational and decision 

processes” (p. 16). Decision-making has significant impact on the decision outcomes. 

Further, Sutcliffe and McNamara (2001) examined the factors that lead to a 

successful decision outcome. They studied a company with banks throughout the 

Midwest that instituted new rules for determining loan risk, which meant a 

comprehensive change in their decision rules. They found that a “reliance on prescribed 
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criteria in the short-term was associated with stability in decisions” (p. 496). Conversely, 

the authors also found that over the long-term the use of prescribed decision rules led to 

less successful decision outcomes, probably because decision-makers used shortcuts in 

the rules and did not gather adequate information to make successful decisions (p. 497). 

The authors mused that “perhaps by sticking with the rules, decision-makers became 

complacent about decisions” (p. 497). From this study it appears that decision rules are 

helpful and useful up to a point, beyond which rules may hinder more than help. 

In addition to the intelligence of outcomes, decisions are evaluated by whether or 

not they produce action (March & Simon, 1993, p. 15). Decision-making involves 

defining the problem, searching for alternatives, and evaluating alternatives, all of which 

happen by individuals talking to each other. Action does not occur until a decision is 

made; however, actions and goals do not have a linear relationship. A goal does not 

necessarily precede an action: an action can create a goal as easily as a goal can create an 

action (p. 15). Further, often activity itself becomes the goal, regardless of the problem or 

target outcome. March and Olsen (1979) posit that “activity is one of the goods that 

organization members, perhaps managers especially, wish to consume” (p. 16). Activity 

becomes the goal, and perhaps the only requirement, for success in decision-making. 

 

Decision-making and the perception of time 

 Decision-making is focused on both the past and future; it is an activity that must 

acknowledge historical context and future potential (Simon, 1987, p. 62). Decision-

making is reliant on the past in how decision-makers look to past experiences and rules 

that capture the past. Decision-making is focused on the future because decisions involve 



 

 

23 

anticipating the future and acting in the present to affect the future. March (1994) argues 

that “change stems from imagining the future and imposing it on the present” (p. 79), 

along with a nod to the past through existing rules and norms. As mentioned above, two 

competing notions are found in decision-making research: the logic of rules and the logic 

of appropriateness. The former notion requires that decision-makers anticipate the future; 

the latter notion requires that decision-makers learn from the past (p. 101). 

 Additionally, the determination of the success of a decision is affected by time 

(March, 1994, p. 86). The decision process has more influence on decision-makers than 

the decision outcome because the process is more immediate than the outcome. The 

process occurs, and, if it is interpreted as successful, then the decision is deemed a 

success, regardless of the outcome. The outcome of a decision can have considerable 

time lag and therefore cannot be immediately evaluated for success. A positive process 

that results in a poor outcome may lead the decision-maker to believe that it was still a 

successful decision, or at least an overall good decision (p. 87). 

 

Communication and decision-making 

 Communication affects decision-making in an organization. Language is 

imprecise and thus for organizational actors it is “extremely difficult to communicate 

about intangible objects and nonstandardized objects” (March & Simon, 1993, p. 185). 

Further, language drives perceptions and therefore assumptions and decisions in an 

organization. March and Simon (1993) argue that “the world tends to be perceived by the 

organization members in terms of the particular concepts that are reflected in the 

organization’s vocabulary” (p. 186). Organizational communication is linked to 
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perception. The pattern of communication channels within an organization has significant 

influence on decision-making, especially non-programmed or non-procedural decision 

activities (March & Simon, 1993, p. 185). Additionally, the communication pattern 

determines how “frequently and forcefully” (p. 190) specific actions and information are 

brought to the attention of decision-makers. 

 When a problem or stimulus is evoked, the communication protocol of the 

organization’s programmed decision process triggers the question, “What kind of event is 

this?” (March & Simon, 1993, p. 184). This question is indicative of the programmed and 

routinized nature of most decision-making in organizations: most events are recognized 

and therefore have an already-chosen process to be used. Unprogrammed activity begins 

when the answer to the question, “What kind of event is this?” is not known or 

recognized. Unprogrammed activity may spark indecision and inactivity out of 

uncertainty of the situation or it may encourage innovation and the development of new 

programs and routines (p. 184). 

 

Steps, phases, and stages in decision-making 

 Decision-making processes have influence on decision outcomes (Sutcliffe & 

McNamara, 2001). The steps, phases, and stages in decision-making are important to 

understand in order to improve the decision outcome. Several researchers have presented 

various permutations of segments in the decision-making process (Chaffee, 1983; Huber, 

1981; Janis, 1977; Nutt, 1993a; Nutt, 1993b). For example, Janis (1977) identifies five 

stages of decision-making for individuals who are described as “vigilant” (p. 178). These 

stages in order include “appraising the challenge,” “surveying alternatives,” “weighing 
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alternatives,” “deliberating about commitment,” and “adhering despite negative 

feedback” (p. 172-178). The most widely accepted research on steps and phases are 

discussed below.  

 Nutt (1993a) identifies a six-stage decision-making formulation process (p. 228). 

In the first stage, the decision-maker receives, identifies, and interprets the signals made 

by key players in the organization. In the second stage, the intentions of the decision that 

will be made are determined, related to needs and opportunities that surface relative to 

the claims made. In the third stage, premises and assumptions are identified and concepts 

are developed. The third stage is where alternatives are produced. In the fourth stage, 

tentative plans emerge and the details are worked out, including the review of any 

mistakes thus far in the process. Benchmarks and evaluation criteria are instituted in the 

fifth stage. Finally, during the sixth stage the decision is made by choosing one option 

(alternative), steps are taken to institutionalize the decision, and resources are committed 

(p. 228). The decision process ends once the decision is rendered, evaluated, and 

concluded to be successful or at least successful enough not to be acted upon anymore (p. 

229). 

Several factors have been identified as influencing decision-making in 

organizations. Huber (1981) maintains that all managers have management information 

systems, loosely defined as information sources, channels, and procedures that may 

include resources like trade publications, file cabinets, telephones, and organization 

charts in addition to electronic data. These information systems inform the decisions 

made in the organization, whether formally or informally. Managers also use decision 

support systems, tools used by managers to make decisions, including “decision rules, 
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policy manuals, recollections, and staff analysts” (p. 2) in addition to computerized 

decision.   

Nutt (1993b) also examines the stages of decision-making, specifically the “idea 

development stage” (p. 1071), in which “solutions are identified, attempting to determine 

how decision-makers go about solution identification” (p. 1071). According to Nutt 

(1993b), the decision process seems to have more influence on decision outcomes than do 

factors like urgency, importance, staff support, and the number of alternative solutions 

available (p. 1079). Additionally, decision-makers tend to use “somewhat ineffective 

tactics in almost three of four decisions and fail to consider context when selecting a 

tactic” (p. 1083). Nutt recommends further research into the topic of organizational 

context surround decision-making processes (p. 1084). 

Additionally, Nutt (1993b) finds that most decision-makers employ one of four 

tactics when solving problems: “idea,” “template,” “search,” and “design” (p. 1077). The 

idea tactic involves using pre-existing ideas as solutions. The template tactic entails 

drawing on the practices and models of other organizations and individuals (p. 1076). 

The template tactic can be executed in two ways, either the single template, in which only 

one model or practice is adopted, or the synthesized template, in which more than one 

model or practice is examined and used (p. 1078). The search tactic involves diagnosing 

needs and then using the diagnosis to search for a solution. Often requests for proposals 

(RFPs) are deployed in the search tactic. There are two methods for engaging the search 

tactic, a “single search” (p. 1078) and a “cyclical search” (p. 1078). In a single search, the 

most common kind of search, an RFP is used and the best proposal is chosen. In a 

cyclical search, multiple searches are carried out, each one building on the lessons 
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learned from the last search (p. 1078). The first search gathers all possible information 

and best practices and then the second search exploits this knowledge to focus on best 

practices and “cutting edge capabilities” (p. 1078). Cyclical searches are rarely used in 

organizations, due to time and resource constraints. The design tactic is a custom-made 

solution involving new ideas that are unrelated to existing practices within the 

organization or outside organizations and no searches are performed. The design tactic 

shows good solution results overall but is the least time efficient tactic, thus proving to be 

the most expensive and time-consuming method (p. 1078). 

 

Decision-making and higher education 

Eckel (2002) examines decision rules used to make decisions pertaining to closing 

academic programs at four universities: University of Maryland at College Park, Oregon 

State University, University of Rochester, and Kent State (p. 241). He uses the case study 

method, utilizing interviews, observations, site visits, and document reviews (p. 241). 

Action rationality and decision rationality are the theories underpinning the study and 

provide the conceptual framework. Action rationality refers to making a decision “to get 

things done” (p. 240) that lead to results and outcomes. Decision rationality is the process 

of using information and data to inform the decision-making process and ultimately the 

outcome, and “to choose the right thing” (p. 240). 

 Eckel uncovers four decision rules related to closing academic programs: 1) 

closed programs had weak or novice leaders, 2) closed programs had small amounts of 

students, 3) closed programs had low faculty numbers, and 4) closed programs were not 

directly related to the mission of their college (p. 257). Eckel posits two decision rules 
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related to reinstating a program that was initially slated for closure. First, closing the 

program would be too expensive, for example, programs involving nuclear reactors; 

second, external political pressure was applied (p. 255). 

 Additionally, Eckel concludes that administrators do not use the stated decision 

rules with which they begin. For example, most administrators stated that closures 

depended upon a combination of “institutional mission centrality, quality, cost, 

contribution, demand, mandate, uniqueness, distinction, revenue, and investment” (p. 

255), but in fact quality was the only criterion utilized. Eckel states that program closure 

has little to do with decision rules related to workforce needs and anticipated student 

enrollment, rather it depends upon the strength of the program’s leadership, campus-wide 

support, and the mobilization of students, faculty, and alumni. He determines that most of 

the criteria identified by administrators are not used; instead, action rationality prevails 

and decision rationality is used as a symbolic tool to explain the process (p. 257-258). 

 

Decision-making constraints, limitations, and biases 

Decision-making is constrained by the position that an individual holds in an 

organization (Simon, 1958). Also, the decision-maker is constrained by what Simon 

(1957) first refers to as “bounded rationality” (p. 267), according to March (1988). 

Bounded rationality is due to an individual’s limited cognitive capabilities—only so 

much information can be processed and understood. Options are not infinite and 

boundless; rather, they are bounded by human competence and the inability to gather all 

possible alternatives and related information (p. 269).  
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 Another constraint on decision-making is whether the decision-maker is an expert 

or a novice (Beach & Connolly, 2005, p. 20). Experts consistently do better than novices 

in complex situations where decisions must be made. This success is attributed to a richer 

and deeper trove of experiences and memories than can guide the expert decision-maker, 

as opposed to the novice who has not had as much experience and has fewer memories to 

rely upon (Langley et al., 1995, p. 269). In decision-making situations, usually novices 

will use superficial signifiers and utilize the status quo—procedures and rules already in 

place. Finally, expert decision-makers are better at recognizing patterns than novices, 

allowing the experts to grasp the “big picture” and make better decisions than the 

novices, decisions that anticipate the future context (Beach & Connolly, 2005, p. 20). 

The study of decision-making is limited by the assumption that a decision occurs 

in a finite moment and can be traced backward (Langley et al., 1995, p. 261, 265). 

Rather, Langley et al. argue that decisions are ongoing and part of a larger environment 

that is tangled and difficult to observe empirically (p. 261). Decision-making studies are 

also limited by their method of interviewing individuals about past experiences. 

Mintzberg, Raisinghani, and Theoret (1976) identify distortion and memory failure as 

two forms of error in the interview method (p. 250). These limitations can be managed by 

choosing decision-making experiences that have occurred recently and are considered 

interesting by the interviewee so that the memory is more intact. 

 

Seven frames of decision-making 

 Numerous decision-making frames and methods exist in the research literature 

(Bess & Dee, 2008; Chaffee, 1983; Etzioni, 1967; Huber, 1981; Nutt, 1998; Nutt, 1993). 
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A frame refers to the lens through which a decision-maker views and makes a decision, 

including the actors, assumptions, and forces involved. Below is an overview of common 

decision-making frames and methods, with a conclusion of the seven most common 

frames cited in the research literature. 

Etzioni (1967) posits three methods of decision-making: “rationalistic,” 

“incrementalist,” and “mixed scanning” (p. 385). Rational decision-making tends to 

assume that the decision-maker has a high degree of control over the decision-making. It 

is an idealized and “utopian” (p. 385) model involving the review of all possible 

alternatives and consequences. Incremental decision-making is conservative in approach, 

and involves scanning a limited amount of alternatives and consequences (p. 386). These 

alternatives are closely related to the original problem and past solutions, thus 

transformational change is not possible. Incrementalism tends to lead to short-term 

solutions for problems. Finally, mixed scanning is a method that involves a high level of 

scanning similar to the rationalistic method and also combines the focus on a few 

alternatives of the incrementalist method (p. 389). Details are limited in the scanning 

activity, in order to compensate for the weaknesses found in the rationalistic method; 

further, context is considered in order to offset the inclination solely to consider similar, 

short-term solutions as in the incrementalist method (p. 390). 

 The organizational landscape is ambiguous and confusing, and so decision-

makers engage in sensemaking, to try to impose order and intuit the environment (Weick, 

1995). Occasionally there are solutions floating around looking for problems, as in 

garbage-can decision-making (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972). Researchers, from many 

disciplines and backgrounds ranging from organizational theory and management to 
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education, have used varying frames and models to explain decision-making. Models 

may include steps and phases through which the organization and decision-maker move, 

whether linearly or organically. For example, Nutt (1993a) identifies five stages as most 

agreed-upon in the organizational theory literature: “framing,” “direction setting,” 

“option generation,” “option evaluation,” and “implementation” (p. 229).  

 In addition to steps and stages, researchers have examined forces on and models 

of decision-making. Huber (1981) describes four conceptual models for understanding 

organizational decision-making: the rational model, the political/competitive model, the 

garbage-can model, and the program model. The rational model is characterized by the 

logical use of information and data. The political/competitive model involves decisions 

that are “consequences of the application of strategies and tactics by units seeking to 

influence decision processes in directions that will result in choices favorable to 

themselves” (p. 3). The garbage-can model is distinguished by timing and chance: 

problems and solutions haphazardly run into each other and are influenced most by 

opportunity, not by rational decision processes or procedures already in place. The 

program model refers to an organization that has coordinated activities, standardized 

rules and procedures, and hierarchical structure.  

 Similarly, Chaffee (1983) uses five frames: collegial, bureaucratic, political, 

anarchical, and rational. Chaffee’s bureaucracy frame is similar to Huber’s (1981) 

program model and the anarchical model is similar to the garbage-can model. Chaffee 

introduces a new frame, collegial, that is characterized by shared responsibility and 

collective reasoning and decision-making, as seen in higher education. It is important to 

note that Huber studies organizational theory in management and Chaffee studies 
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organizational theory in higher education, thus Chaffee includes the collegiality frame, 

while acknowledging that this is a hallmark of higher education but it may not pertain to 

every decision (p. 24).  

 In addition to consensus around decision-making frames like the rational, 

bureaucratic (programmatic), political (competitive), and the garbage-can, there also is 

disagreement among researchers about what frames are most useful and empirically 

validated. Tierney (2008) argues that the bureaucratic and collegiality frames are 

overused and ineffective when applied to organizational research in higher education. 

Tierney claims that the bureaucracy frame is incorrectly used because it pertains too 

much to a level of coordination and rationality that is not possible to attain in a university 

setting. Further, researchers often use the collegiality frame, characterized by consensus 

and professional respect, but Tierney (2008) points out that there is scant empirical 

evidence that universities operate collegially. 

 The following sections outline the seven decision-making frames most frequently 

cited in the organizational theory and higher education literature. I use the word “frame” 

in the sense that it is a lens, or perspective, on the forces and factors that promote a 

specific method of decision-making. The seven frames are bureaucracy, collegiality, 

culture, garbage-can, intuition, politics, and rationality. Each section contains a 

description of the frame and associated indicators. 

 

Bureaucracy 

 The bureaucracy frame is so prevalent and ubiquitous in the organization that 

individuals may not realize they are engaging it in their decision-making process 
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(Chaffee, 1983, p. 31). This frame may be found in centralized and decentralized 

organizations. Bureaucracy also is referred to in the research literature as a “formalized 

organization,” meaning that it is highly structural and “characterized by explicitly 

articulated and written firm policies, job descriptions, organization charts, strategic and 

operational plans, and objective-setting systems” (Baum & Wally, 2003, p. 1112). 

Bureaucracy also relates to organizational learning and memory in how members 

formalize and share information and processes over a long period of time (p. 1112). 

The bureaucracy frame refers to the implicit and explicit procedures, heuristics, 

and expectations in an organization that originate from the hierarchical and 

administrative structure (Chaffee, 1983, p. 31). Bureaucracy concerns procedures, rules, 

and standard operating procedures that aid the decision-maker in making decisions. 

Bureaucracies are developed in order to capture better efficiency through predictability. 

Heuristics are rules of thumb used in the organization (Busenitz, 1999, p. 397; March, 

1994, p. 13). Rules and rule-following are encouraged in order to increase predictability 

of decision-makers and decisions. Predictability increases efficiency by increasing the 

number of “standard operating procedures” in place that can take care of decisions 

automatically, rather than undergoing a long decision process without rules. Decisions 

can thus be made through the use of categorization (March & Simon, 1993, p. 58). These 

rules and procedures have developed over time in the organization, through 

organizational learning and memory; concomitantly, rule use depends on history and 

tradition (Chaffee, 1983, p. 31). 

 Authority is vested in decision-makers who utilize the bureaucracy frame and its 

associated procedures. March (1994) states, “practices, forms, and rules become more 
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legitimate as more decision-makers use them” (p. 100). Decision-makers vest procedures 

with authority and legitimacy by enacting them, thus the more the procedures are used, 

the more legitimate they become. Administrative control refers to the leadership and 

validity for making decisions and steering the organization. Pusser (2003) describes this 

model as “top-down, rational deliberation that leads to stability and legitimate 

administrative control” (p. 123). Leadership, authority, and legitimacy are intertwined. 

 Langley et al. (1995) (p. 266) compare bureaucracy to a “machine” in the 

organization. It is like a machine because so many actions are automatic and scheduled in 

the organization therefore spontaneous actions are not needed. In fact, spontaneity in a 

bureaucracy would indicate that the machine is not working properly. Efficiency and 

orderliness are the result of this machine-like model (Chaffee, 1983, p. 31). 

 In the bureaucracy frame there are fewer personalized relationships between 

individuals; rather, relationships are between offices and roles, according to rules (March 

& Simon, 1993, p. 57). Organizational actors are not seen as individuals but as 

representatives of units with corresponding roles and assumptions. Additionally, the 

organizational actors have “internalized” (p. 57) the rules of the organization, meaning 

that the rules “assume a positive value that is independent of the organizational goals” (p. 

57).  

 

Collegiality 

 The collegiality frame rose to prominence in higher education during the 1950s 

and 1960s, when the “autocratic” presidential leadership style of earlier times 

disappeared and faculty and administrators increasingly began to participate in 
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organizational matters (Ladd, 1972). More recent literature has focused on the decline of 

the collegiality frame in higher education, and the increase of bureaucratic processes 

(Waugh, 2003, p. 84). Higher education administrators, pressured by external 

stakeholders, are blamed for the decline of collegiality and are seen as the impetus for 

increased managerial norms in academe (p. 86). 

 Collegiality is a hallmark of higher education organizations, especially in 

governing structures and decision-making processes (Chaffee, 1983, p. 24). The 

collegiality frame is characterized by collective deliberation and decisions made by 

consensus. In reference to the collegiality, Pusser (2003) posits that “action is guided by 

consensus” (p. 124) and describes it as “power and decision-making shared throughout 

the organization” (p. 124). The collegiality frame includes values of shared responsibility 

and the responsibility to make decisions through participation and discussion of 

alternatives (Chaffee, 1983, p. 26). Finally, choices are made when a solution is agreed 

upon by most or all of the participants, and the group receives feedback on the decision 

outcome through informal ad hoc measures (p. 26). 

 Birnbaum (1988) describes the collegiality frame as a type of cultural perspective, 

along with bureaucratic, political, and anarchical. He describes the collegiality frame as 

one of consensus, shared power, and non-hierarchical structure (p. 156). While the 

collegiality frame is named after universities, some academic administrators would argue 

that it does not apply to “non-academic” (Chaffee, 1983, p. 25) decisions like budgets 

and operations. 

 Additionally, collegiality is associated with feelings of security in higher 

education organizations. Members of twelve universities in the United Kingdom reported 



 

 

36 

positive feelings of security in relation to the level of participation and collegiality in 

their institution during long-term planning activities (Allen, 2003, p. 84). These positive 

feelings are likely due to the increased information sharing and professional mutual 

respect that are characteristics of the collegiality frame (p. 84). 

 

Culture  

 More recent frames of decision-making in organizations, and specifically in 

higher education, have included aspects of culture (Bess & Dee, 2008; Bolman & Deal, 

2003; Gore, Murray, & Richardson, 1992; Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, & Lampel, 1998; 

Tierney, 2008). Pusser (2003) calls the culture frame a “shared networks of norms, 

beliefs, meanings, and cultural understandings key to organizational structures and 

processes” (p. 124). The culture frame, as described by Tierney (2008), has a focus on an 

organization’s environment, mission, socialization, information, strategy, and leadership. 

Culture refers to common understandings among organizational members, often 

unspoken, that may be seen in artifacts like stories, myths, traditions, and symbols. Also, 

culture is related to sensemaking, the process that individuals use to make sense of their 

environments, seeking patterns and understanding that lead to how the decision-maker 

frames a decision (Weick, 1995). 

 A significant component of decision-making involves understanding and 

interpreting one’s experience. There are three main features of the interpretation of 

decision-making. The first feature is that interpretations “conserve belief” (March, 1994, 

p. 84). Individuals in organizations commonly understand and interpret new situations 

and experiences in ways that adhere to already-held beliefs. The second feature of the 
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interpretation of decision-making is that organizational members use “simple causal 

theories” (p. 84) to interpret events. A simple causal theory is defined by convenience 

and closeness in proximity to the decision-maker; usually this takes the form of 

individuals assuming that causes and effects are closely related, both in time and space. 

For example, an event that happens in the organization today and a disaster that occurs 

the following day likely will be linked, because the two events occurred in close time 

proximity. Conversely, an event that happens today and a disaster that occurs two years 

later are less likely to be linked because they are far apart in time. The third feature of the 

interpretation of decision-making is that it is a “social interpretation” (p. 85) activity. 

This means that meaning is made through networks, groups, and coalitions in an 

organization. Information is shared and interpreted by telling stories and the final 

interpretation is solidified through this process (p. 85). 

 Identity as a cultural construct is an important characteristic of the culture frame 

of decision-making (March, 1994, p. 58). March and Simon (1993) posit that “Decision-

making is seen as a result from rule following and the fulfillment of an identity” (p. 57). 

Decision-makers ask themselves three questions when commencing decision-making:  

1) What kind of situation is this? (Recognition);  

2) What kind of person am I? (Identity); and  

3) What do I, or the organization, do in a situation like this? (Rules) (March, 

1994, p. 58). 

In sum, the culture frame provides cues and prompts to decision-makers on how to act 

and behave (March & Simon, 1993, p. 72). Meaning is made through social interaction 

(March 1994, p. 210). In reference to the intersection of identity and social interaction, 
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Janis (1977) explains that “decisions are socially committing because they require efforts 

at implementation if the decision-maker is to fulfill his role in the community and 

maintain his public reputation as well as his self-image as a reasonably reliable person” 

(p. 4). Identity and social interaction are the foundation of culture. 

 Further, the use of myths, symbols, rituals, and stories to make meaning and 

understanding is integral to the culture frame. Research shows that the act of supporting a 

decision or policy with “appropriate symbolic meaning” (March, 1994, p. 196) can be 

more important than its actual adoption and implementation. Further, March and Olsen 

(1979) posit that “the capacity for beliefs, attitude, and concerns is larger than the 

capacity for action” (p. 14). The culture frame includes these meaning-making processes 

such as myths, stories, rituals, and beliefs. 

 Finally, shame and guilt are motivators for decision-making in the culture frame. 

Shame and guilt are related to identity and unfulfilled social contracts within the 

organization (March & Simon, 1993, p. 65). Decision-makers are aware of the cultural 

expectations of other individuals in the organization and may subconsciously take this 

into account when making choices. In general, organizational decision-makers are 

concerned about morality and act according to the values of the organization, as expected 

by others (March & Simon, 1993, p. 65). Pusser (2003) argues that successful 

administrators conform to “prevailing values and sources of legitimacy” (p. 124) 

especially in times of uncertainty. 
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Garbage-can 

 The garbage-can frame is characterized by timing, opportunity, and chance. 

Problems and solutions seem to float through the organization and randomly are linked in 

attempts to end decision-making processes. Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) recognize 

this frame, defining it as a “choice opportunity” (p. 2) during which “various kinds of 

problems and solutions are dumped by participants as they are generated” (p. 2). 

Garbage-can decision-making entails problems looking for solutions and solutions 

looking for problems. Often, garbage-can decision-making is found in “organized 

anarchies” (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972, p. 1), which are characterized by “problematic 

preferences,” “unclear technologies,” and “fluid participation” (p. 1).  

 Timing and opportunity are important aspects of the garbage-can frame. March 

and Simon (1993) explain the garbage-can frame as when “opportunities for choice 

attract all sorts of unrelated (but simultaneously available) problems, solutions, goals, 

interests, concerns” (p. 15). Further, March (1994) explains the frame as having 

“elements of temporal sorting” (p. 198) and that “problems, solutions, decision-makers, 

and choice opportunities are linked initially by virtue of the times of their arrives on the 

scene and the possibilities available at those times” (p. 201). “Simultaneity” (p. 198) is an 

important concept in the garbage-can frame, as it refers to the chance timing and 

confluence of assorted variables, many of which that are not related in any manner other 

than timing.  

 March and Olsen (1979) present the following eight properties of garbage-can 

decision-making: 

1. Resolution of problem is not the norm, 
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2. Sensitive to variations in load, 

3. Problems and decision-makers “track each other” (p. 34) through the process, 

4. “Interconnections among problem activity, problem latency, and the persistence 

of choices” (p. 35), 

5. Process is “sharply interactive” (p. 35), 

6. Important problems more likely to be solved than unimportant problems, 

7. Important choices are much less likely to resolve problems than unimportant 

choices, and 

8. Choice failures, or lack of choice, happen commonly in most important and 

least important choices; intermediate choices are almost always made (p. 35). 

Although a legitimate decision-making process, the garbage-can frame does not solve 

problems in the best manner possible, but it does solve problems and often that is the 

most important criterion of all in the organization (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972, p. 16). 

 Decision outcomes by way of the garbage-can frame are influenced by context 

and environment (Waguespack, 2006, p. 42). Further, participation level and roles have 

an effect on the decision outcome in a garbage-can frame process (p. 42). The 

organizational environment constrains the garbage-can process by further encouraging 

chaotic processes  (Levitt & Nass, 1989, p. 206). Organizations are advised to “open their 

cores to the institutional environment rather than buffering their cores” (p. 205) when 

using the garbage-can frame. 
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Intuition  

 The intuition frame is the least-studied and most recently constructed frame in 

organizational research literature. Notably, in March and Simon’s new introduction for 

their 1993 second edition of their 1958 book Organizations, they posit that their only 

major critique of the first edition is that they should have placed more emphasis on rule-

based and intuitive aspects of decision-making. Their first edition contains more on 

analytically rational decision-making than it contains on intuition, and according to the 

authors, this is a weakness (p. 8). Additionally, March (1994) calls for researchers and 

practitioners to “treat intuition as real” (p. 262). 

March and Simon (1993) declare that most decision-making in organizations is 

intuitive because it “occurs immediately upon recognition of a situation” (p. 13). The 

authors elaborate on intuition, describing it as an insightful and creative skill. Further, 

they explain that “the distinctive earmarks of intuition are rapid response (a matter of 

seconds) and inability of the respondent to report a sequence of steps leading to the 

result—even denial of awareness of any such steps” (p. 11). Insight frequently leads to a 

“correct” (p. 11), or successful, decision, even though no processing time or effort took 

place. Intuition is a very quick, subconscious, pattern-recognition event that allows the 

individual to apply past rules and memories to a similar situation, thus basing the 

decision on recognized cues from the past (Baum & Wally, 2003, p. 1109). 

Consequential analysis is in contrast to rules-based intuition because the former decision-

making process takes time and conscious steps taken to a final decision (March & Simon, 

1993, p. 11). 
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 Intuition is not irrational or without logic and reason. Simon (1987) posits that 

intuition is “the reason that underlies the unreason” (p. 57). Intuition should not be 

contrasted with rationality; rather, intuition is “simply analyses frozen into habit and into 

the capacity for rapid response through recognition” (p. 63). In reference to intuition’s 

subconscious characteristics, Sinclair and Ashkanasy (2005) give it the name “non-

conscious” (p. 357) in order to include “all levels beyond an individual’s consciousness” 

(p. 357). Intuition is a type of experiential logic that arises from experience and logic. It 

is one’s “gut” feeling, an emotional reaction based on knowledge. 

 Agor (1986) defines intuition as “a product of both factual and feeling cues 

unclouded by deep personal ego involvement in the issue at hand” (p. 5). In his survey of 

100 top executives, he found that intuition was most helpful in the following situations or 

events: 

 where there is a high level of uncertainty; 

 where there is little previous precedent; 

 where variables are less scientifically predictable; 

 where facts are limited; 

 where facts do not indicate clearly the direction to take; 

 when analytical data are of little use (e.g., new trends are emerging); 

 where there are several plausible alternative solutions to choose from, with good 

arguments for each; 

 where time is limited and there is pressure to be right; 

 and for negotiations and personnel decisions (p. 29). 
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Further, Agor makes connections to creativity and the “capacity to dream up” (p. 7) new 

products and business methods using intuition. Tomer (1992) posits that an executive 

who is adept at using the intuition frame would have an advantage over other executives 

because he would not have to expend time and resources gathering resources (p. 98). In 

order to encourage and facilitate intuition, March (1979) suggests “playfulness” (p. 77) 

because it allows experimentation. 

Insight is involved in intuition, as well (Langley et al., 1995, p. 268). Langley et 

al. quote Shimizu (1981) who describes insight as “intuitive sensibility” (p. 268) that 

corresponds to the “ability to grasp instantly an understanding of the whole structure of 

new information” (qtd. by Langley et al., 1995, p. 268). Insight is related to “inspiration, 

affect, and memory” (p. 269) during the decision-making process. Sinclair and 

Ashkanasy (2005) posit a frame similar to Langley et al.’s frame, one that shows that 

“decision-making processes are partially driven by emotion, imagination, and memories 

crystallized into occasional insights” (p. 354). March (1988b) argues for more 

“foolishness” (p. 265) in organizations in order to make space for creative insights and 

intuition. 

  

Politics 

 The politics frame is characterized by coalitions, conflict, negotiations, and 

bargaining (Chaffee, 1983, p. 28). Most organizations are considered political, but 

frequently, universities are described as particularly political (p. 27). March (1994) cites 

the politics frame as inherent in his definition of decisions: “Decisions are the result of 

negotiation among members of a coalition” (p. 195). Bargaining is initiated by subgroups 
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and coalitions and decision-making involves “the activities of institutional subgroups, 

internal interests, coalition building, and bargaining” (Pusser, 2003, p. 124). Stakeholders 

advancing their interests is a defining aspect of the politics frame. 

 Political maneuverings originate in stakeholders’ mobilization of concerns related 

to policy and decision-making in the organization (Dean & Sharfman, 1996, p. 374). 

Stakeholders become concerned about specific decisions when these decisions may affect 

their position in the organization, including such concerns as compensation, policy, 

prestige, and power. Stakeholders lobby, negotiate, and bargain on behalf of their concern 

and interests in order to influence the decision outcome (p. 374). 

 Pusser (2003) shows how the politics frame applied to public higher education 

institutions has not been well developed. He cites Baldridge’s (1971) original three 

dimensions of understanding organizational behavior as most useful. Baldridge includes 

the bureaucratic, collegial, and political frames (Pusser, 2003, p. 135). Pusser identifies 

several forces at work during the affirmative action debate at the University of California 

during the 1990s; these forces include the bureaucratic force of the university’s rules and 

procedures, the collegial force of faculty, and the symbolic force of “UC’s historical 

commitment to affirmative action” (Pusser, 2003, p. 135). 

 Conflict is a characteristic of the politics frame. Janis (1977) posits that decision-

making is a process full of conflict (p. 46). March and Simon (1993) state that there are 

four major processes by which an organization reacts to conflict: problem solving, 

persuasion, bargaining, and politics (p. 149-150). Individual responses to decision 

conflict include withdrawal, increased vigilance, and the adoption of other “coping 

patterns” (Janis, 1977, p. 18). 
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 Related to conflict, decision-makers and partisans engage in processes where 

authorities apply decisions to partisans, who may or may not retaliate (Pusser, 2003, p. 

124). Pusser (2003) posits the “decision-making process as one driven by ‘authorities’ 

who make decisions for the whole, and ‘partisans’ within the organization who are 

affected by the decisions” (p. 124). These political processes tend to make participants 

more inward-focused rather than outward-focused, which may be a disadvantage for the 

organization as a whole (Dean & Sharfman, 1996, p. 375). 

 Control, power, and attempts to control the agenda are all a part of the politics 

frame, too. Pusser (2003) argues that, “The central elements of efforts to gain influence 

over political institutions include efforts to control the agenda for organizational activity” 

(p. 126). Adherence to and concern about rules that result from political contest within 

organization is a mainstay in organizations: “Political winners characteristically have a 

greater stake in the observance of rules that result from a political process than do 

political losers” (March & Simon, 1993, p. 75). Enforcing rules is a way to control the 

agenda. 

 Finally, in this frame, leaders act as mediators between internal and external 

stakeholders involved in decisions in the organization. Pusser (2003) characterizes 

administrators as “boundary spanners, key actors who mediate, or articulate, between 

internal and external constituencies” (p. 124). Administrators respond to the changing 

actors, coalitions, and power exchange during the feedback phase of the politics decision-

making frame (Chaffee, 1983, p. 28). 
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Rationality  

 The rationality frame is defined as an activity that “pursues a logic of 

consequence” (March, 1994, p. 2) and originates from economic theory of the “economic 

man” (Simon, 1955, p. 99). Rational decision-making is characterized by evaluating and 

choosing among choices. The invocation of a rational procedure is very common in 

organizations; however, it should be noted that the rationality frame does not necessarily 

deliver successful outcomes. Surprise and regret are notorious features of rational 

decision processes (p. 6). Simon (1957) defines rationality as concern “with the selection 

of preferred behavior alternatives in terms of some system of values whereby the 

consequences of behavior can be evaluated” (p. 75). Evaluation is fundamental to the 

rationality frame. 

Humans behave rationally when certain organizational situations exist (March & 

Simon, 1993). First, there must be knowledge and anticipation of future events within the 

organization; further, the probability of specific events in the future must be considered. 

Second, information about the possible alternatives must be available. Third, 

consequences of the possible alternatives must be considered. Finally, there must be rules 

for prioritizing and ordering the alternatives (March & Simon, 1993, p. 172). 

 Limited, or bounded, rationality is a pragmatic version of pure rationality (March, 

1994, p. 7). Pure rationality is the notion that a decision-maker finds and evaluates all 

possible alternatives before choosing the best. Limited rationality is more realistic than 

pure rationality in how it assumes that decision-makers tend to look at a few alternatives 

sequentially, not all alternatives simultaneously (p. 7).  Limited rationality is more widely 

accepted, as opposed to pure rationality (p. 9). Dean and Sharfman (1996) use the rational 
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frame as “procedural rationality” (p. 373), meaning that decisions are based on facts and 

information, but without the “decision-maker omniscience” (p. 373) that limits pure 

rationality. 

 Within the notion of limited rationality, March (1994) argues that theories of 

decision-making “are often better described as theories of attention or search than as 

theories of choice” (p. 10). He posits that attention is scarce and therefore the allocation 

of attention is an important indicator in decision-making. Related to attention limitations, 

and further hindering the decision, is that decision-makers tend to use information in a 

narrow manner and “see what they expect to see and overlook unexpected things” (p. 11). 

In conclusion, limited rationality is a popular, albeit limited, perspective of decision-

making and has serious weaknesses related to attention and information. 

The rationality frame of decision-making purports that organizational agents have 

a high degree of control over their environment (Etzioni, 1967, p. 386). Additionally, this 

frame includes searching and scanning to an extent that is “beyond human capability” 

(Chaffee, 1983, p. 38). The criteria, goals, and values for decision-making are set before 

the decision process begins in a rational frame (p. 32). Simon (1955) offers both a static 

and dynamic model of rationality, the latter of which includes realistic limitations on 

human cognition (p. 114).  

Some researchers argue that the presence of the rationality frame comes at the 

expense of intuition, tradition, and faith (Cohen & March, 1986, p. 218). Chaffee (1983) 

posits that the bureaucracy and politics frames often are used in higher education, and 

that the rational frame often is confused with or used interchangeably with the 
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bureaucracy frame (p. 39-40). Finally, Eckel (2002) argues that administrators hide the 

kind of frame used when major decisions are underway in universities (257-258). 

 

Strategic decision-making  

 Decisions, especially important decisions, are made by leaders and managers 

located at the top of the organizational hierarchy (Hickson et al., 1986, p. 96). Strategic 

decision-making is a specific type of decision-making that is “important in terms of the 

actions taken, resources committed, or the precedent set” (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992, 

p. 17). Strategic decisions are a specific type of decision, as opposed to tactical decisions 

and operational decisions (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 597). In the research literature, strategic 

decision-making also is known as “consequential decisions” (Sutfcliffe & McNamara, 

2001, p. 484) and “fundamental decisions” (Etzioni, 1967, p. 387). Consequential 

decisions are decisions that “evoke some degree of concern or anxiety in the decision-

maker about the possibility that he may not gain the objectives he is seeking” (Janis, 

1977, p. 69) and that the costs of the consequences may be very high. These risks and 

potential losses are perceived as threats to the individual and the organization. Finally, 

strategic decision-making happens at both the individual and organizational level of 

analysis; the challenge is to link the two levels (Corner, Kinicki, & Keats, 1994, p. 294). 

Early writing on strategic decision-making focused on executives in firms 

(Barnard, 1968). Drucker (1966) examined why some executives are effective and others 

are not. He argued that effectiveness can be learned: “effectiveness is the specific 

technology of the knowledge worker with an organization” (p. 2). He defined executives 

as:  
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“those knowledge workers, managers, or individual professionals who are 

expected by virtue of their position or their knowledge to make decisions in the 

normal course of their work that have significant impact on the performance and 

results of the whole” (italics added for emphasis, p. 8). 

Additionally, executives are “defined by results” (p. 7). In reference to making successful 

decisions, Drucker writes that “What is needed are few, but fundamental, decisions. What 

is needed is the right strategy rather than razzle-dazzle tactics” (p. 24). In essence, what 

Drucker refers to is strategic decision-making. 

Strategic decision-making is an attempt to plan for the long-term future of an 

organization and increase the odds that the organization will be successful. As Nutt 

(1999) posits, half of all organizational decisions fail. With such dismal odds, decision-

makers must try to hedge their bets by being strategic. Mintzberg, Raisinghani, and 

Theoret (1976) explain the essence of strategic decisions: 

“A strategic decision process is characterized by novelty, complexity, and open-

endedness, by the fact that the organization usually begins with little 

understanding of the decision situation it faces or the route to its solution, and 

only a vague idea of what that solution might be and how it will be evaluated 

when it is developed. Only by groping through a recursive, discontinuous process 

involving many difficult steps and a host of dynamic factors over a considerable 

period of time is a final choice made” (p. 250-251). 

As such, strategic decision-making involves a high level of ambiguity and demands 

clarity and toughness from the decision-maker. Strategic decisions are different from 

every day decisions because they entail a greater amount of risk, uncertainty, and little or 
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no precedence on which to rely (Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976). The decision-

making terrain is new and unknown. In fact, the decision-maker may not even know how 

to make a decision of this type—where to begin, how to make sense of it, how to define 

the situation, and what kind of solutions are possible. Strategic decisions require 

innovation, creativity, and a great amount of time and resources (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 

1992). Additionally, in today’s knowledge economy, individuals involved in strategic 

decision-making are increasingly a significant part of the process (Kim & Mauborgne, 

1998, p. 323). Indeed, researchers have found that the more that organizational members 

feel that the strategic decision-making process is fair and just, the more likely they are to 

participate and support the organization (p. 335). 

It is important to note that strategic planning and strategic decision-making are 

two different concepts with two different respective research literatures. Most empirical 

literature deals with strategic planning, not strategic decisions (Dean & Sharfman, 1996, 

p. 370). Although planning is implicit in decision-making, especially strategic decision-

making, strategic planning and strategic decision-making are not the same activity. 

Strategic planning is common in the higher education research literature, although it 

originated in the organizational and business research literature (Chiarelott, Reed, & 

Russell, 1991, p. 36; Kotler & Murphy, 1981, p. 471). Strategic planning and strategic 

decision-making research have become more important and more prolific as support for 

higher education began declining in the early 1980s (Cameron, 1983, p. 360-361; 

McLaughlin & McLaughlin, 2007, p. vii). 

 In addition to being complex and difficult, strategic decision-making has the 

potential to have broad impact on the organization for many years. Papadakis, Lioukas, 
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and Chambers (1998) posit that strategic decisions are “among the main means through 

which management choice is actually effected” (p. 116). As such, strategic decisions are 

far reaching in their implications and integral to organizational change and planning. 

Strategic decisions are an opportunity for managers to shape the future of an 

organization, influencing the use of resources and smaller decisions that will be tied into 

the larger strategic plan (Papadakis, Lioukas, & Chambers, 1998, p. 118). 

 There are many factors that may affect strategic decision-making processes. 

These include the individual characteristics of the decision-maker, group dynamics, 

organizational context, and environmental context (Schneider & de Meyer, 1991, p. 308-

309). Decision-specific characteristics, defined as generic attributes such as familiarity, 

frequency, threat level, and perceived magnitude of impact, seem to have the most 

influence on strategic decisions as compared to other variables like the environment, 

available resources, and firm characteristics (Papadakis, Lioukas, and Chambers, 1998, p. 

133). This research suggests that how a strategic decision is framed and interpreted is 

important and significant to the decision outcome. National culture also has been found to 

have influence on strategic decisions, which relates to cultural influence in general 

(Schneider & de Meyer, 1991, p. 318). 

 Decision-making process is important and is directly related to decision success. 

As Dean and Sharfman (1996) posit, “decision process matters” (p. 389). Further, 

decision-makers (managers, administrators, executives, and leaders) can influence the 

strategic decision-making process which in turn affects outcome (Dean & Sharfman, 

1996, p. 389; Gore, Murray, & Richardson, 1992, p. 9). With this in mind, an overview of 

strategic decision-making processes is presented below. 
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Mintzberg, Raisinghani, and Theoret (1976) identify three phases of strategic 

decision-making: “identification,” “development,” and “selection” (p. 252). Each phase 

has embedded routines. The identification phase involves two routines, decision 

recognition and diagnosis. Decision recognition involves identifying opportunities, crises, 

and problems that lead to decision activity. Strategic decisions often occur in ambiguous 

and complex environments without much context and history, and so they are not readily 

apparent to the decision-maker (p. 253). The decision-maker may be alerted by cues such 

as an unmet goal and unfulfilled expectations within the organization. When these cues 

reach a certain stimulus threshold the decision-maker moves into decision activity. The 

diagnosis routine begins after the decision recognition routine. This routine can be 

formal, such as a task force, or informal and is characterized by information gathering. 

Resources begin to be deployed at this point in the phase (p. 254). 

There are two routines within the development phase, search and design 

(Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976, p. 255). The search routine involves such 

behaviors as searching the memory of the organization, passively waiting for a solution to 

appear, announcing to outsiders that a solution is needed in hopes of an answer, and 

finally actively searching for solutions. When the search routine fails the design routine 

begins; failure to find a “ready-made” solution leads to the “custom-made” design of one 

(p. 256). Custom designing a solution is a repetitive process, beginning with unclear 

notions of what the solution should look like and constant resituating and redefining. 

Typically organizations design only one custom-made solution—as opposed to the time 

consuming work of designing several only to discard all but one. Most decision-making 
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resources are deployed and used during the search and design routines of the 

development phase as compared to other routines and phases in the cycle (p. 256).  

The selection phase has three sequential routines: “screen,” “evaluation-choice,” 

and “authorization” (Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976, p. 257). Screening seems 

to be an implicit part of the process; alternative solutions are eliminated in a rapid review 

according to feasibility and appropriateness (p. 257). It is barely acknowledged because it 

is so embedded, quick, and customary. The evaluation-choice routine involves judgment, 

bargaining, and analysis. This routine is not assumedly factual and data-driven; rather it 

can revolve around values and other “soft” (p. 259) factors. The authorization routine is 

engaged when the organization is committed to the action decision. Authorization may 

occur at any point during the three decision-making phases, even at the very beginning, 

but usually it happens after a solution is chosen (p. 260). 

In addition to the above routines within each of the three strategic decision-

making phases of identification, development, and selection, there are three supporting 

routines: the “decision control routine,” the “decision communication routine,” and the 

“decision political routine” (Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976, p. 260). Decision 

control is the planning related to the strategic decision-making and the distribution of 

resources to accomplish a decision. The decision communication routine involves 

exploration, investigation, and dissemination of information within the organization (p. 

261). Finally, the decision political routine is how the decision-maker attempts to find a 

solution in the midst of political activities within the organization, like negotiations, 

bargaining, and influence (p. 262-263). 
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Decision speed is a determining factor in the success of strategic decisions (Baum 

& Wally, 2003). The faster a decision is made during the beginning phases, the more 

likely a strategic decision will be successful (p. 1123). It is hypothesized that firms that 

make quick strategic decisions are more flexible in a quickly-changing environment: 

rapid strategic decision-making allows the firm to respond aptly. Further, quick strategic 

decisions allow the organization to take advantage of available opportunities in the 

environment, before slower competitors. Finally, early strategic decisions allow the 

organization to quickly begin adjusting and learning from the first decision, which has a 

ripple effect and the organization is able to learn at a faster pace (p. 1123). 

Risk, overconfidence, and the use of heuristics are related to strategic decision-

making by entrepreneurs (Busenitz, 1999, p. 336). Heuristics, similar to biases, are 

“decision rules, cognitive mechanisms, and subjective opinions people use to assist them 

in making decisions” (p. 327). Overconfidence may lead to risk in strategic decision-

making when heuristics are used instead of actual information and data (p. 327). Past 

experience and especially past success are related to increased risk-taking as well (p. 

337). Heuristics may be advantageous when they allow decision-makers to make quick 

decisions based on adequate information; heuristics are disadvantageous when they limit 

decision-makers by obfuscating reality and introducing stereotypes and misguided 

assumptions (p. 337). 

In addition to strategic decisions, the notion of “strategic gap” (Harrison, 1996, p. 

47) and decision-making is found in the research literature. Harrison examines the “fit 

between the capabilities of the organization and its most significant external entities” (p. 

47). He defines strategic gap as ‘the imbalance between the current strategic position of 
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the organization and its desired strategic position” (p. 47). First, a strategic gap is 

recognized and acknowledged; second, a gap analysis is performed; and third, a strategic 

decision is made (p. 52-53).  

 Finally, information gathering and sharing is an integral part of the strategic 

decision-making process, especially in higher education (McLaughlin & McLaughlin, 

2007). Universities face demands for “visible accountability, higher standards for 

accreditation, and a new emphasis on risk management” (p. 4) that make strategic 

decisions and information not only useful, but required. As mentioned above, higher 

education institutions have experienced a decline in public support, evident since the 

early 1980s, and strategic management and decisions have become an effective tool for 

long-term planning in order to remain competitive (Keller, 1983, p. 74-75). 

 

Conclusion 

 Although organizations as a whole are important, Chester Barnard (1968) 

succinctly stated that “There can be no organization without persons” (p. 83). Decision-

making as a process involves individuals making choices; similarly, strategic decision-

making involves executives making choices that will affect the long-term future of the 

organization. As they specifically relate to public higher education, strategic decisions 

increasingly are important for leaders to understand and enact effectively and 

successfully. The more a leader is aware of and values strategic decision-making, then 

the more likely that the leader’s university will benefit from purposeful and thoughtful 

decisions. Decision-making frames, including their indicators, characteristics, and 
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influences, are fundamental to better understand strategic decision-making in higher 

education. 
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CHAPTER 3: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY 

 

 The past few years have been the most financially fraught years on record for 

public research universities. State funding of higher education has been cut dramatically 

and will continue to decline (Lewin, 2009b; Rafool, 2011). At the University of 

Minnesota, one of the largest public research universities in the United States, recent 

higher education budget proposals in the state legislature have low funding levels not 

seen since 1998 (Bruininks, 2011). The University of California Board of Regents passed 

a fee increase of 32 percent, almost $10,000, for the 2010-2011 academic year (Lewin, 

2009a). Another large public university, the University of Florida, faced a $33 million 

dollar cut from the State of Florida and a tuition increase of 15 percent (Crabbe, 2011).  

The budget environment for public research universities is in a historically 

challenging time. In addition to tough fiscal realities, universities are harshly criticized 

for not adequately educating students (Arum & Roksa, 2011; Hacker & Dreifus, 2010; 

Tierney, 2011) and for not being sufficiently accountable in general (Fischer, 2011). 

Higher education administrators are concerned about the financial health and viability of 

public research universities, as well as, maintaining quality of academics and service. 

Now and into the foreseeable future, the focus is on cutting university budgets for the 

long-term and increasing revenue, while fulfilling the academic mission (Lewin, 2009b).  

Academic health centers in public research universities in particular are under 

siege and facing extreme challenges. An academic health centers is defined as 

“An accredited, degree-granting institution of higher education that consists of a 

medical school (allopathic or osteopathic), one or more other health professions 



 

 

58 

schools or programs… and an owned or affiliated relationship with a teaching 

hospital, health system, or other organized health care provider” (Wartman, 2008, 

p. 797). 

Dwindling resources (Mirin & Summergrad, 2011), increasing competition (Wartman, 

2010), rising costs to educate professional students (Klatt, 2010), large numbers of 

retiring faculty (Bunton, Corrice, & Mallon, 2010), and changing national health-care 

laws (Roberts, 2011) are a few of the major concerns for leaders of academic health 

centers. Further, in 2006, the Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) called 

for a 30 percent increase in medical student enrollment in order to meet a projected 

shortfall of physicians by 2020 (AAMC, 2006).  

The current financial crisis in higher education has caused unprecedented 

challenges for colleges within public research universities, forcing deans to make 

important, long-term decisions under unforeseen and unpredictable circumstances. Such 

circumstances prompt strategic decision-making in the university. By definition, strategic 

decisions are important decisions (Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976). They 

involve high-level decision-making related to many aspects of the university (Bess & 

Dee, 2008), such as new hires, tenure review, teaching and learning, curriculum, degree 

programs, research programs, and budget. 

 One important characteristic of strategic decision-making is long-term planning. 

Gore, Murray, and Richardson (1992) link long-term planning and strategic decision-

making. They classify decision-making into three categories: operating decisions, 

administrative decisions, and strategic decisions (p. 2). Operating decisions are basic 

decisions that are made by lower management in an organization. Administrative 
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decisions are decisions made by middle management. Both of these types of decisions are 

“programmed” (p. 3), meaning that they are routine and not complex. In contrast to 

operating and administrative decisions, strategic decisions are made by the executive 

management. Strategic decisions typically involve a long time-span, as opposed to the 

short time-span for operating and administrative decisions. Further, when considering 

strategic decisions, executive management must consider long-term plans and objectives 

(p. 3). 

 The literature in higher education and organizational theory identifies seven 

frames of decision-making processes: the bureaucracy frame (Birnbaum, 1988; Chaffee, 

1983), the collegiality frame (Birnbaum, 1988; Chaffee, 1983), the culture frame 

(Tierney, 2008), the garbage-can frame (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972), the intuition 

frame (Langley et al., 1995; March & Simon, 1993), the politics frame (Chaffee, 1983; 

Pusser, 2003), and the rationality frame (Birnbaum, 1988; Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992). 

These frames may work jointly, as when shared governance (collegial) combines with a 

rational process (rationality). Pinfield (1986) presents a theory by which two or more 

frames are used to explain an organizational decision-making process; he argues that the 

structured frame (rationality) and anarchic frame (garbage-can) both adequately explain 

the process and he offers a synthesis of the two (p. 386). Some researchers, however, 

view specific frames like the culture frame as more accurately reflecting decision-making 

processes (Tierney, 2008), but no one frame will adequately capture all aspects of every 

decision process (Birnbaum, 1988; Chaffee, 1983; Langley et al., 1995; Tierney, 2008). 

Strategic decisions are a specific type of decision, albeit the most complicated and 

high-stakes of all of the types of decisions in organizations, and the seven decision-
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making frames can be used as lenses for understanding these decisions. The decision-

making frames give perspective on how strategic decisions are made. Strategic decision-

making is important because it involves long-term planning (Gore, Murray, & 

Richardson, 1992), significant resources (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992), and can affect 

the direction of the entire organization (Etzioni, 1967; Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & 

Theoret, 1976). Further, it is related to the external environment. As Gore, Murray, and 

Richardson (1992) argue, “paying attention to the way decisions are made will improve 

the quality of decision-making and management within the firm” (p. 9). A better 

understanding of strategic decision-making will lead to more effective and successful 

decision processes.  

 

Conceptual framework 

College administrators make decisions on a daily basis. Many decisions already 

have an associated procedure in place and can be easily and quickly made (Bess & Dee, 

2008). At other times, decisions are “out of the norm” (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 590) and do 

not have an associated standard procedure. Such decisions may be high-stakes or involve 

surprising and unknown elements. Strategic decisions involve processes ranging from 

identifying that a problem exists, making sense of the problem, scanning the 

environment, reviewing assumptions and premises, and identifying alternate courses of 

action (Nutt, 1998, p. 195). Decision-making is implicitly a value-laden activity that 

reflects mission, vision, and ethics (Tierney, 2008). Strategic decisions are value-laden 

and concern long-term planning in an ambiguous environment (Gore, Murray, & 

Richardson, 1992). 
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Decision-making is a process for commitment to action (Langley et al., 1995). 

Mintzberg, Raisinghani, and Theoret (1976) define decision-making as “a set of actions 

and dynamic factors that begins with the identification of stimulus for action and ends 

with the specific commitment to action” (p. 246). Decades ago, Cyert (1963) defined the 

organization by its decision process: “the organization can be viewed as an information-

processing and decision-rendering system” (p. 20). Administrators make decisions within 

the context of the university environment, using their own cognitive processes. Many 

problems and questions are quickly solved through standard operating procedures and the 

existing bureaucracy imbedded within the organization (Huber, 1981). Administrators 

operate within an organizational setting and so they are influenced by organizational 

history and culture (Tierney, 2008).  

Decision-making is a part of the process for long-term planning in colleges 

located in public research universities (Birnbaum, 1988; Keller, 1983; Rhoades, 2000). 

Mintzberg, Raisinghani, and Theoret (1976) note that strategic decision-making is 

“important in terms of the actions taken, the resources committed, or the precedents set” 

(p. 246). Strategic decision-making is related to the organization’s goals and objectives; 

the strategy is the plan for how the organization intends to achieve its aims. Long-term 

plans are influenced by major environmental aspects like accountability, competition 

among institutions, and lower levels of government funding (Bess & Dee, 2008). College 

administrators make strategic decisions with the organization’s mission, vision, goals, 

and objectives in mind.  

The perspectives that may be involved in higher education deans’ strategic 

decisions are unclear. Given the many processes and influences related to strategic 



 

 

62 

decision-making in an organization, the research question that drives this inquiry is: To 

what extent are the seven frames of decision-making reflected in deans’ strategic 

decisions in higher education? 

 

Frames 

 In the higher education and organizational research literature, there are seven 

main decision-making frames: bureaucracy, collegiality, culture, garbage-can, intuition, 

politics, and rationality. Each decision-making frame is reviewed below with related 

concepts within each frame explained as well (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Seven Decision-Making Frames 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategic 

Decision- 

Making 

 

Bureaucracy Frame: 

Following procedures 
 

 

Collegiality Frame: 

Creating consensus 
 

 

Culture Frame: 

Interpreting experiences 
 

 

Garbage-can Frame: 

Adopting any solution 
 

 

Politics Frame: 

Seeking influence and 

power 
 

 

Rationality Frame: 

Using information 
 

 

Intuition Frame: 

Perceiving patterns 
 



 

 

 

64 

Bureaucracy frame 

 In the bureaucracy frame, members of an organization may not even realize they 

are engaged in making a decision because decision-making procedures are so embedded, 

standard, and routine (Chaffee, 1982). The bureaucracy frame is characterized by 

decisions that are made according to standard operating procedures with the goal of a 

predictable result. Institutions that frequently engage in bureaucracy decision-making 

characteristically are hierarchical with a focus on rules and regulations (Birnbaum, 1988). 

Implementation of bureaucratic decisions is often incremental, rather than 

transformative (Chaffee, 1982). The goal of such decisions is predictability and 

maintaining a status quo that is deemed satisfactory by members of the organization. 

Unlike the garbage-can frame, the purpose of the bureaucracy frame is to eliminate 

unknown elements and the effects of chance and opportunity. Also, the frame is used to 

manage and reduce political maneuvering. The bureaucracy frame is similar to the 

rationality frame, including the utilization of rationality and attempts to connect decisions 

and outcomes using a reliable method (Birnbaum, 1988). 

 The research literature shows that indicators of the bureaucracy frame observed in 

strategic decision-making may include: 

 using procedures, rules, policies, job descriptions, operational plans, and 

organizational charts (Baum & Wally, 2003); 

 utilizing organizational learning and memory (e.g., the formalization and sharing 

of information over time) (Baum & Wally, 2003); 

 adhering to procedures, expectations, and heuristics that come out of the hierarchy 

and structure of the organization (Chaffee, 1983); 
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 using standard operating procedures and rules of thumb (Busenitz, 1999); 

 making consistent and predictable decisions related to past decisions and rules 

(March, 1994); 

 exerting authority as determined by hierarchy and administrative control (Pusser, 

2003); 

 engaging automated and machine-like processes in the organization (Langley et 

al., 1995); and 

 making and continuing relationships formed through and determined by roles, 

titles, and offices in the organization (March & Simon, 1993). 

 

Collegiality frame 

 Birnbaum (1988) characterizes a collegial institution as one in which members 

share power and values and consider themselves a community of equals. Decisions are 

made in an egalitarian and democratic manner. Further, in the collegiality frame the 

decision-making processes are typically thorough and deliberate, and therefore the 

process takes a long time. Unanimity is not necessarily the outcome of a collegial 

process; rather, members of a university that engage in collegial decision-making 

processes consider “real consensus” (Birnbaum, 1988, p. 88) reached when all members 

feel they have had a chance to contribute to the discussion. 

 Shared responsibility is another feature of the collegiality frame (Chaffee, 1983). 

Members of the organization participate together in the decision-making process and 

eventually all commit to the final decision. Even if the decision does not meet all the 

criteria of every individual, all members must buy into the decision. The collegiality 
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frame is seen in hiring decisions: faculty members in a search committee come together 

to review and interview applicants and must eventually agree to make an offer to an 

individual or begin the search again (Chaffee, 1983).  

The research literature shows that indicators of the collegiality frame observed in 

strategic decision-making may include: 

 making decision by consensus (Birnbaum, 1988); 

 engaging in the decision-making process with broad participation (Chaffee, 

1983); 

 deliberating collectively (Chaffee, 1983); 

 sharing information broadly (Allen, 2003); 

 sharing power and decision-making through the organization and in a non-

hierarchical manner (Pusser, 2003); and 

 concluding that the decision is made when most or all of the group members 

acquiesce (Chaffee, 1983). 

 

Culture frame 

 Tierney (2008) defines culture as “shared assumptions of individuals participating 

in the organization” (p. 25) and “the sum of activities—symbolic and instrumental—that 

exist in the organization and create shared meaning” (p. 85). The shared assumptions are 

recognized through “stories, special language, norms, institutional ideology, and attitudes 

that emerge from individual and organizational behavior” (p. 25). Individuals in 

organizations engage in sensemaking activities (Weick, 1995), and culture is enacted by 

how members of the organization interact and construct reality. Culture has an impact on 
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organizational decision-making, because it provides the frame for how individuals 

perceive their environment and organization.  

Culture drives the premises of decision-making; indeed, as Tierney (2008) states, 

“the culture of an organization is grounded in the shared assumptions of individuals 

participating in the organization” (p. 25). Tierney posits that an organizational culture 

framework includes six concepts: environment, mission, socialization, information, 

strategy, and leadership (p. 30). Each of these six concepts contributes to the overall 

organizational culture in higher education. Further, each concept may be enacted and 

understood differently, depending on the specific university. For example, mission varies 

from institution to institution and therefore may have a different impact on strategic 

decision-making, depending on the specific mission and how it is deployed. 

Part of making decisions is first making sense of the environment (Weick, 1995). 

Sensemaking involves deciding what various pieces of information mean and how they 

fit together. Sometimes this process is linear and logical, but more often it is circular and 

looped, involving feedback and revision. Sensemaking guides the decision-maker to the 

choice that makes the most sense—is the most sensible—and provides context and shared 

meaning about the environment in which the decision is made. Further, sensemaking can 

be a frame for examining how leaders make decisions and determine strategy, examining 

how, why, and with what effect decision-makers construct realities. Weick writes: 

“In real-world practice, problems do not present themselves to practitioners as 

givens. They must be constructed from the materials of problematic situations 

which are puzzling, troubling, and uncertain. In order to convert a problematic 

situation to a problem, a practitioner must do a certain kind of work. He must 
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make sense of an uncertain situation that initially makes no sense” (Weick, 1995, 

p. 9). 

The research literature shows that indicators of the culture frame observed in strategic 

decision-making may include: 

 understanding and interpreting one’s experience (March, 1994); 

 utilizing norms, beliefs, meanings, and common understandings shared by 

members of the organization (Pusser, 2003); 

 referencing and using the mission, vision, and purpose of the organization in 

deliberations (Tierney, 2008); 

 making decisions related to the socialization of members into the organization 

(Janis, 1977); 

 using stories, myths, traditions, and symbols (Tierney, 2008); 

 engaging in sensemaking activities (i.e. making sense of the organizational 

environment) (Weick, 1995); 

 engaging in identity and self-identification activities (Who am I? What do I do? 

How do I react to this kind of situation?) (March, 1994); 

 making decisions based on beliefs, concerns, and attitudes in the organization 

(Tierney, 2008); and 

 experiencing shame and guilt as motivators (March & Simon, 1993). 

 

Garbage-can frame 

 Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) describe garbage-can decision-making as a 

process that depends on timing and chance. The setting for garbage-can decision-making 
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is the “organized anarchy,” (p. 1) an environment with ambiguous goals, unclear 

technologies, and fluid participation. In this frame, solutions look for problems to answer 

and decision-makers seek decisions to make. Decisions are subject to opportunity and 

luck rather than rationality and logic. People, solutions, problems, and choices are mixed 

together and the outcome is largely a random combination. 

 Unlike the rational decision-making frame, the garbage-can frame does not mark 

a clear beginning or end to the decision process. The lack of beginning and ending may 

be because decision-making participants wander in and out of the decision process and 

often are unclear about what the goal should be (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992). Birnbaum 

(1988) argues that some university committees may function as garbage-cans; for 

example, ad hoc long-range planning committees may temporarily provide “homes” (p. 

165) for wandering people, problems, and solutions. Further, decisions may entail 

“satisficing” (March, 1994, p. 18), when administrators find a solution that is good 

enough or seems acceptable or tolerable. Satisficing is the act of “choosing an alternative 

that exceeds some criterion or target” (p. 18) but does not necessarily maximize the best 

alternative. 

The research literature shows that indicators of the garbage-can frame observed in 

strategic decision-making may include: 

 finding any solution (e.g., availability as a factor in choosing solutions) (March & 

Olsen, 1979); 

 timing, opportunity, and chance (March & Simon, 1993); 

 problems and solutions linked randomly (March, 1994); 

 “organized anarchy” properties (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972, p. 1); 
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 “problematic preferences” (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972, p. 1); 

 “unclear technology” (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972, p. 1); 

 “fluid participation” (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972, p. 1); 

 “simultaneity” (March & Simon, 1993, p. 198); and 

 chaotic processes (Levitt & Nass, 1989). 

 

Intuition frame 

In the context of decision-making, intuition is generally defined as the ability to 

recognize patterns (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999). Often, the intuition frame is 

described in terms of tacit knowledge and the ability to make decisions without a formal 

analysis, meaning that a situation or issue is understood through the lens of past 

experience and understanding. The past experiences are collected and utilized 

automatically. For example, a manager may decide upon a correct and effective course of 

action in a delicate situation because of an event with similar circumstances that occurred 

in the past. The current and past situations are not exactly the same, but because of shared 

characteristics the manager recognizes a similar pattern. Simon (1987) links intuition and 

judgment and describes them as “analyses frozen into habit and into the capacity for rapid 

response through recognition” (p. 63). 

 There are two categories of intuition: “expert” and “entrepreneurial” (Crossan, 

Lane, & White, 1999, p. 526). Expert intuition is seen in the example of the manager 

making a decision using past experience. An expert gains knowledge through practice 

and repetition. There is an element of time that is important to expert intuition in how 

expertise is gained over many years of rehearsing successful and effective strategies. 
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Expert intuition employs an abundance of tacit knowledge. In contrast to expert 

intuition’s focus on the past, entrepreneurial intuition has a focus on the future. 

Individuals with entrepreneurial intuition make “novel connections, perceive new or 

emergent relationships, and discern possibilities that have not been identified previously” 

(Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999, p. 526). Entrepreneurial intuition may lead to new 

insights and discovery.  

Intuition and insight are closely related. Intuition may lead to insight into an issue, 

problem, or question or introduce a new idea. Insight is compared to a physical sensation 

(Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999). Sometimes described as a “gut feeling” (Khatri & Ng, 

2000, p. 67), insight may involve a reaction manifested physically. Langley et al. (1995) 

argue that, in addition to Simon’s “administrative” (p. 268) and “rational” (p. 268) man, 

there should be “insightful man” (p. 268), one who “listens to the voices emanating from 

his own subconscious” (p. 268) and “sights the images that well up in his own 

imagination” (p. 268). Creativity, metaphor, and vision are all elements of insight and 

help decision-makers delve into the deeper meanings of problems and issues. 

Research on intuition and insight has limitations. Intuition is automatic and relates 

to embedded, tacit knowledge. It may therefore be difficult to expose in an interview with 

an individual (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999). Furthermore, intuition and insight have 

much in common with luck; it may be difficult to separate random luck from the 

utilization of intuition and insight. Finally, both intuition and insight are subconscious 

processes and therefore also difficult to examine. 

The research literature shows that indicators of the intuition frame observed in 

strategic decision-making may include: 
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 recognizing patterns and cues from the past (Baum & Wally, 2003); 

 displaying insight and creativity (March & Simon, 1993); 

 reaching a correct decision without spending much time to process or consider 

alternatives (March & Simon, 1993); 

 applying past rules and memory to current similar situation (Baum & Wally, 

2003); 

 using subconscious, unconscious, non-conscious activities (Sinclair & Ashkanasy, 

2005); 

 intuiting when data and information are of little use (Agor, 1986); 

 using emotion and imagination in decision-making  (Sinclair & Ashkanasy, 

2005); and 

 being able to grasp the whole of the problem in an instant and without effort 

(Langley et al., 1995). 

 

Politics frame 

 The politics frame is characterized by conflict and power, with members forming 

coalitions and engaging in bargaining (Birnbaum 1988). Factions may form according to 

interest, identity, and perceptions of the community and what the organization’s goals 

should be. Members of the organization compete for power, influence, resources, and 

position. The most powerful individual or group dominates the decision-making process.  

The politics frame of decision-making is widely acknowledged as present in 

organizations, but there is disagreement over whether it is healthy or dysfunctional. It 

may be healthy when diverse views are presented and conflict leads to good ideas, as in 
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the survival of the fittest. Alternatively, the presence of the politics frame may be a 

symptom of dysfunction and may lead to divergent interests that do not support 

overarching institutional goals; in fact, internal factions may subvert or block the 

fulfillment of institutional goals. Most researchers view the politics frame as containing 

both good and bad elements (Birnbaum, 1988; Bolman & Deal, 2005; Chaffee, 1983; 

Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992). 

The research literature shows that indicators of the politics frame observed in 

strategic decision-making may include: 

 seeking and using influence and power (Pusser, 2003); 

 mobilizing coalitions, organized subgroups, and stakeholders around concerns 

(Dean & Sharfman, 1996); 

 conflict (Janis, 1977); 

 negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying (Chaffee 1983); 

 displaying control and attempts to control agenda (Pusser, 2003); and 

 leaders acting as mediators between stakeholder groups (Pusser, 2003). 

 

Rationality frame 

 Chaffee (1983) defines a rational decision-making process as one in which  “the 

choice must be based on previously recognized values and on evidence that the 

alternatives will, in fact, result in the realization of these values” (p. 11). A rational basis 

for a decision gives authority to the decision-maker, because it displays a connection 

between stated institutional values, decisions, and outcomes. In the rationality frame, 

decisions are purposefully made and executed. 
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 Rational decision-making is something like the scientific method in that a 

question is stated, alternatives are examined and weighed, and a choice is made based on 

order and logic (Chaffee, 1982). This process is causal in nature, directly linking choices 

with outcomes. Rational decision-making is bounded by the limits of human cognition. 

That is, when searching for alternatives, an individual is not capable of finding and 

reviewing every possible alternative (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992). Today’s popular 

“data-driven decision-making” literature has roots in the tradition of the rational decision-

making frame. 

The research literature shows that indicators of the rationality frame observed in 

strategic decision-making may include: 

 using information, facts, and data (Dean & Sharfman, 1996); 

 valuing rationality and logic (Chaffee, 1983); 

 evaluating alternatives sequentially (Simon, 1957); 

 scanning and searching for solutions (March, 1994, p. 10); 

 utilizing a data-driven and research-based process (Chaffee, 1983); 

 applying a “logic of consequences” (Simon, 1957, p. 75); and 

 trying to choose the optimal alternative among many choices (Eisenhardt & 

Zbaracki, 1992). 

 

Strategic decision-making 

 In terms of time, strategic decision-making is long-term in scope. Strategic 

decision-making affects large numbers of individuals and units. Leaders who engage in 

strategic decision-making are constrained by future uncertainty and face varying risks. 
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Forecasting and brainstorming are necessary skills when making strategic decisions (Bess 

& Dee, 2008).  

 It is not clear a priori what decision-making frames, if any, may be reflected in 

deans’ strategic decision-making. It may be that combinations of frames will be observed 

in deans’ strategic decisions. Eisenhardt and Zbaracki (1992) argue that decision-making 

frames examined in empirical studies seem to “challenge” (p. 31) each other more than 

confirm existing frames and theory. Indeed, Eisenhardt and Zbaracki observe that there 

may be other underlying factors that affect decision-making that do not relate directly to 

traditional frames like rational, political, garbage-can. They view the current frames as 

important to build upon but with definite shortcomings that do not address realities in 

organizations such as insight and intuition.  

 

Methodology 

 The following section presents the research methodology for this study. An 

explanation of the context is provided, followed by a description of the instrument and 

research subjects. This section concludes with a description of how data were collected 

and analyzed. 

 

Mixed-method study 

Data were collected through surveys and semi-structured interviews with college 

deans (including deans, associate deans, and vice chancellors). This method was chosen 

because interviews allow for in-depth data collection and a deep understanding of the 

subject matter and emerging themes (Patten, 2005). Strategic decision-making by leaders 
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in universities is complex (Birnbaum, 1988); hence, a qualitative study allows a nuanced 

and complicated story to unfold (Creswell, 2003). The research question aims to uncover 

the “how” and “why” of strategic decision-making at the college level, which suggests 

the value of a qualitative approach (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.10). Further, Mintzberg, 

Raisinghani, and Theoret (1976) argue that the ideal method for studying strategic 

decision-making is the interview because the “best trace of the completed process 

remains in the minds of those people who carried it out” (p. 248). 

 

Context  

  In general, strategic activity in public universities is common in times of crisis 

and retrenchment (Rhoades, 2000). Specifically, strategic decision-making is important in 

organizations when leaders must make decisions related to long-term planning in an 

ambiguous, complicated, and high-stakes environment (Gore, Murray, & Richardson, 

1992). Academic health centers at public research universities are the setting of this study 

because they are particularly affected by declining public funding, increased 

accountability demands, and increasing competition (Robertson, 2011; Wartman, 2008; 

Wartman, 2010). Concomitantly, public universities’ missions remain broad, including a 

wide range of activities and goals (Stater, 2009).  

In the health science schools located in academic health centers at public research 

universities, strategic decision-making is important because of the highly ambiguous 

environment in which they operate. Strategic decisions are attempts to understand how 

the college and environment fit together and to anticipate methods to situate the college 

for success in the future (Mintzberg, Raisinghani, and Theoret, 1976). Some strategic 
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decisions arise because of an unforeseen crisis, such as an economic recession, and other 

strategic decisions are part of an ongoing plan or strategy for how to position the college 

in the long-term future. 

The focus here is on colleges within public research universities, because upper-

level college administrators, specifically deans, make many strategic decisions (Montex, 

Wolverton, & Gmelch, 2002; Tucker, & Bryan, 1991). At the college level, strategic 

decisions are applied to areas such as budget review, program closure and restructuring, 

curriculum overhaul, and other large-scale policies (Eckel, 2002). These pressures 

contribute to the highly complicated, ambiguous, and high-stakes environments in which 

public research universities are currently situated. Strategic decision-making is the 

process that takes place when leaders confront these challenges, define the alternatives, 

and make a choice in order to guarantee the long-term success of the organization 

(Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976). 

 

Research subjects  

I interviewed 50 deans of health science colleges located in academic health 

centers at 29 public research universities. Of the 50 deans interviewed, 15 were from 

nursing schools, 10 were from medical schools, 10 were from pharmacy schools, 9 were 

from dentistry schools, 5 were from public health schools, and one was from a veterinary 

medicine school. Academic health centers were chosen from the list of public university 

member schools on the Association of Academic Health Centers (AAHC) Web site. 

Participants were chosen based on job titles, where available on university Web sites. The 

sample of college deans is purposive. Creswell (2003) states that “the idea behind 
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qualitative research is to purposefully select participants or sites… that will best help the 

researcher understand the problem and the research question” (p. 185). The 

administrators selected were deans (or the equivalent) because they are considered to be 

the individuals who are involved in the major strategic decision-making at the college 

level (Montex, Wolverton, & Gmelch, 2002). Johnsrud, Heck, and Rosser (2000) argue 

that such strategic decisions are made by deans only. 

I interviewed deans because they are experienced in strategic decision-making. 

Deans and their staff frequently are involved in high-level decisions pertaining to the 

college (Montex, Wolverton, & Gmelch, 2002; Tucker, & Bryan, 1991). For example, a 

dean and her staff may make budget decisions related to the college’s strategic plan that 

will affect the college for many years. Not only are these administrators involved in day-

to-day decisions, but also they are forming plans for the long-term future of the college 

(Montex, Wolverton, & Gmelch, 2002; Rosser, Johnsrud, & Heck, 2003). 

 The names, titles, and contact information used to contact participants and request 

an interview were obtained from university Web sites.  All of the contact information 

about the participants used in this study was already available in the public domain and is 

accessible using the Internet. Subjects were invited by email to participate in an interview 

at their convenience. 

The study was given “Exempt from Review” status by the University of 

Minnesota Institutional Review Board: Human Subjects Committee on April 19, 2010, 

study number 1004E80432. No participants were contacted before the Institutional 

Review Board: Human Subjects Committee granted approval. 
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Instrument  

 I collected data through one-on-one, digitally-recorded, phone interviews with 50 

deans of health science colleges located in academic health centers at public research 

universities. The data collection instrument had a series of 14 semi-structured questions 

related to strategic decision-making and the seven decision-making approaches (see 

Appendix A).  

The first question encouraged the dean to share a story related to strategic 

decision-making within his or her college, specifically asking for information related to 

the process leading up to the final decision. Next, I used the seven frames checklist 

(Appendix A) to ask to what extent specific characteristics related to each of the seven 

decision-making frames were present. Each frame was represented by two characteristics 

listed in the checklist for a total of 14 characteristics. For each question to which the dean 

responded “a great deal,” I asked a follow-up question related to the decision-making 

frame. Each subsequent question provided a framework for asking for more information 

related to the original story told by the dean. 

The interview questions were designed to encourage the dean to think in novel 

ways about the strategic decision-making process that was experienced. Questions related 

to the collegiality, culture, garbage-can, insight, and politics frames were asked first. 

Questions related to the bureaucracy and rationality frames were asked last. These two 

frames were asked last intentionally so that the dean did not get “stuck” in that mindset 

and try to show “rational” behavior and perspective throughout the rest of the interview. 

All of the interview questions were posed in the format, “What role did [characteristic] 

play in your strategic decision-making process?” in order to have consistency and be able 
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to compare and contrast the answers. The last question asked if there were anything else 

the dean would like to add, to allow him or her to share more information or return to 

previous answers. 

 The interviews were semi-structured, thus allowing the participating dean to 

include information that he or she believed was relevant or useful to his strategic 

decision-making story. During the interview, I asked follow-up questions when 

appropriate to encourage discussion related to the seven decision-making frames and the 

strategic decision-making process in general. Each interview question was designed to 

measure the extent of impact of each frame, and to promote information-sharing related 

to the seven decision-making frames. The interviews were approximately 20 minutes in 

length, took place at a time of the dean’s choosing, were digitally recorded over the 

phone, and transcribed verbatim, with the dean’s permission.  

 

Data collection  

Creswell (2003) notes that the interview method for data collection is 

advantageous when participants cannot be observed directly, as in this study where I 

asked deans to recall and reflect upon past events. Further, the interview method “allows 

the researcher ‘control’ over the line of questioning” (p. 186) in order to focus on a 

particular subject or topic. Disadvantages of the interview method include the “indirect” 

(Creswell, 2003, p. 186) nature of the information, meaning that it is “filtered through the 

views of interviewees” (Creswell, 2003, p. 186). Further, the presence of the researcher 

may cause bias in participants’ responses. Finally, information obtained from the 
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interviews may be difficult to compare because the participants may not be “equally 

articulate and perceptive” (Creswell, 2003, p. 186). 

 During July 2010, 148 deans were contacted by email with a request for an 

interview. Of the 148 deans contacted, 33 percent agreed to an interview, 16 percent 

declined, and 51 percent did not respond. Of the 50 deans who agreed to participate, 50 

percent were male and 50 percent were female. Of the deans who declined, 61 percent 

did not give reasons for declining. Twenty-two percent of deans who declined said that 

they were too busy to participate. Nine percent of deans who declined said that they do 

not participate in student surveys, as a rule. Eight percent of deans declined because of 

miscellaneous reasons like being in the dean’s position for less than one month or 

because the academic health center was new. Of the deans who declined to participate, 83 

percent were male and 17 percent were female. Of the deans who did not respond, 57 

percent were male and 43 percent were female. The response rate for the interview 

requests was 34 percent.  

Interviews with deans were semi-structured, and questions probed for information 

regarding specific policies and decisions, how decisions were made, and what kinds of 

decision-making processes were involved. A semi-structured interview is a method that 

includes not only specific questions but also a certain amount of flexibility for the 

participant to answer in a variety of ways and the interviewer to follow-up and probe for 

more information (Kohler Riessman, 1993). Kohler Riessman (1993) posits that 

“Interviews are conversations in which both participants—teller and listener/questioner—

develop meaning together, a stance requiring interview practices that give considerable 
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freedom to both” (p. 55).  The interview protocol was developed to operationalize the 

study’s theoretical concepts but also to allow for new ideas to emerge in the discussion.  

 

Data analysis  

The data in this study are the transcripts from interviews with 50 deans of health 

science colleges located in academic health centers at public research universities. The 

audio files of the interviews were transcribed verbatim, with speech disfluencies 

eliminated for better readability. All names and identifying information were deleted 

from the transcripts. Data were analyzed using the constant comparative method (Glaser, 

1965).  

All transcripts were formatted into tables with columns on the right side for 

coding. First, the interviews were coded according to the seven decision-making frames, 

plus any additional themes that were apparent. Next, each code was examined for themes 

within the code. For example, from the culture frame code arose additional themes 

related to culture. Themes were continuously refined until the most important and 

common were distilled. Codes and themes were tracked in the transcripts with 

corresponding letters and numbers. 

 After all 50 interview transcripts were coded, a fellow qualitative researcher 

separately coded five randomly chosen transcripts in order to confirm the validity of the 

codes and themes. After she coded the first transcript, the codes were compared and 

discussed for any differences in coding. We found that we disagreed on 3 percent of the 

codes in the first transcript but reached an agreement on what the final code should be, in 

all cases. We were able to come to an understanding and agreement on all coding and 



 

 

 

83 

themes in the transcript. Next, my colleague coded the other four transcripts and again we 

met to compare coding. In conclusion, of the five transcripts, we disagreed on 1 percent 

of the coding and initially disagreed but eventually reached an agreement on 8 percent of 

the coding. 

 The interview instrument also contained a quantitative element: the 14 questions 

asking “To what extent did [characteristic] play in your decision-making process?” 

Responses were “none,” “some,” or “a great deal.” Responses were coded for 

quantitative analysis using the following codes: “none” was coded as 0, “some” was 

coded as 1, and “a great deal” was coded as 2. Deans who “hedged” and did not give a 

clear response or answered “between none and some” or “between some and a great deal” 

were coded as “some” (1). 

 Next, the data were analyzed in Microsoft Excel using means and chi-squared 

tests. Means were calculated in order to find the average response measuring the extent of 

impact. The purpose of the chi-squared test was to determine statistically significant 

relationships in the data (e.g. different distributions). Chi-squared tests were applied to 

differences by gender and discipline. Results and corresponding tables are presented in 

Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS 

 

 This next chapter presents the findings of this study, including the types of 

strategic decisions made, the initial stories told, and the subsequent quantitative and 

qualitative analyses that reveal the decisions-making frames with the most impact and 

their related themes. In the quantitative survey portion of the interviews, deans indicated 

that the intuition indicators of insight, emotion, and imagination had the most impact of 

all the aspects of their strategic decision-making. Additionally, the indicators of the 

bureaucracy frame—rules, policies, job descriptions, and standard operating 

procedures—had the least impact and were the most frustrating to deans. The other six 

frames are examined in order of magnitude, with associated quantitative indicators and 

qualitative themes.  

 

Types of decisions 

In interviews for this study, the deans were first asked for an example of a time 

when they made a strategic decision. Deans responded with stories describing their 

strategic decision-making process—the impetus for the decision, what happened, who 

was involved, and what the final decision was. Deans’ strategic decision-making 

examples fall into eight distinct categories plus one “miscellaneous” category. The nine 

strategic-decision categories are: academic programs, college structure, human resources, 

research and clinical enterprise, curriculum, building or campus, budget, strategic plan, 

and miscellaneous. The strategic decision descriptions are in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Types of Strategic Decisions as Described by Deans (N=50) 

  

Number 

in Study 

 

Type of Strategic Decision 

8 Academic programs 

Closed an existing program or opened a new program within the college 

8 College structure 

Changed department into college; reorganized units within college; several 

colleges organized into one collaborative school; restructured the entire 

college system including budget model and leadership; aligned school with 

academic health center; or reorganized administrative or programmatic 

structure 

 

7 Human resources 

Hired new faculty, created a new administrative position, or revamped the 

hiring process and policies 

 

7 Research and clinical enterprise 

Implemented new research focus for college, created new research unit in 

college, designed new clinical model, or developed large-scale research 

contract with external entity 

 

6 Curriculum 

Significantly updated or changed curriculum 

 

5 Building or campus 

Designed and constructed new building for school, opened branch campus, 

or closed a branch campus 

 

2 Budget 

Changed budget model or created new faculty compensation plan 

 

2 Strategic plan 

Created strategic plan 

 

5 Miscellaneous 

Implemented plan to remove school’s accreditation probation, formed 

strategic partnership with another school to solve budget problem, increased 

class size, developed plan to become health care provider for employees, or 

developed relationship with outside organization to overhaul health care 

system 

 

50 Total 
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Eight deans described strategic decisions related to academic programs. Their 

strategic decisions involved opening a new academic program or closing an existing 

academic program within the college. For example, three nursing colleges began new 

Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) degree programs, which reflects a national trend and is 

in line with the goals of national nursing associations. In order to begin the new Doctor of 

Nursing Practice program, some nursing colleges had to eliminate current graduate-level 

degree programs in nursing as well, in order to align with national professional and 

academic standards. 

Another eight deans identified strategic decisions having to do with the structure 

of their colleges. Decisions regarding college structure included changing a department 

into a college, reorganizing units within a college, combining several colleges into one 

collaborative college, restructuring an entire system including the budget model and 

leadership, aligning the college with the academic health center mission, and 

reorganizing the administrative or programmatic structure of the college. One decision at 

a medical school involved a dramatic overhaul of the entire college structure, including 

the merger of the leadership of the teaching hospital and clinics with the college. The 

impetus for this decision to restructure the medical school was that the college was in a 

budget crisis and the hospital and clinics had a bad reputation in the region. The goal of 

the restructuring was to generate more revenue for the college and improve the hospital’s 

reputation. 

Seven deans made strategic decisions related to human resource issues within 

their college. Such decisions involved hiring new faculty, creating a new administrative 

position, or revamping the college’s hiring process and policies. One example of a 
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strategic decision related to human resources issues involved a new dean creating a chief 

of staff position in order to address poor morale, as well as lax hiring and management 

processes within the college. The creation of the chief of staff position was controversial 

because it was considered to be outside of the university’s cultural norms. The dean’s 

decision to create the position was strategic because it addressed deep-seated cultural 

issues within the college pertaining to the long-term management of staff. 

Seven deans identified strategic decisions having to do with the research or 

clinical enterprise of their colleges. Decisions regarding the research or clinical enterprise 

involved implementing a new research focus in the college, creating a new research unit, 

designing a new clinical model or focus, and developing a large-scale contract with an 

external research entity. One example of a dean’s strategic decision related to research 

was the creation of a new academic unit within a college that focused on a specific 

research area. A national leader in the specific research area was recruited to head the 

new unit. This strategic decision involved a large investment of resources with the goal 

that it would become a highly productive research center. 

Also, six deans made strategic decisions related to curriculum updates or changes 

within their colleges. Several deans talked about how protective faculty members were of 

the curriculum and therefore how difficult the change was. Curriculum changes and 

updates often were focused on incorporating new methods of teaching, including the use 

of community clinics and simulation equipment. 

Building construction and campus locations were the strategic-decision topics of 

five deans. They discussed creating a new building or opening a new branch or closing a 

branch campus in a different city. New building construction involved the design process 
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of the space in addition to budget concerns. Deans who opened or closed a branch 

campus talked about strategic relationships with other communities and often were 

motivated both to serve a workforce training need and generate revenue by increasing the 

number of tuition-paying students.  

Two deans talked about strategic decisions related to changing a budget model or 

creating a new faculty compensation plan related to the long-term budget. These two 

deans faced intense emotions among faculty and staff related to the budget. The impetus 

for both decisions was concern about the financial health of the college. Both deans 

talked about the need to communicate consistently and in detail about possible changes 

and to consult faculty, staff, and stakeholders as much as possible.  

Additionally, two deans described the development or merging of strategic plans 

as their strategic decisions. The development of a strategic plan included reviewing the 

mission, vision, and goals of the college and creating an action framework. The merger of 

a strategic plan involves the blending of an old plan with a new plan in order to move the 

college forward. Overall, deans’ decision-making related to strategic plans was highly 

inclusive and formal, meaning that regular meetings were held, faculty were consulted, 

and often a retreat or special conference occurred to confirm the “big ideas” of the plan. 

Finally, five deans identified strategic decisions that were unlike any other 

strategic decisions described in the study. These unusual decisions are categorized as 

“miscellaneous.” They involved implementing a plan to remove a college’s accreditation 

probation, forming a strategic partnership with another college to solve a budget problem, 

increasing the incoming class size, developing a plan to become the health-care provider 

for the university’s employees, and developing a relationship with an external 
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organization to overhaul the health care system of the university and state. None of these 

decisions fit into another strategic decision category nor were they closely related to each 

other. In general, the strategic decisions in this category were particularly innovative, 

unusual, and, in some cases, historic. 

 

Deans’ initial strategic decision-making stories  

 Unprompted, deans revealed perspectives related to the seven decision-making 

frames in their strategic decision stories. The rationality frame perspective was the most 

prominent perspective of all of the frames in the deans’ initial stories. Indicators of the 

rationality frame in the strategic decision-making stories included data and information 

gathering, searching and scanning for ideas, and choosing alternatives. Also, typically the 

deans told their stories in a rational and logical manner with cause and effect, 

consequences, and a resolution or decision at the end of the story. Frequently, the first 

step of the strategic decision-making process was to define the problem or issue and 

gather related information and data. For example, one dean described the beginning of 

her strategic decision process: “So, we did a pretty extensive retrospective review of our 

applicant pool for a number of years.” The purpose of the review, according to the dean, 

was to inform the strategic decision to increase enrollment. Another dean explained: 

“Then my method, I guess, was, first, I met considerably with my financial officer 

to talk about another alternative. What else could we do? Were there other 

alternatives out there? And none were as attractive as this one, I guess. Or this one 

seemed to be the most logical.” 
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Gathering information, determining options and alternatives, and using logic are all 

indicators of the rationality frame. 

 The second most prominent and most utilized decision-making frame in deans’ 

initial stories was the collegiality frame. Indicators of the collegiality frame include 

broadly shared information and decision by consensus. Unprompted, deans talked about 

meeting and consulting with faculty, staff, students, and other stakeholders during their 

strategic decision-making process. One dean said, “I went to the faculty and we discussed 

through different forums how we would want to spend that money, and I requested them 

to send me their ideas.” Deans requested feedback and sought input from their college 

community. In some cases, the faculty voted on the strategic decision; in other cases, the 

faculty did not vote but still the dean informally consulted with them. 

The decision-making frames of bureaucracy, culture, intuition, and politics were 

also represented in the deans’ initial stories, but not as prominently as the rationality and 

collegiality frames. The least prominent frame reflected in deans’ stories was the 

garbage-can frame. Deans rarely said that chaotic processes, timing, opportunity, or 

chance were a part of their strategic decision-making, as described in their initial stories. 

In one initial strategic decision-making story, a dean explained unprompted, “As we 

talked to people that had interest in leading the research effort, this one person, this 

surgeon, kind of fell into our laps, so to speak.” The dean’s story features the garbage-can 

frame in how a random, fortuitous event was pivotal in the strategic decision; however, 

this was a rare occurrence in deans’ initial descriptions. Overall, deans’ initial stories 

strongly exhibited the rationality and collegiality frames in their responses to the first 

interview question.  
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Quantitative analysis 

 After the deans recounted the strategic decision-making story in detail, they were 

asked a series of fourteen questions regarding the decision-making process of the 

strategic decision. The fourteen questions are indicators of each of the seven decision-

making frames: bureaucracy, collegiality, culture, garbage-can, intuition, politics, and 

rationality. Each question asked how much impact the factor had on the decision-making 

process and the choices were none, some, or a great deal. If a dean responded that the 

impact was “somewhere between none and some” or “somewhere between some and a 

great deal” then “some” was considered the final answer. Finally, when deans answered 

“a great deal” to a question, then more follow-up questions were asked about that 

particular indicator and frame. Follow-up questions included “Where did you see 

[indicator or frame] in the decision-making process?” and “How did you see [indicator or 

frame] in the decision-making process?” and “What role did [indicator or frame] play in 

the decision-making process?”  

 The extent of impact of each frame is shown in Table 2. Each frame has two 

indicators, whose mean responses were summed for a frame mean. According to deans 

interviewed for this study, the intuition frame had the greatest influence on their strategic 

decision-making process; with a mean of 3.42 for the indicators insight, creativity, 

emotion, and imagination. Eighty-six percent of deans said that insight and creativity had 

a great deal of impact on their decision-making; further, no deans said that insight and 

creativity had no impact. Deans described their decision-making as “instinctive” and 

from their “gut” and referenced past experiences and accumulated knowledge as 

informing their decisions. Frequently, deans using intuition were able to grasp instantly 
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the problem and solution—putting all of the disparate details and pieces together to form 

a whole picture. Table 2 shows percentages of all seven frames, including weighted 

means, with each frame’s two indicators, or aspects. 
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Table 2: Extent of Impact of Seven Decision-Making Frames (N=50) 

 

Frame Aspects of frame Mean* Percent 

None 

Percent 

Great Deal 

Intuition Insight, creativity 3.42 0% 86% 

Emotion and imagination  8 64 

Rationality Information, facts, data 3.18 4 56 

Logic  0 66 

Culture Mission, vision, purpose 2.87 0 76 

Stories, myths, traditions, symbols  22 32 

Politics Negotiating, bargaining, lobbying 2.78 6 52 

Influence, power  12 44 

Garbage-can Chaotic processes 2.5 40 18 

Timing, opportunity, chance  10 66 

Collegiality Broadly shared information 2.24 4 54 

Decision by consensus  6 54 

Bureaucracy Rules, policies, job descriptions 1.5 38 22 

Standard operating procedures  42 8 

*Potential Range = 0-4 
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The frame with the next greatest influence on the decision-making process was 

the rationality frame, with a mean weight of 3.18. Zero deans identified that logic had no 

impact on the decision-making process, signifying that almost all deans said that it had at 

least some if not a great deal of impact. Over half of the deans interviewed said that 

information, facts, and data had a great deal of impact on their strategic decision process.  

 According to the deans, the frame with the least influence on the strategic 

decision-making process was the bureaucracy frame, which had a mean weight of 1.5. 

Indicators of the bureaucracy frame include rules, policies, job descriptions, and standard 

operating procedures. Deans particularly were unimpressed with the effect of standard 

operating procedures. One dean mentioned “hating” them and another dean explained 

that she had “no patience” for standard operating procedures. Forty-two percent of deans 

said that standard operating procedures had no impact on the decision-making process, 

representing the indicator with the least amount of influence. 

It is important to note that the two indicators of the bureaucracy, culture, and 

garbage-can frames’ yielded different results. For example, the bureaucracy frame’s 

indicator of rules, policies, and job descriptions was given a “great deal” response by 22 

deans; whereas, operating procedures yielded 8 percent. Put another way, the indicator of 

rules, policies, and job descriptions had almost three times the impact of standard 

operating procedures. In the culture frame, 76 percent of deans said that mission, vision, 

and purpose had a great deal of impact while only 32 percent said that the other culture 

indicator—stories, myths, traditions, and symbols—had a great deal of impact. More than 

double the number of deans reported that the first culture indicator had greater impact 

than the second culture indicator. Finally, the two indicators of the garbage-can frame 
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showed a difference as well. Eighteen percent of deans said that chaotic processes had a 

great deal of impact, while almost three times as many (66 percent) said that timing, 

opportunity, and change had a great deal of impact. 

 Table 3 presents deans’ responses by gender: a chi-square analysis was performed 

on the percent distribution of responses by gender. There was a significant difference 

(p=.05) between male and female deans’ answers to the question about the extent of 

impact of rules, policies, and job descriptions in the bureaucracy frame. Thirty-six 

percent of male deans identified that the indicator had a great deal of influence on the 

decision process, but only 8 percent of female deans responded that rules, policies, and 

job descriptions had a great deal of impact. Female deans were much less likely to view 

the indicator as having a large affect on the decision process. Additionally, there was a 

significant difference (p=.003) in male and female deans’ responses to the indicator 

timing, opportunity, and chance of the garbage-can frame. Only four percent of male 

deans thought the indicator had no impact while four times as many female deans, sixteen 

percent, thought it had no impact. Female deans were more likely than male deans to 

view timing, opportunity, and chance as having considerable impact on the decision-

making process.  

For the garbage-can and culture decision-making frames, one indicator had much 

more influence than the other indicator. In the garbage-can decision-making frame, 66 

percent of all deans said the indicator of timing, opportunity, and chance had a great deal 

of impact and only 10 percent said that it had no impact on the decision-making process. 

In contrast, only 18 percent of deans reported that chaotic processes had a great deal of 

impact and 40 percent said that it had no impact on the decision process. For the culture 
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decision-making frame, the indicator of mission, vision, and purpose had a great deal of 

impact but the indicator of stories, myths, tradition, and symbols had very little impact, 

with 22 percent of deans reporting that it had no impact.  
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Table 3: Deans’ Responses to “How Much Impact did [Aspect] Have on your Strategic Decision Process?” by Gender 

 

  Male Female Male Female Male Female p-value 

of χ² test 
Frame Aspects of frame None None Some Some Great Deal Great Deal 

Intuition Insight, creativity 0% 0% 12% 16% 88% 84% .684 

Emotion and imagination 8 8 36 20 56 72 .44 

Rationality Information, facts, data 0 8 40 40 60 52 .343 

Logic 0 0 32 36 68 64 .765 

Culture Mission, vision, purpose 0 0 24 24 76 76 1.00 

Stories, myths, traditions, symbols 32 12 44 48 24 40 .191 

Politics Negotiating, bargaining, lobbying 4 8 44 40 52 52 .827 

Influence, power 12 12 32 56 56 32 .195 

Garbage-can Chaotic processes 36 44 48 36 16 20 .691 

Timing, opportunity, chance 4 16 28 20 68 64 .003** 

Collegiality Broadly shared information 4 4 36 48 60 48 .683 

Decision by consensus 4 8 40 40 56 52 .831 

Bureaucracy Rules, policies, job descriptions 28 48 36 44 36 8 .05* 

Standard operating procedures 52 32 40 60 8 8 .334 

 

Significance of chi-squared test: *p < .05 and **p < .01 
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Next, deans’ responses by discipline are presented in Table 4.  Deans of all six 

disciplines (medicine, nursing, dentistry, pharmacy, and public health; veterinary 

medicine was not included because there is only one school represented in that discipline) 

identified that the intuition frame was important to the strategic decision-making process. 

Specifically, 100 percent of deans of public health viewed the indicators of the intuition 

frame—insight, creativity, emotion, and imagination—as having a great deal of impact 

on the decision-making process. Similarly, of the ten deans of pharmacy interviewed, 90 

percent said that both indicators of the intuition frame had a great deal of impact. Deans 

of nursing, medicine, and dentistry reported that insight and creativity had a great deal of 

impact on the decision process. However, they did not identify that the other intuition 

frame indicator, emotion and imagination, had as much impact as insight and creativity. 

Deans of nursing, medicine, and dentistry viewed the impact of emotion and imagination 

as much less than insight and creativity when compared to deans of public health and 

pharmacy.  

For deans of medicine, the culture frame indicator of mission, vision, and purpose 

trumped all, with 90 percent reporting that it had a great deal of impact on the decision-

making process. Similarly, 78 percent of deans of dentistry viewed mission, vision, and 

purpose as having a great deal of impact. All deans of all six disciplines said that it had at 

least some impact, if not a great deal: 0 percent of deans reported that mission, vision, 

and purpose had no impact on the decision-making process. Additionally, all deans 

reported that logic, an indicator of the rationality frame, had some or a great deal of 

impact: 0 percent of deans said that logic had no impact on the process. There are no 

significant differences by discipline. 
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Table 4: Percentage of Deans Who Answered None, Some, or a Great Deal When 

Asked “How Much Impact did [Aspect] Have on Your Strategic Decision Process?” by 

Discipline (N=50) 
 

Frame Aspect Discipline None Some Great 

Deal 

p-value 

of χ² test  

 

Intuition Insight, creativity Nursing 0% 13% 87% .786 

Medicine 0 20 80 

Pharmacy 0 10 90 

Dentistry 0 22 78 

Public Health 
 

0 0 100 

Emotion, imagination Nursing 20 13 67 .129 

Medicine 10 60 30 

Pharmacy 0 10 90 

Dentistry 0 44 56 

Public Health 
 

0 0 100 

Rationality Information, facts, 

data 

Nursing 7 33 60 .568 

Medicine 0 40 60 

Pharmacy 0 60 40 

Dentistry 0 33 67 

Public Health 
 

20 40 40 

Logic Nursing 0 33 67 .896 

Medicine 0 30 70 

Pharmacy 0 40 60 

Dentistry 0 44 56 

Public Health 
 

0 20 80 

Culture Mission, vision, 

purpose 

Nursing 0 27 73 .733 

Medicine 0 10 90 

Pharmacy 0 30 70 

Dentistry 0 22 78 

Public Health 
 

0 40 60 

Stories, myths, 

traditions, symbols 

Nursing 20 47 33 .779 

Medicine 40 30 30 

Pharmacy 10 50 40 

Dentistry 11 67 22 

Public Health 
 

20 40 40 

Politics Negotiating, 

bargaining, lobbying 

Nursing 13 33 53 .129 

Medicine 10 50 40 

Pharmacy 0 30 70 

Dentistry 0 33 67 



 

 

100 

Public Health 
 

0 40 60 

Influence, power Nursing 7 53 40 .31 

Medicine 20 40 40 

Pharmacy 10 40 50 

Dentistry 0 67 33 

Public Health 40 0 60 
       

Garbage-can Chaotic processes Nursing 47 40 13 .129 

Medicine 40 20 40 

Pharmacy 20 50 30 

Dentistry 67 33 0 

Public Health 
 

20 80 0 

Timing, opportunity, 

chance 

Nursing 27 20 53 .324 

Medicine 10 20 70 

Pharmacy 0 20 80 

Dentistry 0 44 56 

Public Health 
 

0 20 80 

Collegiality Broadly shared 

information 

Nursing 0 60 40 .093 

Medicine 0 20 80 

Pharmacy 20 50 30 

Dentistry 0 33 67 

Public Health 
 

0 40 60 

Decision by consensus Nursing 13 20 67 .245 

Medicine 0 60 40 

Pharmacy 0 30 70 

Dentistry 0 44 56 

Public Health 
 

20 60 20 

Bureaucracy Rules, policies, job 

descriptions 

Nursing 40 53 7 .225 

Medicine 30 60 10 

Pharmacy 60 20 20 

Dentistry 22 33 44 

Public Health 
 

40 20 40 

Standard operating 

procedures 

Nursing 13 73 13 .129 

Medicine 50 50 0 

Pharmacy 70 30 0 

Dentistry 44 56 0 

Public Health 

 

40 20 40 

 

Significance of chi-squared test: *p < .05 and **p < .01 
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Qualitative analysis and narratives 

The quantitative analysis yielded a hierarchy of most used to least used decision-

making frames, as explained above. The following sections present each decision-

making frame with analysis and examples, in order of magnitude according to the 

quantitative analysis: intuition, rationality, culture, politics, garbage-can, collegiality, 

and bureaucracy. After the quantitative survey was administered in the interview, then 

the deans were asked follow-up questions in relation to their responses on the survey. 

The following sections contain a brief description of one of the seven frames and its 

indicators and present the major themes from deans’ interviews. Each frame has one to 

three themes with detailed descriptions, examples, and quotations.  

 

Intuition frame 

Intuition in decision-making is defined as the ability to recognize patterns 

(Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999). Often intuition is described in terms of tacit 

knowledge and the ability to make decisions without a formal analysis, meaning that a 

situation or issue is understood through the lens of past experience and understanding. 

Indicators of the intuition decision-making frame include recognizing patterns and cues 

from the past (Baum & Wally, 2003), displaying insight and creativity (March & 

Simon, 1993), reaching a correct decision without spending much time to process or 

consider alternatives (March & Simon, 1993), and using emotion and imagination in 

decision-making (Sinclair & Ashkanasy, 2005).  

 In interviews for this study, deans identified that the perspective of the intuition 

decision-making frame had the most impact of all of the seven frames. Of the 50 deans 
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interviewed, 86 percent said that insight and creativity had a great deal of impact on 

their decision, and 64 percent said that emotion and imagination had a great deal of 

impact. In subsequent qualitative analysis of the interviews, two themes of the intuition 

decision-making frame were identified: 1) recognizing patterns from the past, and 2) 

imagination. The theme of recognition of patterns from the past included utilizing 

memories and past experience to inform a strategic decision. The theme of imagination 

included references to creative, emotional decision-making activities. 

 When talking about intuition, deans referenced their gut, common sense, and a 

sense or feeling for what needed to happen. For deans, their intuition is strengthened by 

and built on past experiences and knowledge, but it is a forward-thinking and forward-

looking sense. When asked about intuition and insight, one dean said, “I think of insight 

in terms of what the future holds.” The following sections describe the two themes of 

the intuition decision-making frame, which are recognizing patterns from the past and 

emotion and imagination used in decision-making.  

 

Recognizing patterns 

According to Baum and Wally (2003), a key feature of intuition is the 

recognition of patterns. In decision-making, the recognition of patterns enables an 

individual to apply past experiences and lessons learned to a new situation. The patterns 

reflect similar situations from the past applied to a current problem. Decision-makers 

collect information and experiences and incorporate them into a way of viewing the 

world and solving problems. The recognition of patterns is related to accumulated 

experiences over time. 
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In interviews for this study, deans were asked about the role of intuition in 

their decision-making process. Several deans responded by describing their level of 

experience, how many years they had been a dean and faculty member, and other events 

and situations related to the decision. For example, when asked about insight and 

creativity involved in his strategic decision, one dean responded:  

“Well, at the point that we embarked on this, I would have had more than 25 

years of experience in dental education. And I knew what the deficiencies 

[were] through that experience. I knew where our deficiencies lay, in general, in 

dental education. And I was pretty clear specifically what the problems were 

here in this particular dental school.” 

The quote above signifies the dean’s use of the intuitive decision-making frame, as 

indicated by his description of his long history as a dean and faculty member. His past 

experiences informed his strategic decision. Other deans talked about intuition as 

related to age and a type of “knowing,” as the following dean described:  

“I think I can only capture it that your intuition changes as you get older. You 

know when the time is right. You know that you’re on the right track, and that 

further stimulates your passion and commitment and emotion.” 

Still other deans referenced “gut,” “common sense,” or “instinct.” In one interview, a 

dean was asked what the impetus for the strategic decision was and he responded, “It 

came from my gut feeling.” When pressed and asked what he meant by his “gut 

feeling,” the dean replied,  

“It means that I have been with this university off and on for about 25 years, and 

I recognized that. I felt that the best opportunities that we could take advantage 



 

 

104 

of rested [in certain areas related to the strategic decision], and basically, 

once I felt that, I corroborated the story or the idea with others who were in 

leadership roles within the university, and once they affirmed that my gut 

instincts were appropriate, then we moved forward.”  

The quote signifies how deans viewed intuition as a combination of past experience and 

accumulated knowledge grounded in the pragmatism of reality. Further, several deans 

described “running an idea by” and seeking corroboration from others after having a 

flash of intuition, as the dean above described. Similarly, another dean said, 

“So, I’ve been in public health for a good number of years, and over those years 

observed—a personal observation—about the ways we teach public health that I 

felt were not optimal, and other ideas about where I felt the field might be going 

in terms of the future academic needs.”  

The same dean later said he had a “feeling” for what should happen in his college. A 

different dean of public health also talked about years of accumulated experience 

informing his intuition, but he also recognized that the decision involved a process of 

knowing and understanding: 

“Well, I’ve been managing for many, many years… and so sometimes I don’t 

know where I want to go with something and so, you know, there’s a process 

that plays out that helps lead you in that direction. Sometimes, you kind of know 

where you want to end up, but you’ve got to, you’ve got to develop and 

implement a process for credibility’s sake.”  
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Deans who used the perspective of the intuition frame did not publicly announce 

that their intuition was part of the rationale for a decision; rather, intuition was a 

personal experience that led to insight. 

In interviews with deans, several aspects of intuition were identified. Some 

deans talked about seeing the whole of the picture and grasping all of the details at 

once. For example, one dean posited, “It’s a sense that, ‘Yeah, I see how the pieces fit 

together here.’” Several deans talked about instantly realizing what the college’s big 

problem was or what needed to happen. For example, one dean described how his 

strategic decision related to making a major change to a new building construction plan: 

“This was the original building plan and then, when I came in as dean, I just took a 

close look at it and decided that this was not going to work.” Another dean said, “So, 

after about six months, it became obvious to me that we were going to have to do some 

leadership changes.” Both quotes signify the deans’ immediate grasping of a complex 

problem, a hallmark characteristic of the intuition decision-making frame perspective. 

Along the same lines, a dean of nursing responded to a question about the role of insight 

in her strategic decision: 

“Well, insight in terms of knowing what was happening nationally in the 

discipline of nursing, knowing the pressures for advanced practice, knowing the 

increased acuity and complexity of patients that are needing care, and knowing 

how systems are complex. Systems in which persons need to be better educated 

to be able to advocate for patients to get through systems. All of these are part of 

it.”  
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A different dean of nursing also quickly saw the entirety of the problem related to a 

new degree program:  

“We had to envision quickly what it could and would look like, the new Doctor 

of Nursing Practice, and we had to have a whole lot of insight in terms of how to 

protect the students and what options we could offer them within the modified 

rules.”  

Deans recognized patterns and trends in their disciplines, over time, and used these 

insights to inform their strategic decision-making. 

Further, several deans talked about seeing a similar situation or issue at another 

institution or following a model they had learned about in the past. One dean, 

unprompted, described how he made his strategic decision related to restructuring a 

medical school and teaching hospital in terms of experience and accumulated 

knowledge. 

“Now, fortunately for me, I had been in private practice. I had been in the 

military the last two years [and] I’d understood how they work. I had been in a 

VA [Veterans Administration hospital]. I understood how they work. I did a 

fellowship in England, spent a year in the National Health Service. So, I’ve seen 

everywhere you can deliver health care, just about, and so I had a feel for how 

you should deliver health care. That gave me an advantage over someone who’d 

only been in one system or someone who is not a clinician— to give advice that 

this is what we have to do. So, strategic decisions should always be backed up 

with some knowledge base, not on a whim of, ‘This ain’t working right. Let’s 

fire somebody and do something.’”  
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The dean’s quote exemplifies the accumulated knowledge and extensive experience 

that informed a strategic decision. Further, the dean posits that intuition is the opposite 

of a “whim,” which is akin to a guess. Another dean talked about his definition of 

intuition, which not only was based upon experience and accumulated knowledge but 

also a type of “knowing” and a feeling or sense of timing: 

“I’ve been a department chair for 12 and a half years. I’ve been a dean for 26 

years. I was a faculty member for two years. And so, I’ve had a lot of varied 

experiences, and all those come in, because knowing what the situation is that… 

in this situation, here’s what worked. But one is knowing when to back off of an 

issue, and when to move forward… When to put a stake around it, ‘This is it. 

We’re going to do this, you know, hell or high water.’ You have to know when, 

and that’s intuition. And that’s knowledge and experience that helps with that.”  

The dean identifies that knowing “when” to act is important. He views intuition as a 

feeling for the timing of a decision. Similarly, when asked where his intuition came 

from, a dean of dentistry said, “Well, I think it’s based upon my career in academics 

over the years.” Another dean, when asked about intuition and insight, responded, 

“When we use the term insight… I take that to mean informed analysis born from lots 

of experience and lots of observation over a long period of time.” Deans use their 

accumulated experiences over time to inform their strategic decision-making. 

 The theme of recognizing patterns from the past is an indicator of the intuition 

decision-making frame. The recognition of patterns is related to past experience and 

accumulated knowledge. In interviews, deans applied their experience and knowledge 

to current problems in order to make an effective strategic decision.  
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Imagination 

 According to Sinclair and Ashkanasy (2005), imagination and emotion are 

features of intuition. They posit that intuition involves subconscious and “non-

conscious” (p. 357) activities, meaning “all levels beyond an individual’s 

consciousness” (p. 357). Further, intuition includes processes that are “partially driven 

by emotion, imagination, and memories crystallized into occasional insights” (p. 354).  

 In interviews with deans for this study, imagination was identified as a theme of 

the intuition decision-making frame. Most often, deans talked about the role of 

imagination and creativity in their strategic decisions. Innovative decisions and plans 

involved a high degree of imagination on the part of the dean and faculty. In general, 

emotion was discussed as it related to the responses of faculty and stakeholders to the 

decision, not so much as it related to how a decision was made. Only a few deans 

responded that emotion was a part of their decision-making. When asked about the 

impact of emotion on the strategic decision process, one dean said: “A great deal 

because, again, you know, my reaction was very much an emotional reaction.” Another 

dean’s response was more typical:  

“I had to use my powers of imagination to kind of craft the vision. And then I 

had to pitch it. And pitching something this radical, if you will, successfully, did 

rely on my ability to capture people’s emotional commitment to the future, to 

capture their excitement about, ‘Imagine what will be possible if we were able to 

do X, Y, Z.’”  
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Emotion in decision-making usually pertained to faculty, staff, student, and other 

stakeholder’s responses to the dean’s strategic decision. In contrast, another dean talked 

about making a decision using emotion, not evidence: 

“Now I couldn’t tell them [faculty] for sure, for instance. I couldn’t prove to 

them because… nobody had ever published any literature proving that 

community-based dental education was going to be better in any way for the 

students. I couldn’t prove that, so it all had to be on emotion.”  

Only a few deans discussed a completely emotional decision not based on facts; rather, 

most deans referred to emotion that was bolstered by evidence and information.  

When discussing imagination, deans described it as an ingredient in the decision-

making process. For example, one dean declared that the plan related to his strategic 

decision was a “wild idea” and that “It took a lot of imagination to really construct this 

plan.” A dean of dentistry also declared her decision was “novel and creative.” Another 

dean described how she came up with an innovative plan to add more students to a 

program: “It took a lot of creativity to say how you would totally reorganize the faculty 

and staff and curriculum to achieve ten additional students with no additional 

resources.” Similarly, another dean talked about cultivating faculty creativity: “This is a 

very traditional program, and so expecting them [faculty] to think in an extremely high 

level of creativity and intuition about the future is a new activity.” Creativity as a 

function of imagination was a common feature of deans and others working from the 

perspective of the intuition decision-making frame.  

 Other deans connected imagination to pragmatism or other characteristics in 

their decision-making sequence.  One dean recounted her strategic decision related to a 
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new position and office in her college: “I’m trying to think creatively, then it really 

was a matter of saying, ‘You know, this makes sense in our organization. It makes sense 

to make this investment of money. It makes sense to create this office.’” In the dean’s 

quote, strategic decision-making involves thinking creatively but with an eye for what 

“makes sense” in the college. Both imagination and common sense are factors in the 

intuition frame. Another dean connected intuition to other factors: “So there’s a certain 

amount, certainly a huge amount, of creativity, but also a certain amount of courage and 

commitment that has to go into that, and saying that this is the right thing for us to do at 

this time.” One dean connected intuition to bureaucracy: “So it was sort of bureaucratic 

creativity but definitely very creative problem-solving on the part of a large number of 

senior administration people.” One dean connected attitude to intuition: “And for me, 

maybe some of it was just beyond a gut feeling. I was pretty optimistic that we were 

going to be able to do a lot, and I think that helped.” Still another dean said: 

“You have to have a sense of how things might work, and then you have to 

throw that intuition against the hard, unforgiving wall of, ‘Okay, so in order to 

get this done, you know, what levers to have—do you have to pull?’… So, it is 

intuitive and it is creative and it’s out in the future, but then it’s grounded in the 

reality of who has to care about it and who has to believe that it’s important to 

do.”  

The dean’s quote above connects intuition to not only creativity, but also the context of 

the college’s environment and how work is accomplished and decisions are made there. 
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 Other deans talked about creativity related to a crisis in their college, 

university, or region. One dean of pharmacy, in response to massive lay-offs at a local 

pharmaceutical company, began thinking creatively: 

“Imagination was a key part because… what we were focusing on was this new 

creative paradigm of saying, ‘Okay. We’re faced with this disaster. Let’s see if 

we can take advantage of it instead of focusing on the negative aspects,’ and 

then you had to think, ‘Okay. What are the strengths of this?’ and so forth.”  

In the case above, the dean was able to hire several of the researchers as faculty 

members. Another dean, facing budget shortfalls in his college, said, “So, I mean, I was 

losing that battle until we decided to look at it a different way,” signifying a creative 

perspective that helped him solve the problem by entering into partnership with the 

university’s medical school. A dean of pharmacy also explained how imagination 

helped him overcome challenges:  

“It’s every time you met a roadblock, you had to be creative and imaginative on 

how you were going to address it to reach your ultimate goal. And so that was 

sort of a constant feature of the entire process, I think.”   

Finally, a dean of medicine posited, “When you have no money, you have to be very 

creative [laughs].” Perhaps the most common problem of all the colleges was dwindling 

resources. Deans found the intuition frame perspective useful in these cases. 

At least one dean did not view his strategic decision-making as particularly 

creative. When asked about emotion and imagination related to his strategic decision, he 

responded, “Emotion, probably not a lot. Imagination, probably not a lot to be honest 

[laughs].” Statements like this were rare in interviews for this study. One other dean 
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identified that emotion was not a part of her strategic decision: “Well, I don’t know 

about emotion, but certainly again imagination and creativity of the faculty’s analysis 

and recommendations I think was there.” Conversely, a different dean of medicine’s 

statement epitomized what most deans experienced in their strategic decisions: “There 

was a lot of positive emotion about this, and imagination.” Most deans identified that 

imagination had a great deal of impact and emotion had at least some impact on their 

strategic decisions. 

 In conclusion, many deans identified the perspective of the intuition decision-

making frame as a part of their strategic decision process. The two themes of the 

intuitive frame are recognition of patterns and imagination. In interviews for this study, 

deans talked about how past experiences and accumulated knowledge helped them 

solve current problems and make decisions. Deans were able to solve problems and 

make decisions because they recognized patterns from the past and were able to use 

similar approaches to current decisions. Deans also discussed the role of imagination in 

decision-making. Specifically, deans employed creative methods to solve problems, 

create plans, and make decisions.  

 

Rationality frame  

 The rationality decision-making frame includes evidence-based processes and 

the gathering of information, facts, and data (Chaffee, 1983). Decisions arise from a 

logic of consequences with a final result or realization that confirms previously 

recognized facts. Cause and effect and the linking of choices and outcomes are 

indicators of the rationality frame. Further, the frame includes “searching” and 
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“scanning” (March, 1994, p. 10) the environment for solutions. Also, decision-

makers attempt to choose the optimal alternative among many choices (Eisenhardt & 

Zbaracki, 1992).  

Deans’ strategic decision-making was aligned with the perspective of the 

rationality. Of the 50 deans interviewed for this study, 56 percent said that information, 

facts, and data had a great deal of impact on the decision-making process. Additionally, 

66 percent of all deans interviewed said that logic had a great deal of impact on their 

decision-making. In interviews with deans for this study, the three themes of the 

rationality decision-making frame identified were: 1) using information and data, 2) 

utilizing logic, and 3) evaluating alternatives and choosing the best one.  

 In interviews, deans acknowledged that the rationality frame perspective was not 

only a significant part of the process, but also important to them personally. Some deans 

tied their professional identities as scientists to their appreciation for data:  

“I’m also a scientist by background, so data is quite important to me. So it’s a 

matter of gathering all of the data and information that we needed to promote 

our case, what the problem was, and what the potential solutions there were to 

[fix] it.”  

Another dean posited, “I’m an information seeker.” In general, deans acknowledged 

that some kind of information or data was used during the decision-making process. 

Indeed, gathering information related to the strategic decision usually was one of the 

first steps mentioned by deans when talking about the decision-making process. 

 The following sections describe in detail the three themes of the rationality 

decision-making frame: using information and data, utilizing logic, and evaluating 
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alternatives and choosing the best one. Each theme is defined and connected to the 

research literature on the rationality frame. Also, illustrative examples and quotes from 

deans’ interviews are presented. 

 

Using information and data 

Using information, facts, and data is a hallmark of the rationality decision-

making frame (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). Data and information are used to inform 

decision-makers and provide evidence for final conclusions and outcomes. Further, 

research-based, data-driven processes are indicators of the rationality frame, especially 

within academe (Chaffee, 1983).  

In this study, more than half of all deans interviewed said that information, facts, 

and data had a great deal of impact on the decision-making process. Deans gathered 

information related to the budget, workforce needs, clinical revenue, faculty and staff 

productivity, enrollment trends, and many other factors to aid in their decision-making. 

One dean explained, “We looked at all our patient surveys and looked at the data and 

tried to understand how we can improve them.” The quote is typical of what most deans 

reported—using surveys, reports, and data with an eye for how to make improvements 

related to the strategic decision. Another dean said, 

“Faculty often want to know, ‘Okay. If we were 100 faculty and we’re 95 now, 

what does that mean, and are we going backwards? Are we going forwards? 

You know, we have so many more students. How come we don’t have more 

faculty?’ That sort of a conversation. So that’s all the facts and figures.”  

Similarly, another dean explained his college’s process for making a strategic decision: 
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“It involved a review of the history of the institution, the opportunities that 

exist for research in both areas, the mission of our school, the health statistics 

and demographics of the region, and the capacity for leadership in both areas.”  

Understandably, money and resources are a large part of the discussion, as one dean 

pointed out: “To be an effective operation, you really need to look… at where you’re 

expending not only your dollar resources but your time and effort—your  person 

resources.” Along the same lines, another dean said, “I had to be able to provide data on 

how we would raise money. I had to be able to provide data on how much money we 

had in the bank, if you will, to be able to put towards the project.”   

Further, other deans talked about information and data historically, 

longitudinally, and as compared to other institutions. One dean described: 

“We had a tremendous amount of data on the past performance of the institution 

in terms of its research enterprise. We had done comparisons with other 

institutions as benchmarks, and so we had a reasonable sense of where we had 

been, where other institutions were, what their trajectory of change and research 

had been and fundamentally some case studies to take a look at, so… we’re data 

driven.”  

The quote above exemplifies the types of information collected by deans and their staff 

and how the information is used. Being driven by data was a common refrain among 

deans, as one dean said, “I’m kind of a data-driven guy, so it was not emotion. It was 

data.” Another dean said: 

“Well, for example, we compared our rankings nationally in terms of our 

science, and we talked about the quality of the students, and we showed 
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examples of how some of our students have really done some unique things 

within dentistry. So we showed them [faculty] what the possibilities could be… 

We showed some examples of successes of people who thought a little bit 

differently about the profession.”   

Deans needed information and data to understand the context and environment and then 

make an informed strategic decision, with concluding evidence that could be shared 

with stakeholders.  

 Also, deans identified that information and data collection processes were 

important to making a strategic decision. In some cases, deans needed to improve the 

information and data gathering processes, either before the strategic decision could be 

made or as a complementary process while implementing the strategic decision. 

Frequently, gaps in knowledge became apparent to deans and others when they 

attempted to gather information and data. One dean stated: 

“We’ve got to have data down to how long did someone wait in emergency 

room, and how do we make that better. And without data it’s all anecdotal, and 

it’s all bitching and complaining. Without data you can’t do anything, so data 

was critical. So we started improving our data collecting and a sharing of data.”  

Part of the strategic decision-making process is defining the parameters of what is 

factual and what is not factual. Another dean explained that his college’s problem was 

related to not using the available data and information:  

“Well, I mean, you know, if, if we had facts about duty hours, and you know, 

because we measured a lot of stuff. We just weren’t paying attention to the 

things we were measuring, and so, if you, if I need to have the hospital spend 
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nearly a million dollars hiring new pharmacists, I have to show them some 

facts to convince them that that’s what they have to do… So, we had data; it just 

wasn’t being used the way it needed to be used. A lot of these things could have 

been done a long time ago. It’s just that nobody was paying attention.”  

The perspective of the rationality frame involves not only having data and information 

but also actually using it for decision-making. 

 Many deans also talked about how gathering and sharing data and information 

were a part of the process for making an argument to faculty, with the hope that faculty 

would then support the strategic decision. One dean described this feature as follows:  

“You know how academic settings are—any business. People have to see that 

there is some analysis being done… and then there’s some input from folks as a 

part of all that process. And so, that’s how we did it.”   

When asked about making an argument to faculty members for her strategic decision, 

another dean said: 

“Well…  I’d lay it out. I mean, I’d just say, ‘It’s an old fashioned curriculum, 

and our students aren’t going to come here if that’s the curriculum.’ And I could 

show the data that showed that they weren’t. I could show the data to show they 

weren’t doing as well as they should. I could show data to show they weren’t 

that happy with it. AAMC has exit questionnaires that they have to fill out.”  

Another dean described a decision-making process rooted in the perspective of the 

rationality decision-making frame and how she used data and information:  

“I think it was a pretty healthy faculty in terms of their ability to understand the 

issues, to trust administration that this wasn’t optional. And that we needed to do 
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this work, and that we did our homework. And we presented to them what 

we thought was the most viable option.”  

The dean quoted above connected the healthiness of the faculty environment to their 

trust for the college’s administration and the “homework,” which included data and 

information. Finally, one dean talked about his faculty members’ reaction to the data 

and information:  

 “Well, it was surprising that one of things in this document was actually 

spelling out current practices that were already in place historically relative to 

clinical earnings and administrative supplements, which already existed… This 

document kind of served two purposes. It introduced a new concept, but it just 

also basically became, ‘Here’s how we do things. This is how we manage salary 

of faculty—total compensation across all sources.’ And it was kind of amazing 

how people had trouble understanding the kind of things they’ve lived with 

already. I mean, three quarters of this is nothing new [laughs]. We’re just 

writing down what we’re doing now.”  

For some deans, part of the strategic decision-making process was informing faculty of 

facts and figures related to budget, salary, and other data. Information and data were the 

foundation the deans laid before introducing forward-thinking strategies and decisions. 

Only a few deans stated that information and data were not important or did not 

have impact. Deans who did not deem factors of the rationality frame as important to 

the decision-making process often mentioned one of the other prominent frames, like 

intuition or culture, as more important than rationality. For example, one dean declared, 

“We certainly had facts and data, but that wasn’t the driver. The drivers were what was 
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the mission and vision.” Deans who stated that information, facts, and data were not 

important to the process tended to maintain that they still had the material, even if it was 

not used. Another dean noted that data and information may not be trusted. When asked 

about the impact of data and information on the decision-making process, the dean 

replied: 

“Well, I think it does have a great deal, but in many cases, you know, people can 

look at the same data set different ways, and interpret it different ways, and so, if 

they are strongly biased to begin with in one direction, they will find in the 

statistics or data what they want.”  

None of the deans interviewed for this study stated that he or she purposefully did not 

attempt to gather data related to a strategic decision; rather, it was a question of whether 

the information and data were actually used. 

In conclusion, the first theme of the rationality decision-making frame is the use 

of information and data, as revealed by deans in interviews for this study. Information 

and data related to the strategic decision are used by deans in order to better understand 

the environment, context, and trends. Further, deans used information and data from 

other institutions for benchmarking purposes. Finally, deans identified that information 

and data are important because they define the parameters of the decision and provide 

evidence for the decision once it is made.  

 

Using logic 

 March (1994) defines the rationality frame as a “logic of consequence” (p. 2). 

Additionally, rational decision-making is similar to the scientific method: a question is 
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stated and a choice is made based on order and logic (Chaffee, 1982). Further, the 

rationality decision-making frame includes not only individuals who use logical 

processes, but also individuals who value logical processes, even if logic is not actually 

used. Finally, logical decision-making includes “rules” (March & Simon, 1993, p. 172) 

for making decisions. 

As identified by deans in interviews for this study, the second theme of the 

rationality decision-making frame is the use of logic. For some deans, the lack of logic 

in the college was the impetus for a strategic decision. One dean described the lack of 

logic as follows: “The logical thing is there is no structure [in the college]. Everybody’s 

doing what they want to do in this area. Nobody’s talking to each other, so the rational 

thing is we’ve got to do something about it.” The quote illustrates how, in some cases, 

deans used logic and rationality as the reason for the strategic decision. Put another 

way, deans believed the problems of the college were illogical and irrational and could 

be fixed if members of the college and its organizational processes were more logical 

and rational. Logic was the solution to the problem. 

 Other deans defined logic as practical. Such deans considered pragmatism and 

practicality to be synonyms to logic. For example, when asked about the impact of logic 

on the decision-making process, a dean responded, “It’s logical that people would get 

together and sort of work out their differences and see if you can come away with… a 

mutually beneficial agreement. I mean, in the end, logic, I guess, won out.” For the 

deans interviewed, logical decision-making processes were reasonable and sensible. 

 Deans also indicated that logic was utilized after emotions were experienced. 

Along these lines, when asked about the impact of rationality and logic on the decision-
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making process, one dean said, “Well, definitely some… It really was, you know, 

after you got through the emotional [laughs] stuff.” Similarly, another dean said, “I 

think that’s the next stage once you get past the emotion, you have to work with logic 

and work with putting the pieces together.”   

 Finally, when asked about the impact of logic and rationality on their strategic 

decision-making, several deans poked fun at the idea of being rational and logical. One 

dean said, “I hope I’m somewhat rational [laughs]. I’m not going to pretend to be, you 

know, tremendously rationalistic, though.” When asked about the impact of logical 

processes on the decision, another dean responded, “Not as much as you would think 

[laughs].” Other deans humorously explained that they thought that the process was 

logical, but perhaps others would disagree. Several deans laughed when asked about the 

impact of logic and rationality on their decision-making process. One dean declared, 

“Well, I’d like to think there was some logic [laughs]” and another dean joked, “I don’t 

know that any academic institution is totally rational [laughs].” Another dean explained 

that she saw both rationality and “irrationality” as part of the decision process. 

Similarly, when questioned about the impact of rationality, another dean answered, 

“[Laughs] Some.” When asked why he was laughing, the same dean replied, “If you’d 

have said irrationality, I would have said some [laughs].” Deans had a sense of humor 

about using rational, logical processes while recognizing their importance. Further, 

deans identified that academe is not an entirely logical and rational environment. 

 

Evaluating alternatives 
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The rationality decision-making frame is characterized by evaluating and 

choosing among choices (Simon, 1955). Further, rational decision-making is related to 

the scientific method in that a question is stated, alternatives are examined and weighed, 

and a choice is made based on order and logic (Chaffee, 1982). Simon (1957) posits that 

rational decision-making includes the evaluation of alternatives in a sequential manner. 

It also involves trying to choose the optimal alternative among many choices 

(Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992). Finally, March (1994) concludes that “searching” and 

“scanning” (p. 10) are key to the rational decision-making frame. 

 In interviews for this study, deans talked about searching and scanning their 

professional environments, looking for good ideas and evaluating alternatives. One dean 

stated: 

“So, how did I go about making this decision? Well, first… I read extensively, 

talked to experts in the field extensively about the role of information 

technology and health care in general, the emerging trends in information 

technology, and then I tried to discern how that related to nursing education and 

nursing research in general and then what it meant for our school.”  

Deans shaped their strategic decision by evaluating alternative strategies and learning 

from other institutions and professionals. Also, deans identified various criteria used 

when evaluating alternatives related to their strategic decision.   

Other deans talked about considering various strategies and plans related to their 

strategic decision. The more dire the situation, the more likely deans were to consider 

every strategy, no matter how outlandish. One dean, facing severe budget cuts, 

declared, “We were just exploring every possible avenue we could all think of.” Most 
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deans viewed their role as leaders who searched, scanned, evaluated alternatives, 

and sought new opportunities for the college. The purpose of such activities was to 

position the college to take advantage of potential opportunities and survive challenges, 

like budget cuts. When asked how she made her strategic decision, a dean replied: 

“I believe that, if you’re a transformational leader, you’re continually sort of scanning 

the environment at large to see where, in our case, our core business is education—to 

see where there may be opportunities to develop programs where they’re both 

intellectually viable and robust as well as being financially viable and robust.”  

Searching, scanning, and evaluating alternatives not only involve finding any and all 

possible solutions but also involve applying criteria that will determine the college’s 

success. Deans identified that these activities were important for the success of the 

strategic decision-making process.  

 In conclusion, the three themes of the rationality decision-making frame are 

using information and data, utilizing logic, and evaluating alternatives. The rationality 

decision-making frame perspective was the second most frequently used decision-

making perspective reflected in interviews with deans for this study.  

 

Culture frame 

Tierney (2008) defines culture as “shared assumptions of individuals 

participating in the organization” (p. 25) and “the sum of activities—symbolic and 

instrumental—that exist in the organization and create shared meaning” (p. 85). 

Additionally, referencing and using the mission, vision, and purpose of the organization 

in deliberations are hallmarks of the culture decision-making frame (Tierney, 2008). 
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Culture frame indicators include “stories, special language, norms, institutional 

ideology, and attitudes that emerge from individual and organizational behavior” (p. 

25). Weick (1995) also identifies sensemaking as a characteristic of culture. 

Sensemaking is defined as making sense of one’s environment—for example, asking 

“What does it mean” and “Why?” (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005, p. 409).  

In this study, deans identified that decisions often involved the perspective of 

the culture decision-making frame. The culture frame was often reflected in deans’ 

decisions and activities, with the intention to change the culture of a college. A change 

in culture varied in meaning from institution to institution, but often meant how 

members of the college see themselves collectively and how work is accomplished. One 

dean remarked: “We had to really bring about a culture change not only within the 

department but also within our institution.” Culture change was integral to this dean’s 

strategic decision and organizational change within the college. In interviews, deans 

posited that much of culture is related to tradition and precedence in the college or 

university; therefore, culture change involved disrupting habits and introducing new 

ways of knowing and doing. 

Deans also recognized that culture is “real” and something that had to be 

confronted. One dean declared: “There’s a whole axiom that culture trumps strategy 

seven days a week. So that when you have a culture, I think, you have to take that into 

account.” The implied threat in the dean’s quote is that a college’s culture has the 

potential to destroy even the craftiest of strategic decisions. Another dean talked about 

needing to understand his college’s culture in order to enact change:  
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“It tends to be a comparatively conservative place, and at the time that this 

was done, it tended to be fairly reluctant to change. So it was necessary to 

understand the culture and to communicate adequately with the individuals 

about what was necessary.”  

A dean would be well advised to take into consideration college culture when devising a 

strategic decision. A dean of dentistry described her faculty as resistant to change for 

different reasons: “Our general students had never been allowed outside the four walls 

and the doors of this college for any part of their educational experience. This is a very 

insular college of dentistry. Atypically insular, I would say.” The dean later stated that 

the insularity of the college culture made it resistant to change. In contrast, a few deans 

painted a picture of a college in which change could happen relatively easily. One such 

dean said, “If you have that kind of culture where people are friends, and there’s very 

little infighting, it leads to easier change, I think.”  

Some deans described their college culture as negative. When asked about 

culture’s role in strategic decision-making, a dean replied: 

“I think in some ways it played a huge role because some of it was negative. The 

culture was that we didn’t deserve this.… It may be frightening for us: ‘What if 

something happens, and the School of Nursing can’t stand on its own feet?’ 

There was a lot of fear.”  

Deeply ingrained tradition, precedence, and habit built around fear and meekness would 

derail the dean’s strategy if the negative culture could not be surmounted. A dean of 

nursing described how her college was actively trying to change its culture from 

negative to positive: “The old culture was… a very distrusting administration, not very 
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visionary, of being a very quiet, passive school, not very active, not very supportive. 

And now, we’re trying to create one that’s very collegial, where faculty work together.” 

Another dean talked about college culture lacking in responsiveness and action: “You 

have to do something. And, I don’t think that was really the culture here… I’m pretty 

sure it wasn’t the culture here. So, that makes it more difficult, right? I mean, if you 

want to move things along fast, it makes it a challenge.” Culture may impede a strategic 

decision by delaying any action that moves the college forward.  

  Similarly, another dean blamed culture for her college’s initial resistance to 

change: 

“The [college’s] culture was one of not change. It was also very inbred, with 

mostly everybody just being from [state], going to school here and staying on in 

the faculty, and there hadn’t been a lot of people coming in from the outside. 

There had been a few new chairs, and some really good ones just before I came, 

but it was a very, ‘This is the way we’ve always done it kind of a culture.’ And 

so getting that whole culture change to happen was part of this whole process.”  

The quote above exemplifies the dean’s frustration with the culture of “the way we’ve 

always done it” when she was seeking excellence and aspiration through her strategic 

decision. Early in the strategic decision-making process, she identified that the culture 

would be a challenge, possibly an obstacle. As an outsider arriving to the dean’s office, 

she recognized the college’s culture and resistance to change.  

Likewise, another dean talked about arriving into his college’s culture as the 

“new guy”:  
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“Culture is kind of a big thing here—local culture… So, I’m happy, number 

one, to still be here [laughs]… And, number two, I had to fight that a little bit 

because here I am, here’s a new guy from outside, that they really don’t know so 

much about. They probably don’t know how I think, and yet it was a pretty 

significant decision.”  

Still another new dean described her college’s culture, one that happened to be more 

positive: 

“I’ve only been here a year, and when a new person comes in it, one reshapes 

the culture some. But I’m glad to have joined an organization that I think 

embraces positive change relatively readily for an organization. So… they 

definitely have a culture of being excellent… even when they put the doctoral 

programs online, they thought through carefully and thoroughly what it meant to 

create a community of scholars virtually.”  

New deans coming from other universities must quickly analyze and understand the 

college culture into which they are arriving, especially when strategic decisions occur at 

the same time as or soon after their arrival. 

Also, deans described their college cultures as unique and distinct. One dean 

discussed his college in the context of his university’s culture: “It’s a difficult culture to 

grasp because it’s a very entrepreneurial culture.” Another dean of nursing explained 

how the medical school drove the culture of the academic health center:  

“The culture of the university and the school is a departmental siloed culture. 

We are a health sciences campus and very driven by the School of Medicine’s 

culture which is very focused on departments. In the School of Medicine, there 
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are 27 departments, and each of the department chairs has tremendous 

autonomy related to space, salaries of faculty, resource allocation. It has always 

been thus.”  

The medical school’s culture had a major impact on the other health science schools’ 

cultures. Along similar lines, another dean described how the unique culture of the 

medical school contributed to the faculty’s understanding of the need for the strategic 

decision: 

“So the fact is, most medical school faculties… it’s a completely different 

culture from the rest of the university… We’re 24/7, 365 days a year. Our 

salaries are 95 to 98 percent leveraged off the hard money of state money and 

tuition. And in contrast to the other campuses where they get all their salary 

from tuition and state money, and they work nine months a year, and they do 

stuff in the summer on their own—it really wasn’t so hard within a medical 

school faculty to do it because people understood the kind of competitive 

environment we were in.”  

The task of a dean is to understand the college’s culture and its role and impact in long-

term decision-making. Deans recognize that often culture is the key to ensuring the 

success of a strategic decision; however, the difficulty may lie in first gaining an 

understanding of the culture. 

 The sections below outline the three themes of the culture decision-making 

frame as seen in this study: mission and vision; stories, myths, traditions, and symbols; 

and sensemaking. Each theme is defined by the research literature and described in 

detail with illustrative examples and quotes from deans’ interviews. 
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Mission 

 The mission, vision, and purpose of an organization are integral to 

understanding its culture (Tierney, 2008). As revealed in interviews with deans in this 

study, mission is the first theme of the culture decision-making frame. Many deans 

posited during their interviews that returning to the college’s mission was a clear step in 

the decision-making process. One dean explained that the criteria of mission and vision 

were more important than rationality: “We certainly had facts and data, but that wasn’t 

the driver. The drivers were what was the mission and vision?” The “drivers,” as the 

dean called the mission and vision, are the impetus for the decision and embedded in the 

decision-making process. As revealed in the interviews for this study, mission and 

vision were a touchstone for deans to return to and consider when making large-scale 

decisions. 

Many deans referenced their respective college’s relationship with the state and 

the obligation to train health professionals, as stated in most college’s mission. The 

mission and responsibility to serve the public by training health professionals at a public 

university was not taken lightly. One dean recounted that mission was not only key to 

the strategic decision, but that it also evoked emotions in stakeholders: “Our mission is 

very important, and that’s the reason for our existence. It’s very strong emotions and 

passions in everyone, including the citizens of the region, so clearly those passions were 

stirred in consideration of our strategies.” In the dean’s quote, the mission is an 

emotional trigger not only for the college but also the citizens of the region. On the 

contrary, very few deans posited that mission was not a driving force of the strategic 

decision, as the following dean said: “But it’s not like, you know, I looked at our 
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mission, and it drove me to make a certain decision—which occurs occasionally—

but I don’t think so in this case.” This particular dean did not use mission as a criterion 

in his strategic decision related to forming a strategic partnership with another college. 

Several deans identified that the strategic decision process was emotional and 

involved passion, which was related to the mission of the colleges and the long-standing 

responsibility to meet regional health care needs. One dean stated, “Well, because our 

mission, again, when you look at the priority—the mission in terms of science—is 

trying to develop science. In health sciences we have science that’s supposed to be 

translated into the public good.” Public good and serving the state and region were cited 

by many deans as reasons for strategic decisions. One dean stated: 

“Well, we’re training our students that hopefully go into underserved parts of 

[state], and in order for them to be ready to do that, they need a very strong 

understanding of the kind of serious diseases that most of their patients are 

going to have. And so they need the more robust basic science, clinical-

correlations type of approach to their education, so they really truly understand 

disease processes and how they affect patients in their dental care.”  

This particular dean’s strategic decision involved a major curriculum redesign. Part of 

the dean’s argument for making this curriculum change revolves around better serving 

patients. Also, a dean of nursing connected his strategic decision to bolstering health 

care for the underserved in his state and region:  

“We sort of chose the middle ground because we felt the needs of being a public 

university, that does a lot of work with underserved. And many of our nurse 

practitioners are either in underserved areas or in the public sector—that we 
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wanted to allow entry from as many paths as possible to the DNP [Doctor of 

Nursing Practice].”  

 Along the same lines, a dean of a dental school said: 

“We had articulated a vision and mission statement that made it clear that we 

were committed to increasing the diversity of our students and our graduates; 

and that we were committed to serving the underserved; and that we were 

committed to preparing a graduate who was competent and confident in 

addressing the gross disparities in access to oral health care which exist in 

America.”  

Health care disparities, serving the local region and state, and addressing workforce 

shortages were all mentioned by several deans. One dean succinctly summarized this 

notion as, “Our whole mission is to have a very positive impact on the physician health 

care work force in this state. That’s the end game for us.”  

Similarly, another dean succinctly outlined his university’s mission: “The 

mission of our university is to provide service and improve the health of the region that 

we live in.” The dean’s quote exemplifies the typical mission of a health science college 

at a public university. Deans and faculty were serious about college mission and used it 

as the main criterion in strategic decision-making, especially with regard to improving 

the public health of the region. Further, deans talked about how the mission permeated 

their colleges, as the following dean explained: 

“But this is a medical school that is unique in that you can… walk down the 

hallway and stop virtually anybody and ask them, ‘What is the mission of this 

medical school?’ And, they can tell you. It’s a three-part mission. It was given to 
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us by the [state] General Assembly in 1975, and people know all three parts 

of that. People live that mission on a daily basis.”  

The quote reflects how deeply ingrained mission and vision are in many public health 

science colleges. In interviews, deans talked about their colleges’ mission and vision 

with unabashed dedication and intensity. 

Several deans mentioned the connection between money and mission—that 

having more money meant being able to better deliver on the college’s mission and 

purpose. One dean explained: “When you’ve got money you can get more mission 

oriented. So, the mission was easier to accomplish once I got the security of money 

underneath me.” Another dean said, “We were taking money from our education arena 

and funneling it to support [the] clinical world, which is exactly the opposite of the way 

it should be. Your clinical world should make enough money that it helps support the 

education part.” Deans must ensure that the college is meeting its mission while 

simultaneously generating money. Health sciences education for professional students is 

extremely expensive. Further, many of the programs that are considered mission-critical 

involve services for the poor and underserved regions of the state; typically, such 

programs do not generate their own profits.  Money is a “security” that enables a 

college to deliver on its mission: meeting the health care needs of the region and 

training the future health care workforce. 

In the context of budget cuts, deans also expressed concern about protecting the 

mission: “You know, because we’re a state institution, we’ve had to have some budget 

cuts, and I think when you do that you really have to look carefully at where you are 

going to cut so that you don’t cut into the core mission.” Increasingly, budgets cuts at 
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public institutions are common, and deans showed concern for protecting the 

“core,” or central, mission of the college while balancing the budget. The challenge is to 

determine what programs are not mission critical, and even then cutting programs was 

not easy. 

Regarding program closure, one dean posited that the criteria of mission and 

purpose were integral steps in the strategic decision process: 

“And in some ways that program had kind of lost its focus. We originally 

opened that program… and it was intended to be a community resource to 

improve access to care and serve indigent clients. And over time it had 

migrated… to become more or less an implant dentistry fellowship program… 

Academically they had migrated away from the original intent of that 

program… So that was another issue that I had as dean and others who reviewed 

this, that it was kind of migrating away from its purpose.”  

The quote above shows mission, vision, and purpose as the criteria in the strategic 

decision to close a program. In interviews, several deans referenced mission and vision 

as criteria for decision-making, especially in cases of decisions related to program 

closure. 

 As revealed in interviews with deans for this study, mission and vision are 

indicators of the culture decision-making frame. Additionally, they often are emotional 

touchstones for deans and faculty, providing an identity and history. Deans and faculty 

members of health science schools take seriously their mission to meet the health care 

needs of a state. Deans consider money integral to the ability of the college to deliver on 
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its mission. Finally, deans use mission as a criterion in the strategic decision-

process, especially when deciding if a program should be closed.  

 

Stories, myths, traditions, and symbols 

 Pusser (2003) identifies culture with “shared networks of norms, beliefs, 

meanings, and cultural understandings” (p. 124). The norms, beliefs, and meaning are 

enacted through stories that members of the organization tell each other and others. As 

revealed in interviews for this study, the second theme of the culture decision-making 

frame is stories, myths, traditions, and symbols. Several deans indicated that they 

preferred using stories rather than facts and data when trying to communicate about the 

strategic decision or persuade faculty: “I use statistics and stuff like that, but… I think 

you can crystallize people’s focus by giving one good story. Or maybe several good 

stories, but, you know, the idea is to make it real.” Another dean said, “Telling stories 

and using symbolism—that’s important.” Still another dean said, “Stories were huge,” 

in reference to his strategic decision-making process and how he was able to persuade 

his faculty to support the strategic decision. 

In interviews, deans talked about the stories they used to shape the college’s 

strategic decision, often closely related to identity. One dean talked about a story he 

tells at professional meetings regarding his college’s strategic decision related to a 

program that was on probation: “We tell this story like at the AAMC [Association of 

American Medical Colleges] meetings and… the reception kind of conversation. And 

people are just totally amazed.” The quote exemplifies how deans use stories to talk 
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about their colleges to external audiences: to impress others, to cultivate meaning, 

and to perpetuate a culture of the college.  

Similarly, another dean explained that the strategic decision related to increasing 

class size was communicated through emotional storytelling about “turning away” 

qualified students: 

“I mean, we, you know, we are the School of Pharmacy for the state of [state]. 

And the majority of our students come from the state, so responding to the 

needs, and when we were turning away a lot of very qualified [residents of the 

state], that was very emotional for a lot of people. And so telling the story why 

we needed to increase the class size either over in [city] or here, was really 

important, and the faculty bought off on that because they can see all the 

students we’re turning away.”  

In this case, a dean used storytelling to persuade faculty and stakeholders to support the 

strategic decision related to increasing class size. The story is tied to the mission and 

vision of the college: to serve the state’s residents and health care needs. The dean uses 

an emotional touchstone to ensure the success of the decision. 

Other deans identified that the story that members of the college told themselves 

was a problem that needed to be solved. A dean talked about the story (or myth) that her 

college had lost its reputation and was in the process of regaining it: 

“Creating, recreating, the positive image of the college as a flagship college and 

being a leader… And people missed that image… There was a history of it [the 

college] being really prominent, and then for whatever reason, which I don’t 

know because I wasn’t here, but it really lost reputation.”  
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The quote above exemplifies a dean grappling with the stories, or myths, that are 

hindering the advancement of the college. The story, or myth, of the college losing its 

stature has hurt the college; therefore, the dean is attempting actively to “recreate” a 

new image for the college, signifying both the importance of culture and the need to 

change it when the culture was negative. 

Similarly, another dean talked about a college’s history, in the context of several 

past deans who were not able to accomplish big change in the college: 

“It was very not the way [university] had done it in the past. [University] in the 

past has had very weak deans, who the faculty would get up in arms about and 

write letters about, and they’d be fired after a year or two… Yeah, we, we’re the 

school with the most deans from something like 1950 to 2000.”  

In this study, several deans identified a troubling college history that caused problems 

or challenges in formulating and executing a strategic decision. Deans sought to rewrite 

stories, myths, and traditions in order to improve the college’s culture. Another dean 

explained how stories related to identity were the root of the problem: “The stories were 

‘It’s the south. What do you expect? But how low we pay them, we can’t expect any 

more of them.’ That was the story. That was the tradition.” This particular dean sought 

to change the tradition of her college by improving staff compensation and morale. Still 

another dean talked about how several stories had impact on his strategic decision:  

“Well, my sense is that stories around this place always have some impact 

because, well, the story that I told you about the previous dean getting himself 

into trouble… and the stories about [other state university] trying to close us 

down.  So… stories have had some impact.”   
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In one interview with a dean, he explained that in order to address a college-

culture problem, the college utilized a public relations expert to improve the “story” of 

the medical school: 

“So, you’ve got to give some history of why you should be proud. So we started 

telling the story. And we told the story of who we were and why you should be 

proud of us… We started getting in front of faculty and all our faculty, nursing, 

whatever school. We started getting in the public. We started getting in the 

paper, telling the story that we were something special… We started telling the 

story that, ‘Hey, by the way, you’re not only working somewhere that’s good. 

You’re working somewhere that’s special.’ And then we started asking them to 

tell the story. So telling stories was huge, and by the way, I enjoy doing it 

[laughter].”  

In the quote above, telling a new, successful story about the college was the lever for 

culture change. The perpetuation of the new, successful story was an important step in 

the strategic decision of the college, as told by this dean. Similarly,  dean of a public 

health school identified that stories were important in order to maintain support for her 

strategic decision involving the hiring of a new associate dean:  

“Stories were a good way to remind people of her [the new associate dean’s] 

value… They remember when, you know, it’s… a really sticky situation, and 

it’s finally resolved, you kind of put it out of your mind… So, I could say to 

people, ‘Remember when we . . .’ ‘Oh, yes’ [laughs].”  

For deans, stories can act as levers for change and as evidence for the urgency and 

importance of making strategic decisions. 
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 Symbolism was also crucial to dean’s strategic decisions. When asked about 

symbolism and his strategic decision, one dean responded, “I consider it highly 

symbolic in many ways… having tangible products with which to showcase the school 

and our students and faculty, I think is information, but it’s also very symbolic of what 

we believe is important. And I think that’s a feature in what we’re producing now and 

didn’t before. It’s really not the process, I guess, but the outcome.” Another dean self-

identified her leadership style using Bolman and Deal’s (2003) organizational frames: 

“Well, I’m a symbolic frame leader, so I deal in symbolic and political frames… So I 

would say that the political and symbolic were really huge here.” Finally, another dean 

discussed how the positive symbolism of her college aided in her decision to 

strategically hire new faculty: “There was the symbolism of being a top-ranked research 

institution and then bringing in people that resembled that.” Many deans recognized that 

symbolism was a tool that could be used in their strategic decision-making processes. 

In conclusion, the second theme of the culture decision-making frame is stories, 

myths, traditions, and symbols, as the qualitative analysis yielded in this study. 

Predominantly, the utilization of stories and myths were the defining characteristics of 

culture change in a college. Deans talked about telling stories about their college to 

external audiences, in order to shape and reveal their college’s identity. Further, deans 

used emotional storytelling to persuade faculty and stakeholders to support a strategic 

decision. Several deans identified that the stories and myths of their college was a 

problem to be surmounted—that the stories were a problem and contributed negatively 

to the college’s identity. In such cases, deans attempted to recreate or subvert the stories 

in order to ensure a successful strategic decision, and indeed, a positive college identity.  
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Sensemaking 

 Sensemaking is defined as making sense of one’s environment—or put another 

way, understanding and interpreting one’s environment (Weick, 1995). Sensemaking is 

a social process in an organization that involves reviewing the environment for 

information, interpreting the information, and acting collectively based upon the 

interpretation (Thomas, Clark, & Gioia, 1993). In this study, sensemaking is the third 

theme of the culture decision-making frame. Several deans identified sensemaking as 

related to cultural identity in the strategic decision-making process. In one interview, a 

dean described sensemaking during a strategic decision-making as follows: “It opened 

my eyes to a lot of things that I hadn’t been paying attention to, you know. It gave me 

an opportunity to… look at the organization through a different set of glasses.” Looking 

through a “different set of glasses” signifies the sensemaking activity, particularly as it 

relates to interpreting the college environment.  

Similarly, another dean described sensemaking as part of her strategic decision-

making process: 

“We sort of worked and identified anyone who would be impacted in any way, 

not just, you know, the students, but looking at… what does it mean to patient 

care?  What does it mean to the students? What does it mean to incumbent nurse 

practitioners and our colleagues?”  

In the quote above, the dean describes how she and her colleagues attempted to parse 

the meaning of a potential strategic decision by asking what it means and how it will 
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affect other stakeholders. They are collectively interpreting the environment, 

including the potential strategic decision. 

Along the same lines, another dean described the first steps of the strategic 

decision, which involved sensemaking: “We started with first looking at what do we 

value, what do we do really well, and what do we value in what we do?” In this case, 

the dean and faculty members began the process of a strategic decision by reviewing the 

environment to determine what they value and do successfully in the college. They are 

interpreting the information to act on a decision. Similarly, another dean explained how 

sensemaking was one of the first activities in her college’s process:  

“And the first thing we did was to get faculty and administrative staff to think 

about what were the important core values? What were the important functions? 

What does this faculty and staff value? And what they do well? What do we do 

best? Because that’s where we start, and do we want to preserve that? The things 

we do best, is that something we want to preserve in the mission?”  

Several deans began the strategic decision-making process by asking questions, 

gathering information, and making sense of the environment, their college, and the 

where they wanted to be in the future. 

 Sensemaking may also bolster the strategic decision-making process through the 

interpretation of a college’s identity—its strengths and weaknesses. For example, one 

dean described how she and her faculty attempted to understand how their college was 

viewed both locally and nationally, as it related to a strategic decision to improve the 

stature and ranking of the college: 
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“Are we visible on the campus level, you know, do they think pharmacy 

when there’s a new initiative? Or at the state level, and the professional 

organizations, or planning strategy? Is the college part of it? Are we at the table? 

And then, even at a national level, are we visible? And to get visible, so to 

speak, or recognized nationally, where are the areas that we’re weak? We 

already felt that we were recognized nationally for a few things academically.”  

The answers to the questions above were the impetus of the strategic decision and a 

collective commitment to action. The shared understanding and interpretation of the 

environment fosters agreement on what actions are necessary and appropriate. 

Finally, one dean talked about his role as one that involves sensemaking on 

behalf of the college community: 

“Now that’s my job… as a dean, as leader of the institution, of the academic 

unit, is to frame reality, if you will. One of my jobs is to frame reality in the 

context of what are we trying to achieve, what are we trying to be, who do we 

think we are, what do we think we’re doing here? [laughs].”  

Although the dean ends this quote on a humorous note, the point is that a dean is the 

“chief sensemaker” in the college, responsible for interpreting the environment and 

defining the college’s identity and goals in order to move the college in a direction that 

will lead to success.  

 In conclusion, sensemaking is the third theme of the culture decision-making 

frame, as reflected in deans’ interviews. Sensemaking involves gathering information, 

interpreting it, and acting on it as a collective group in an organization (Thomas, Clark, 

& Gioia, 1993). In this study, deans identified that sensemaking gave them a new 
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perspective on their colleges that helped to identify and shape their colleges’ 

identities respectively, as related to their strategic decisions. Deans viewed their role as 

both the leader and a participant of the sensemaking activities.  

The three themes of the culture decision-making frame are mission and vision; 

stories, myths, traditions, and symbols; and sensemaking. Mission and vision were 

common criteria utilized by deans in the strategic decision process. Further, mission 

was an emotional touchstone for the college community and, in some cases, the state or 

region, as it related to health-care training. Stories were a favorite method utilized by 

deans not only to persuade faculty and stakeholders to support a strategic decision but 

also to shape and understand the culture and identity of the college. And finally, deans 

and faculty members used sensemaking to understand and interpret their environment as 

it related to the strategic decision. 

 

Politics frame 

 The politics frame is characterized by coalitions, conflict, negotiations, and 

bargaining (Chaffee, 1983). Most organizations are considered political, but frequently, 

universities are described as especially political (p. 27). Political maneuverings 

originate in stakeholders’ mobilization of concerns related to policy and decision-

making in the organization (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). March and Simon (1993) state 

that there are four major processes by which an organization reacts to conflict: problem 

solving, persuasion, bargaining, and politics (p. 149-150). 

 In the survey portion of this study, 52 percent of deans said that negotiating, 

bargaining and lobbying had a great deal of impact on their strategic decision; further, 



 

 

143 

44 percent reported that influence and power had a great deal of impact. The 

analysis of the qualitative data revealed three themes of the politics frame: 1) conflict 

and competition, 2) negotiating for success, and 3) influence as opposed to power. 

Conflict and competition appeared frequently in the stories deans told about strategic 

decision-making. Deans described such conflicted and competitive environments as 

inherently political. Further, deans talked about the prevalence and importance of 

negotiating with stakeholders in the decision. Both deans and stakeholders instigated 

negotiating, and related activities like bargaining and lobbying. Finally, most deans 

were uncomfortable claiming that they had or used power when making strategic 

decisions; however, they were comfortable talking about the use of influence as it 

related to strategic decision-making.  

The sections below contain descriptions and examples of the three themes of the 

politics decision-making frame. Each section contains a definition and connection to the 

research literature in addition to illustrative examples and quotes from deans’ interviews 

for this study. 

 

Conflict and competition 

Birnbaum (1988) writes that the politics frame involves competition for 

resources and position. Further, conflict related to jockeying for position within the 

organization is an indicator of the politics frame. Conflict and tension may also be 

related to disagreements over what the goals of the organization should be and how the 

goals should be reached. And Janis (1977) posits that decision-making is a process full 

of conflict.  
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In interviews for this study, deans identified that conflict and competition 

were a part of the strategic decision-making process. Specifically, conflict and 

competition were related to resources and funding from the college, university, state, 

and federal government. One dean explained that political processes within colleges 

inherently have to do with resources. 

“Politics. Well, there’s always politics. And it’s usually around money. So, I 

think that that was the biggest issue actually coming up with something for the 

[department] chairs to reassure them. If they didn’t control the curriculum, they 

weren’t going to lose their money and their control of their department money.”  

Conflict and competition increase as funding and resources decrease. Further, deans 

identified that turf wars were common within their own colleges. One dean described 

how department chairs reacted to a strategic decision related to budget cuts and the need 

to close academic programs within the college. 

“Well, yeah, we did discuss this actively among all the chairs of the college, you 

know, and the interesting thing when you do that is the chairs always, you know, 

[say], ‘Okay. Just don’t cut my program.’ [laughs] So… that’s a difficult 

conversation as a group to have because their job, obviously, is to protect the 

interests of the sub-units of the college.”  

Conflict increases within the college when department chairs and deans disagree on 

what academic programs to close due to college budget cuts. Another dean 

characterized program directors as protecting their “little kingdoms” during the strategic 

decision-making process. Similarly, another dean averred   

“Well, obviously, when space and money are involved, there is competition 
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when new faculty hires are involved with significant financial investment. 

There’s resentment on the part of the existing faculty who feel, ‘Oh. Why am I 

not getting some of this?’”  

According to deans, department chairs and program directors also tried to maintain 

control over their resources and programs. Such behaviors were more visible when 

budget cuts loomed. Another dean described a conflict over resources with another 

college within the academic health center: 

“You can fight over resources… which is what oftentimes happens in academic 

health centers. The pie is only so big, and you are fighting over the last piece. 

But if you make the pie bigger through strategic partnerships then actually both 

parties can do well.”  

The dean identifies that strategic relationships may be the solution to solve conflict 

related to resource distribution within academic health centers.  

 Conflict was also rife within the deans’ strategic decision-making processes. 

Many deans mentioned hostility, arguments, and distrust between faculty and 

administrators. When asked about politics, several deans described contentious 

situations. One dean said: 

“A lot of drama… I mean, quite honestly… I’ve been here 12 years, so, if I had 

to point to the most dramatic event or series of events that I’ve dealt with, I felt 

like I was in a middle school dealing with middle school kids… Fifty-six year 

old adults can be very juvenile.”  

Similarly, another dean mentioned a five-year feud between faculty and the dean’s 

office: “There was tension between the faculty and administration. A high degree of 
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tension.” One dean described a specific faculty complaint that created conflict 

related to the strategic decision: “People don’t value leadership that highly… ‘Oh, 

there’s too much administration. There’s too many administrators.’ You know, that’s 

what you hear.” Finally, one dean described her strategic decision-making process as 

full of conflict: “You know, I used to joke and say, ‘If I pick up one more rock and find 

something ugly crawling out, you know, I can’t deal with it.’” Because strategic 

decision-making often involves transformational change, many deans found that their 

decisions created or stirred up even more conflict in their colleges. 

In addition to conflict within colleges, competition had impact on deans’ 

strategic decisions. Political maneuverings happened not only within the university but 

also on a state and national level. Another dean posited, “Everybody competes now. It’s 

just the nature of the beast because federal and state money has gone down.” Other 

deans talked about competing with other state and regional public universities. One 

dean described how she used strategic relationships to fight the threatening political 

processes of another university. 

 “[Other State University] twice has tried to have our dental school closed down. 

So, they’re [faculty] very aware of the fact that we need political influence all 

over the state. If by partnering with regional comprehensives in five different 

areas of the state, what better way to be bullet-proof politically [laughs]?”  

In interviews, deans were blunt about the need to be politically savvy for the sake of 

their colleges’ success. Deans used political processes to counteract threats to their 

colleges due to conflict and competition related to funding and resources. 
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Negotiating for success 

March (1994) cites the politics model as inherent in his definition of decisions: 

“Decisions are the result of negotiation among members of a coalition” (p. 195). 

Chaffee (1983) posits that activities such as negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying are 

indicators of the politics frame in decision-making. Members of an organization engage 

in such activities when they are concerned about specific decisions that may affect their 

position in the organization and their access to resources (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). The 

purpose of negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying is to influence the outcome of the 

decision.  

In interviews, deans identified that negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying were 

important to the success of their strategic decision. Negotiations happened between 

deans and faculty, staff, upper-level administrators, other deans, and other institutions. 

Negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying occurred within the college, the academic health 

center, the university, the community, the state, and the region. One dean said, “I was 

lobbied, they [faculty] were lobbied, [laughs] the small group [planning committee] was 

lobbied.” During a strategic decision-making process, political activities happen at all 

levels of the university and state and not only are instigated by the deans but also 

instigated by other stakeholders. The decision-making process is full of political 

maneuvering. A dean explained, “When you start getting down to details, everything’s a 

negotiation.” Along the same lines, another dean said, “When you’re going from 

nothing to something, there’s always a lot of negotiation along the road.” When asked 

about the impact of political activities on his strategic decision, another dean responded, 

“Off the chart.” Deans acknowledged widely the pervasiveness of negotiations in the 
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strategic decision-making process. 

 Further, interviewed deans identified what negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying 

looked like and for what purpose they were conducted. First, these political activities 

involve a back-and-forth conversation between the dean and the individual with whom 

the dean has a disagreement or difference. One dean identified that negotiating is what 

happens when a dean cannot fire somebody: 

“You can go fire some people, but you can’t fire everybody [laughs]. And so, 

what you do is you negotiate with them. ‘If you do this, I promise and pledge to 

you, this will happen. And if it doesn’t, I promise this is what I’ll do to make it 

better for you.’ So, yes, an enormous amount of negotiation was done.”  

Negotiations happen when both parties have a vested interest in an outcome but 

differences exist on how to get there or what the details are. Another dean explained:  

“Our ability to negotiate and play the politics correctly with the department 

chairs that are immediately involved was crucial… but any one of the four of 

them could have put up enough resistance, made enough of a stink that it would 

really have limited the opportunity of this project for success in the long run. As 

it was, we were able to persuade each of the four of them that this is worth a go, 

and it is something that can help us be more successful as a medical school 

overall, but also most importantly, help us be more successful in meeting the 

needs of the patients of our community and region.”  

For deans, the purpose of negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying is to get “buy-in” and 

support of faculty members and other stakeholders for the strategic decision. 

Deans also identified that negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying were important 
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on two levels. The first level is to negotiate the items up for discussion and the 

second level is that the act of negotiating itself is significant because it suggests that the 

dean values and respects the other person. Along these lines, one dean posited, “But 

people always like it if they think that, you know, they’re being lobbied a bit, and if 

you’re negotiating with them, but deep down inside, you know, we were [laughs], we 

were pretty hard core.” The gesture of negotiating is a compliment. Deans recognized 

that faculty and stakeholders like to be invited to negotiate with them. 

 Finally, deans also engaged in negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying with upper-

level administrators like university provosts, chancellors, and presidents. In such cases, 

deans wanted additional resources, funding, or approval from the upper-level 

administrator for the strategic decision. One dean described how she lobbied the leaders 

of her university to support and provide funding for her strategic decision: “You have to 

take it to the highest level and get commitment and resources.” Another dean described 

the process of negotiating with his university’s chancellor: “Those are the decisions that 

you sort of have to make is how far can you push it before everybody gets thrown out 

[laughs].” Similarly, a different dean said, “We had to negotiate with the graduate 

college… We had to negotiate with our state board, I think quite a bit.” Another dean 

explained: 

“So, I worked with that president of the university a great deal. This had to go 

through the higher ed policy commission, and we got some funding from the 

state. I mean, you can’t imagine the negotiating that went on.”  

Deans identified that negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying were important activities for 

the success of the strategic decision, particularly when they approached university 
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leaders for money. 

 Only a few deans indicated that negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying were not 

an integral part of their strategic decision-making process. When asked about these 

indicators’ impact on the decision, one dean said, “It was… really not, because the 

outcome really didn’t vary much from the original proposal that was adopted—was 

almost exactly what I had proposed in the beginning.” Similarly, when asked about the 

impact of negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying, another dean did not have a typical 

political strategic decision-making experience: 

“Well, you know, in the end I thought it would have had a great deal, but we 

thought our alumni would come out of the woodwork, and we actually thought 

that the nursing organization at the academic health center would say, ‘Wait a 

minute. We need to be preparing baccalaureate prepared nurses for our health 

system.’ It didn’t happen. So, I would say some, but we sort of thought that 

people would come out of the woodwork and yell, ‘foul play!’”  

In general, most deans saw a level of politics that had impact on their strategic 

decisions. Most deans considered negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying as playing 

significant roles in their decision process. 

 

Influence, not power 

Pusser (2003) posits that seeking and using influence, control, and power are 

indicators of the politics decision-making frame. Stakeholder groups and individuals vie 

for power and influence in order to gain the most benefit from the decision outcome. 

Birnbaum (1988) argues that the most powerful individual or group dominates the 
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decision-making process.  

 In interviews, most deans stated that they had influence but not power within the 

college. Other deans made similar statements that they did have power but chose not to 

use it; rather, they led by influence. Overall, most deans were uncomfortable with the 

idea of having and using power. One dean explained: 

“I don’t like that word ‘power’… Power is only if used sparingly and only good 

if absolutely necessary. If you’d have to use your power, then I always think it’s 

a little bit failed. I have all kind of buttons here I could push and make things 

happen, but if I have to use power, that’s not good. Sometimes, I do, you know. 

There’s just times when I have to make a decision, but power had very little, it 

was more consensus-building and, I’d say, you know, negotiation and telling the 

story.”  

Another dean declared, “I don’t usually think in terms of power.” Still another dean 

said, “It was more influence than power, because I didn’t have resources to do anything 

myself.” In general, deans shied away from describing themselves as powerful, 

although one dean averred, “influence is power to some extent.”  

In addition, deans did not view power as useful or productive during the 

strategic decision-making process. For example, one dean talked about how she led 

without power: 

“I’m pretty clear that I have relative—I don’t have absolute power. Deans lead 

by inference and influence, and so it was necessary for me to point in the 

direction and encourage people to begin moving in that direction because this 

was very different from anything that my faculty colleagues had ever thought 
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about doing before.”  

Similarly, when describing how a strategic decision was made, another dean explained, 

“There was not a power move. I didn’t move and say, ‘You absolutely have to do this. 

We’re gonna,’ to the faculty.” Deans did not view “power plays” or “power grabs” as 

successful methods for strategic decision-making. However, deans identified that 

influence was acceptable and useful in the strategic decision-making process.  

Finally, interviewed deans also recognized and acknowledged the power of 

others, including faculty, students, chancellors, provosts, presidents, alumni, and 

community stakeholders. One dean declared that everyone has power; however, faculty 

members have the most power:  

“You know, everyone in the process at all the different levels where it’s relevant 

have some influence and power… The faculty of the school are the school. And 

students come and go. Staff comes and goes. Even deans come and go, but the 

faculty are usually here for quite a while, and they are the school in that sense. 

So, they should have a lot of influence and power—and they do. On the other 

hand, there’s lots of different opinion, though. There may be 100 faculty with 

200 opinions [laughs].”  

Several deans identified that faculty had the most power and influence of all 

stakeholders in the college. One dean specified a certain faculty group in the academic 

health centers as the most powerful stakeholders: 

“Certainly the tenured faculty who are researchers want more people that look 

like them here, so I think that would be some influence. They certainly put 

influence to bear, and whether we like it or not, all are not necessarily equal in 
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academic health centers, and the researchers are often looked upon as higher 

status for whatever reason. I try not to do that personally, but it’s viewed that 

they get more perks than the teaching faculty.”  

Other deans identified the importance of powerful and influential upper-level 

administrators and community leaders who supported and championed the strategic 

decision. Along these lines, one dean said, “There had to be a series of influential, and 

in most cases powerful, people either who allowed this to move forward or pushed it to 

move forward.” Deans were aware that the success of their strategic decision depended 

upon the kindness, good will, support—or at the very least tolerance—of powerful 

people outside their college. Similarly, another dean identified: “Well, the more 

powerful the people who want it to happen are, the more likely it is to happen.” Deans 

courted the good will of powerful people in order to ensure the success of their strategic 

decision. 

Only a few deans identified that they viewed themselves as powerful and 

influential. Along these lines, one dean stated: 

“It was an administrative decision. It was also my first realization of how much 

power deans actually have. You can just, you know, say, ‘This is how we are 

going to do it,’ and sure enough, that’s how we did it.”  

Similarly, another dean explained: 

“You know, I think the dean at least at this institution…  carries a lot of power 

and responsibility. If it’s used properly, it can be very influential. Let me point 

out this: if the dean has power, he or she knows how to use it in an influential 

manner.”  
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Finally, one dean described the strategic decision-making process as one in which 

the dean must have power and influence in order to be successful: “Leadership means 

that someone’s going to have to be able to pull this together, have a vision, create the 

whole organizational structure and system… it takes influence and it takes power.” 

Although a few deans declared that they had power and influence, most deans stated 

quite the opposite. 

 In conclusion, the three themes of the politics frame perspective as observed in 

interviews for this study are conflict and competition, negotiating for success, and 

influence as opposed to power. Deans’ decision-making processes often aligned with 

the politics frame perspective, whether they engaged in political activities themselves or 

witnessed others’ political maneuverings.  

 

Garbage-can frame 

The garbage-can decision-making frame involves timing and chance. Often, it is 

observed in decisions that include unclear technology and loosely defined goals (Cohen, 

March, & Olsen, 1972). Organized anarchy is the typical environment for garbage-can 

decision-making, characterized by ambiguity, timing, opportunity, and luck (March & 

Simon, 1993). Additionally, chaotic processes are involved (Levitt & Nass, 1989).  

In interviews with deans for this study, the garbage-can frame was one of the least 

utilized frames. Eighteen percent of interviewed deans reported that chaotic processes 

had a great deal of impact on their decisions; conversely, 40 percent said that such 

processes had no impact on their decision. However, for the second indicator of the 

garbage-can frame, timing, opportunity, and chance, 66 percent of deans said these 



 

 

155 

factors had a great deal of impact on their decision. The two indicators of the 

garbage-can frame yielded very different responses from deans.  

The qualitative analysis yielded two themes of the garbage-can decision-making 

frame: 1) chaos, and 2) timing and opportunity. Deans talked about chaos as a feature of 

both their jobs and the higher education environment, in general. In some cases, a 

chaotic environment and chaotic processes are fortunate because they spur deans and 

faculty members to make careful decisions. In other cases, chaotic processes are the 

impetus for a strategic decision—the chaos itself is the problem to be solved in the 

college. 

Because most of the interviews with deans took place during the last half of 2010, 

the historic, ongoing recession was on the mind of almost all of the deans. Many of the 

strategic decisions that deans described were related to major budget cuts and changes 

and subsequent fallout from the very constrained economic climate. With the recent 

recession in mind, many deans referenced the economic downturn as a major factor in 

the chaos and timing of their strategic decisions. For some deans, the recession caused 

budget cuts and therefore a nightmare scenario in the colleges that involved cutting 

programs and salaries. For other deans, the economic downturn was an opportunity to 

retool their colleges or perhaps take advantage of lowered construction costs. 

 Overall, in interviews with deans, those deans who talked about a perspective 

aligned with the garbage-can frame mentioned long-term planning in the face of an 

unknown environment and unknown variables. Deans attempted to plan for the 

unexpected despite the apparent futility. One dean declared, “I mean, you plan for 

something unexpected to happen. You just don’t know what that is going to be.” The 
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quote exemplifies the paradoxical nature and risk of long-term planning and 

strategic decisions in highly uncertain and ambiguous contexts.  

 For another dean, an unexpected event—a faculty member who suddenly 

garnered international attention for her research—was positive. The dean described the 

unexpected event as follows: 

“I could have never predicted that [a faculty member’s sudden research success], 

but that made it very easy for me to then articulate this vision with health care 

leaders and with business leaders and with people that were going to give us the 

money to build the building.”   

In this case, the unexpected event provided an opportunity for the dean to talk to donors 

and other supporters to raise money for a new building. As identified by deans in 

interviews, such a successful outcome was unusual. Typically, deans and their college 

community struggled with unexpected events. 

Along these lines, when deans tried to plan for the unexpected they found that 

they had little or no control in strategic decision-making. For example, the following 

dean talked about strategic decision-making related to budget cuts in his university and 

college: 

“We did a lot of—an enormous amount of planning for projected budget cuts, 

and we used the phrase ‘worst case scenario.’ I will never use that phrase again 

the rest of my life. Our worst case scenario didn’t come close to what actually 

happened.”  

Lack of control in a highly ambiguous context is a defining characteristic of organized 

anarchy and the garbage-can decision-making frame (March & Simon, 1993). In the 
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quote above, the dean’s attempt to plan for a “worst case scenario” was unsuccessful 

in the face of the magnitude of budget cuts.  

 In interviews with deans for this study, the two themes of the garbage-can 

decision-making frame were identified as chaos and timing and opportunity, as yielded 

in the qualitative analysis. The two themes are discussed below with illustrative quotes 

and examples from the deans’ interviews and definitions connected to the research 

literature. 

 

Chaos 

 Chaotic processes are a defining characteristic of the garbage-can decision-

making frame (Levitt & Nass, 1989). Chaotic processes are the opposite of rationality 

and order. In interviews for this study, deans talked about chaos as random or 

uncontrollable events or processes. Some deans mentioned that chaos and chaotic 

processes were common in strategic decision-making in their colleges. One dean talked 

about how chaos is characteristic of the dean’s job:  

“On a facetious basis, I often describe my job to lay people as—my job at the 

medical school is trying to bring order of out chaos. And there is so much chaos 

that I’m assured of permanent… job security.”  

Along the same lines, another dean said, “[Academic Medical Center] is just a whole 

little hubbub of chaos.” Finally, another dean concluded, “I don’t know if you want to 

call it chaotic, but it sure felt chaotic because there was no formal process of sitting 

down with a group of people to decide what the plan was going to be.” Similarly, 

another dean stated, “I wish I could say I had a really, really good plan, but I had to kind 
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of fly by the seat of my pants.” Deans observed that both the decision-making 

process and the environment were full of chaos. In contrast, only one dean claimed the 

opposite in reference to his strategic decision: “It was not particularly chaotic. It was 

pretty organized.”  

 A few deans observed that chaotic processes were the impetus for the strategic 

decision. Put another way, chaos was the problem to be solved. For example, one dean 

declared that “Everything was chaotic.” and that “The processes that we had before 

were chaotic. That’s why we got in the mess we were.” The quote illustrates how 

chaotic processes within colleges created crises or challenging situations that had to be 

solved by long-term planning and strategic decision-making. Similarly, another dean 

posited that in her college “the chaotic processes resulted in the blame game 

everywhere.” In the dean’s story, she described how her strategic decision related to 

revamping the hiring processes in her college.   

A few deans talked about chaos as positive. For example, one dean said, “And 

our view is that out of that chaos comes very good decisions that are more timely and 

more wide, but, you know, the disadvantage is you’ve got chaos out there.” Another 

dean said, “Chaos is good sometimes… That’s the way you instigate change, by 

sometimes stirring the pot. You don’t just turn up the heat. You’ve got to stir the damn 

thing.” In general, deans did not view chaos as necessarily positive, but they did 

recognize that often it was a part of the decision-making process. 

Finally, some deans connected the concept of chaos to a lack of control. For 

example, one dean said, “There are so many variables that we did not have to control 

over.” When asked about chaos, another dean replied,  
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“Well… as it turns out the head of the Department of Medicine had to 

switch… from a person who I didn’t have a very good relationship with to a 

person who I did. And that was not under my control.”  

One dean talked about the research funding environment as having elements of chaos: 

“What was unanticipated when this process started was the severe restriction in 

federal funding for research that occurred post-2005, and this [project] started in 

2005. So, our projections for where we were going to be in terms of total 

research dollars were well off, and the time frame in which we had anticipated 

the growth to occur was retarded because of the restricted federal research 

budget.”  

Typically, deans recognized that chaos, manifested as a lack of control, was common in 

their decision-making process. 

 

Timing and opportunity 

 Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) posit that timing and chance are indicators of 

the garbage-can decision-making frame. Further, opportunity is a defining characteristic 

of the decision-making frame, as well (March & Simon, 1993). In interviews for this 

study, deans identified that timing and opportunity played a role in their strategic 

decision-making process. 

 A few deans recognized that timing played a big role in their strategic decision-

making. Timing was talked about as a moment or limited period that had influence on 

the decision, whether deans realized in the moment that it was a “good time” to do 

something, or deans later declared in hindsight to be a victim of a “bad time.” For 
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example, one dean posited: “In any institution’s life, there are times when you can 

consider big change and there are other times when you can’t.” Similarly, another dean 

said,  

“So, when we started the project, it was a great idea. By the time we got to this 

year, it was a terrible idea. If we had done it two years ago, it would have 

probably been a great idea. So, I think timing was—oh, that was huge.”  

According to deans, timing could be fickle and their job was to pay attention to how 

timing could affect the success of their strategic decisions. 

 Timing is also related to chance and external forces that affect a college’s long-

term planning. As mentioned above, several deans identified the historic economic 

downturn and recession as a major factor in their strategic decision-making. One dean 

declared “And so you also recognize that that was the time when the economy really 

was strained.” For another dean, the external force of the recession had a positive effect 

on his strategic decision related to the construction of a new building: 

“The fact that we were able to accelerate the planning and the construction of 

the building at a time right before the economic collapse when construction 

costs were rising helped us because we missed… the peak of the construction 

market and so that was all very lucky timing wise.”  

The dean mentions “lucky timing,” signifying the role of chance that many deans 

acknowledged in the strategic decision-making process. Along similar lines, when 

asked about the impact of timing, another dean stated: 

“I think it has a great deal because this whole thing with the timing and the need 

for primary care and primary care providers, health care reform. This is the 
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opportune time. And also the fact that we’re in the budget crunch and 

everybody knows… the budget’s very tight, so we need to generate revenue.”  

Similarly, another dean identified the recession as an external force that had to be 

considered as it related to the college’s strategic decision. However, the dean’s quote 

below illustrates how the he attempted to plan around the unexpectedness of the 

recession. Further, he wanted to be in a good position for when the recession ended, 

although that end point was unclear at the time of the interview. 

“We were trying to time this so we were positioned when the economy turned 

around to be one of the major initiatives that was ready to go, and when the 

economy turned around was not up to us. So… there was a certain amount of 

sort of just aligning the timing, sitting tight, waiting till things happened to fall 

into place so we could make a move.”  

The quote above exemplifies long-term strategic decision-making in the context of a 

highly ambiguous environment—the historic recent recession. The dean identified that 

he could not control the timing of the end of the recession, but that he could be ready 

for it, nevertheless.  

Finally, deans talked about the idea of opportunity in general. Often, opportunity 

is closely related to chance, luck, and timing. Deans talked about feeling “lucky” and 

opportunities as a “blessing.” They also recognized opportunity and tried to take 

advantage of it. For example, one dean stated, “Well, the whole opportunity to even 

make this strategic decision happened by chance.” Another dean described his mindset 

during the strategic decision-making process: “I saw opportunity, and I was like a 
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bulldog on a pork chop.” Finally, one dean described his strategic decision as “just 

pure damn luck.”  

Deans tried to create opportunity whenever possible. When the creation of 

opportunity was impossible, then deans tried to create environments where 

happenstance opportunity could be seized. Another dean acknowledged the luck and 

opportunity involved in his strategic decision: “If the… grant program hadn’t come 

along, I’d have never been able to pull this off. We had to take advantage of that, you 

know, so the timing was everything.” Another dean explained, 

“Now, as we started looking for research faculty, this surgeon came to us who 

had this phenomenal funding record and interest in being part of the college. So, 

for the radiation health part, I think that more fell into our laps than was 

strategic, so to speak.”  

Deans moved forward with strategic decisions and long-term planning while remaining 

open to new opportunities that would help support and ensure success. 

 Finally, a few deans talked about turning a crisis into an opportunity as part of 

their strategic decision. Deans recognized that during already stressful and turbulent 

times, such as during a budget crisis, major change could be enacted. They tried to take 

advantage of these opportunities, too. One dean declared: 

“You know, this is the best thing that ever happened to us. Getting this 

institutional probation slapped on us is the best thing that ever happened to us 

because it provided an opportunity to fix all of this stuff, and to fix a lot of other 

things along the way as a result of fixing our problem with the residency 

accreditation.”  
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Rather than wallowing in the bad news and crisis of a program on probation, the 

dean in the quote above describes how it was an opportunity to fix other problems. 

Another dean talked about how he used an impending crisis related to accreditation to 

fix other problems within the college: “I kind of seized the opportunity to fix something 

that I knew needed fixing before the accreditation site visit.” Deans tried not to let a 

crisis go to waste, and some deans found that they could accomplish more goals related 

to their strategic decision and solve other problems along the way. 

 As identified in interviews for this study, the two themes of the garbage-can 

decision-making frame are chaos and timing and opportunity. Deans talked about how 

chaos and chaotic processes were a key characteristic of their job and duties. Further, 

deans recognized that the recent, historic economic downturn and recession created a 

highly ambiguous environment. Long-term planning and strategic decision-making was 

more challenging in the economically constrained context and there were more 

unknown variables. A few deans talked about how chaos and chaotic processes were the 

impetus for their strategic decision. Several deans acknowledged that timing and 

opportunity were important to the strategic decision-making process. Timing was 

considered either good or bad for a decision. Deans grappled with not having control 

over timing or other external events. Finally, despite a lack of control over many 

factors, deans constantly stayed alert for opportunity and tried to position their colleges 

to be in place to take advantage of opportunity.  
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Collegiality frame 

Collegiality is an organizational decision-making frame in which decisions are 

made by consensus and members consider themselves a community of equals (Chaffee, 

1983). Decisions are made in an egalitarian and democratic manner and every member 

of the community has a chance to weigh in on an issue or topic (Birnbaum, 1988). 

Broad participation and consultation is a hallmark of collegial decision-making and the 

community deliberates as a group. A decision is made only when most or the entire 

group acquiesce and all have a shared responsibility to participate (Chaffee, 1983). 

Further, power related to decision-making is shared in the collegial organization in a 

non-hierarchical manner (Pusser, 2003).  

Collegiality is a common perspective seen in higher education strategic 

decisions, as it is deeply embedded in the values and norms (Chaffee, 1983). In addition 

to full participation by stakeholders in decisions, information is broadly shared among 

participants and stakeholders in a collegial organization like a university or college. The 

leader of the organization, such as a dean, broadly disseminates and shares information, 

facts, and data, which in turn makes members, such as faculty, feel a high level of 

security (Allen, 2003).  

In this study, the collegiality frame was one of the most frequently observed 

perspectives of the seven decision-making frames. Further, deans reported that it had 

the third most magnitude of effects of the seven frames: 54 percent of deans reported 

that broadly shared information had a great deal of impact on their decision and 54 

percent said that decision by consensus had a great deal of impact. Indicators of the 

collegiality frame included concern about communication and sharing information, 
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getting input and feedback, faculty consultation and governance, and consensus 

building. Overall, deans found the perspective of the collegiality frame to be effective in 

ensuring faculty support for the final strategic decision or outcome. In fact, deans 

indicated that not aligning with facets of the collegiality frame would doom the decision 

outcome. 

Deans identified their colleges and universities as places where collegiality is 

valued. Deans recognized that higher education is built upon collegial ideals and 

therefore operates within the framework of shared governance. Collegiality is important 

for a college’s work to be accomplished because collaboration and cooperation are 

valued. A medical school dean explained the leitmotif of collaboration: “And if, if 

things are going to work here, people have to be able to collaborate, get along, and work 

together.” The dean identifies that the success of the college depends upon faculty and 

staff “working together,” a defining characteristic of collegiality. 

In addition, several deans talked about faculty “owning the curriculum,” which 

signaled the deans’ healthy respect for the work involved in making curricular changes 

and a desire not to threaten the faculty domain. Concomitantly, deans recognize their 

own role as the manager and provider of college resources. As such, conceptually these 

two roles should work hand-in-hand: “There’s things the dean gets to decide and there’s 

things the faculty gets to decide. The faculty own the curriculum and the dean gets to 

look at resources and provide them.” Deans manage the resources of the college and 

faculty design and implement the curriculum; both of these roles are clearly defined 

with associated responsibilities and obligations. Further, clear roles and responsibilities 
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determine who makes what decisions, whether in regard to resources (the dean) or 

the curriculum (the faculty). 

Ten deans discussed strategic decisions that did not involve formal faculty 

consultation and governance processes; such decisions were considered 

“administrative” and by policy did not require faculty consultation or a vote. Most of 

the ten deans informally consulted faculty and one dean stated that she kept a “tally in 

her head” during the process even though an official vote never occurred. Another dean 

explained that she wanted input even when it was considered an administrative 

decision: “It was my call whether or not to deploy resources in this way, but I did want 

to hear other people’s opinions.” In this quote, the dean identifies her role as the 

manager of college resources, but that even for an administrative decision she wanted 

input and feedback. 

The three themes of the collegial decision-making frame are: 1) ensuring 

broadly shared information and communication, 2) getting input and ideas from faculty 

and other stakeholders, and 3) making decisions by consensus, usually through faculty 

governance and voting. Each of these elements of the collegial decision-making frame 

was evident in the language deans used and stories they told about making strategic 

decisions. In the sections below, each collegial decision-making theme is described in 

detail with definitions and explanations from the research literature and illustrative 

examples and quotes from the deans’ interviews. 

 

Broadly shared information and communication 
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The first theme of the collegial decision-making frame is broadly shared 

information. Managers use information systems to make decisions (Huber, 1981). 

March and Olsen (1979) identify information and knowledge as major factors that 

influence decisions, although at times the information can overwhelm the decision-

maker. Additionally, there is a connection among communication, perception, and 

outcome in a decision. Decisions are influenced by perception and perception is shaped 

by communication. Broadly shared information also is related to organizational learning 

in how knowledge is acquired and collectively increased (Huber, 1991). Organizational 

learning supports the decision-making process. 

Broadly shared information and communication is an important aspect of 

collegiality (Allen, 2003). It involves not only faculty but also may include other 

stakeholders like students, staff, alumni, and the professional community. Most deans 

mentioned disseminating information either formally via meetings and forums, or 

informally via one-on-one or casual conversations. The success of a strategic decision 

depends upon the communication plan and method, in many cases. Additionally, some 

deans observed that they were criticized for insufficient communication. 

When discussing their strategic decisions, deans described numerous meetings, 

forums, and discussions with faculty and other stakeholders, all with the aim to set up 

the strategic decision and garner support. Successful communications plans were 

described as repetitive, consistent, and constant.  

“Well, obviously if you are going to bring people along, you have to 

communicate. I mean, you have to share the information… I’ve learned, it’s like 

my children, if I say it once, it doesn’t necessarily sink. [laughs] You have to 
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have a message, and you have to message again and again and again 

sometimes.”  

The dean assumes both the faculty members and his children are not paying attention to 

his message and therefore he must repeat himself. Several deans mentioned the 

repetitious method as a defining characteristic of their broadly shared information 

related to a strategic decision. Attention is a scarce commodity in an organization and 

must be carefully allocated (March & Simon, 1993, p. 4).  

Deans also talked about “over-communication,” meaning that they inundated the 

information flow to faculty and stakeholders with the same message. In the quote 

below, a dean jokes about how she and the vice chancellor of the university are so “on 

message” that they are tired of giving the same talks to the same people. 

“We had to over—and we still do—have to over-communicate some of these 

things, just to keep that momentum… Our Vice Chancellor, he and I sometimes 

tease each other as we’re on the way to some sort of meeting or what have you, 

and he’ll say to me, ‘I’m sick of hearing your talk. Are you sick of hearing 

mine?’ [laughs] And it’s like, ‘Yeah. I’m pretty sick of hearing yours too, but 

these people that we’re going to talk to, they haven’t heard it in a year.’ We 

gotta, you know, we gotta tell it to them again.”  

The importance and advantage of staying “on message” and being consistent and 

repetitive with information is that it reinforces to faculty and stakeholders that the issue 

is important, deserves their attention, and that the dean is doing her “due diligence” in 

getting information to them and updating them. In the quote above, the message not 

only is being shared by the dean but also by the vice chancellor, thus ensuring saturation 
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of the broadly shared information. Another dean observed that presenting the same 

information and message over and over again proves to faculty that the dean is telling 

the truth and being transparent. 

“And you have to do it [share budget information] over and over and over again 

because it’s complicated, and they [faculty] don’t believe you. They think 

you’re hiding something, and so, you have to just keep doing it. And so, that 

they finally say, ‘Oh. I understand this, and yeah it hasn’t changed, so you must 

not be hiding anything’ [laughs].”  

In the quote above, the dean expressed a bit of frustration, albeit tempered with humor, 

in how the faculty may not believe her information related to a strategic decision. The 

dean posits that sharing budget information “over and over and over again” is the best 

way to confirm with faculty that she is being both truthful and transparent because the 

information is consistent and the same each time she presents it. 

Also, a tension may arise between faculty and deans, especially when the dean 

feels he has provided satisfactory information and the faculty members deem it 

unsatisfactory or inadequate. Occasionally, faculty demanded more information. In such 

cases, deans tried to be responsive and provided more information or held additional 

forums to answer faculty members’ questions. A dean described how he addressed the 

faculty members’ demand that he “explain” more about the strategic decision: “The 

faculty more or less demanded that I have that meeting that explained myself better, 

why this was happening, and weren’t there any other alternatives, and so forth” (H34 

dent). The dean’s strategic decision concerned a program closure and in the subsequent 

informational meetings he explained how he had reached his decision, which involved 
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such criteria as mission and budget. In the end, faculty members were satisfied with 

the dean’s explanation and the program was closed. 

Broadly shared information also can help circumvent rumors running rampant 

among faculty members and stakeholders. Several deans observed that constant 

communication explaining a major decision was the solution for avoiding gossip, which 

could derail a plan and distract faculty from important work. One dean posited: “The 

more information people have, the less the rumor mills works. And it’s extremely 

important that you have full disclosure, and that it be transparent” (V96 pharm). The 

dean exemplifies how deans are concerned about gossip among faculty and staff and 

work to eliminate it. Broadly shared information is key to tamping down rumors, which 

potentially could disrupt the strategic decision-making process. 

A connection was also observed between faculty consensus on a decision and 

the level of communication and information shared. Indeed, the success of a strategic 

decision depends upon the level of broadly shared information and communication. 

Sharing information encourages engagement and ownership: 

“The more people, faculty, felt informed, the more they felt as though they were 

actually engaged in a process that they could take ownership of… Anytime there 

was lack of information, the assumption was that things were being dictated for 

the faculty, so communication was really important. It’s always a process that 

needs to be looked at.”  

In the quote above, the dean identifies a common goal among the deans interviewed: the 

desire for faculty to “own” the strategic decision, thereby ensuring success. Further, the 
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dean adds that the communication and information-sharing process must be 

reviewed because it is important and must be improved. 

In conclusion, broadly shared information is a characteristic of the collegial 

decision-making frame and was a common perspective among deans. Communication, 

messaging, and information-sharing are important for the success of the strategic 

decision because faculty members and stakeholders feel secure and well-informed and 

that the dean is acting transparently. Indeed, broadly shared information is such a 

hallmark of collegiality that faculty members may expect and demand additional 

information about a controversial decision. Deans identified communication as an 

integral process for strategic decision-making and one that must be reviewed and 

improved for increased success. 

 

Input and feedback 

The second theme of the collegial decision-making frame is input and feedback. 

Deliberating collectively is an indicator of the collegial decision-making frame 

(Chaffee, 1983). Collective deliberation was seen in requests by deans for input and 

feedback from faculty and stakeholders of the college. Feedback systems are an integral 

part of the decision-making system, providing “double loop learning” (Argyris, 1976, p. 

367) that enhances the decision. Feedback creates space for participants “to confront 

one another’s views and to alter them” (p. 369) which allows them to become 

“internally committed” (p. 369) to the decision. Deans invited such confrontation and 

alteration of their views in order to improve the final strategic decision and increase 

stakeholder commitment. 



 

 

172 

As part of the perspective of the collegial decision-making frame, deans not 

only broadcasted information and communicate widely, but also they requested input 

and feedback from faculty and stakeholders. Deans viewed garnering input and 

feedback as an integral step to the collegiality frame for two reasons. First, input and 

feedback are important because they will refine the dean’s ideas and ultimately improve 

the strategic decision and outcome. One dean described her decision-making style as 

follows: 

“From my own personal point of view, I’m one to seek as much input as I can. I 

mean, I can’t go all the way for all decisions, obviously, but I really like other 

people’s creativity and ideas that I factor into my decision-making because other 

people are smarter and more creative than I am. So I tend probably to overdo 

that rather than underdo it. So that’s a common thread in my decision-making.”  

In the quote above, the dean identifies that getting input and ideas from other people 

improves her own decision-making. In fact, the dean likes and appreciates input from 

others because she believes that they may have better and more creative ideas than she 

does. She acknowledges that getting input and ideas from others is something she does 

frequently and a “common thread” in her decision-making and leadership style. Second, 

input and feedback are viewed as important because deans believe they will encourage 

faculty to feel invested in the decision, making its chances for success more likely. 

Many deans discussed the connection between sharing information and communicating 

regularly and the overall success and outcome of the strategic decision. Deans observed 

that the more involved and informed faculty and stakeholders were, then the more 

smoothly the decision process happened.  
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Part of seeking feedback and input from faculty members involved active 

listening by deans. Several deans, at the beginning of their deanship, met with every 

faculty member in the college in order to hear their concerns and ideas. The meetings 

were viewed as a positive method for gaining support among faculty members and also 

a chance to learn quickly the complex landscape of issues within the college. A dean of 

nursing talked about using her active listening skills when talking to faculty and then 

ensuring that she “circled back” to faculty members to follow-up on issues and update 

them. She viewed the “communication circle” as an important piece of the strategic 

decision-making process. Another dean discussed how she presented issues to faculty, 

listened to their opinions, and then “affirmed” back to them what she heard and what 

she viewed as the next steps. Active listening was a skill identified by deans as inherent 

in the process of getting input and feedback in the strategic decision-making process. 

The input and feedback theme of the collegial decision-making frame reflects 

deans’ support of collective deliberation and the perpetuation of organizational learning 

and double-loop feedback systems. Deans requested thoughts, reflections, and opinions 

from faculty and stakeholders in order not only to improve the strategic decision but 

also to encourage individuals’ internal commitment to the strategic decision. Faculty 

and stakeholders who were more invested in the decision helped to guarantee its long-

term success. 

 

Decision by consensus 

Decision by consensus is the third theme of the collegial decision-making frame. 

Consensus-building is defined as a process wherein all members of a group have 
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weighed in on a decision and reach a satisfactory agreement or opinion and is a 

defining characteristic of collegiality (Chaffee, 1983). Consensus does not mean 

unanimity; rather, it indicates that all members of the community have weighed in on a 

decision and feel that they have had a chance to contribute (Birnbaum, 1988). Chaffee 

(1983) offers the example of a search committee in a university as a typical decision by 

consensus—all members of the committee share the responsibility to interview 

candidates and eventually reach an agreement on whom to hire (p. 16).  

In interviews for this study, deans acknowledged that consensus-building was 

important to the strategic decision-making process. In conversations with deans, 

indicators of consensus-building included using faculty consultation and governance 

processes, calling for a faculty vote, wanting agreement among faculty and 

stakeholders, and talking about unanimous or near-unanimous decisions or votes. The 

significance of decision by consensus is the process of everyone in the community 

participating in the decision-making process (Chaffee, 1983). Faculty governance is the 

structure through which faculty engage in the power-sharing and decision-making of the 

college or university. Deans indicated that faculty support, especially unanimity, was 

very important to the strategic decision-making process.  

Deans identified that not only are decision by consensus and faculty governance 

important as a tradition and policy requirement but also because decision by consensus 

ensures faculty support and “buy in” of a decision, which contributes to a successful 

outcome. Deans considered faculty consensus and votes to be important to the decision-

making process to ensure success. Indeed, deans viewed support of a strategic decision 



 

 

175 

to signify a long-term commitment by the faculty and college—a commitment that 

goes beyond the role of the dean. One dean described the commitment as follows: 

“You have to have a lot of people all supportive of the concept of where do you 

want to go, and then how are we going to get there. And then each person knows 

that it’s a commitment that goes beyond the dean. It’s a commitment on the part 

of the entire School of Pharmacy. Because if I get run over by a truck tomorrow, 

we still have the obligation, right? Whether I’m here or not. So, it’s, it’s a 

school-wide decision that cannot be just mine.”  

In the quote above, the dean identifies that faculty consensus is important because the 

strategic decision is a commitment of all members of the college, not just the dean. The 

dean posits that if he were to no longer be a part of the college, then the faculty 

members still would need to carry on with the decision; therefore, it is important that 

the faculty members are supportive of the long-term commitment of a strategic 

decision. 

Some deans found the consensus-building process to be fraught with tension and 

conflict with faculty. Occasionally, reaching consensus on a decision was hard-fought 

and difficult, both for the dean and faculty members. Deans expressed frustration about 

times when they could not get faculty to reach a consensus or even engage in the 

process. One dean explained a particularly tense decision: “Wherever possible, we 

wanted a consensus. There was sometimes where, you know, I had to explain what the 

word consensus meant.” Humorously, he described that his role was to remind faculty 

that consensus was important to the decision-making process. In many of these hard-
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fought strategic decisions, deans observed that the collegial process began with 

much difficulty but ended with success.  

Deans also identified formal faculty consultation and governance, including 

voting, as an important process in strategic decision-making. Deans met with faculty 

committees and governance groups, made presentations, and attempted to persuade 

faculty to support a decision. A unanimous or nearly-unanimous vote was considered 

the height of faculty support. One dean found it meaningful personally, as well: “Oh, it 

was meaningful to me that the group did reach consensus and unanimously supported 

the recommendations.” Deans interpreted faculty unanimity as a mandate to move 

forward with the strategic decision. 

Along the same lines, deans did not force a faculty vote when he or she felt that 

the faculty would vote against the decision. In one case, a dean explained that he backed 

off a faculty vote, spent the next year working with faculty on the decision, and then 

finally called for a vote: 

“I could have rammed it through, but it would have been a disaster to do that 

because the faculty didn’t support it. And it would have been a, a constant 

problem… I backed off and took a step back and did more intensive planning, 

more discussions with faculty and individual faculty in groups. And so that, 

when it came to a vote, there was not even a question that it was going to be 

approved and by a unanimous vote.”  

In the quotes above, the dean recognizes that he has the power and authority to force or 

“ram” through a decision, but that without faculty support a decision would never be 

successful. His course of action was to “back off,” talk to faculty, do more planning, 
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and then call for a vote when he felt it would pass. Other deans described similar 

situations of knowing when to call for a vote and when to back off. 

Deans who were embroiled in decisions like closing programs or restructuring 

colleges found faculty consultation to be instrumental, and indeed, required. In these 

cases, faculty consultation enabled the dean to implement a tough decision without 

appearing to be “autocratic” or “insensitive.” Faced with the possibility of closing a 

popular program, a dean of dentistry acknowledged his fear of being perceived as 

insensitive to faculty opinion: “I don’t want to be perceived ever as just sitting in my 

office saying, ‘Okay. This one’s gotta go.’” Deans did not want to be viewed as out of 

touch with faculty or acting without appropriate faculty consultation. 

Deans also dealt with faculty members who adamantly disagreed with a strategic 

decision. Often, dissenting faculty members were a small but vocal minority. The 

optimal scenario in these situations was for the opposition group to agree to help 

implement the decision approved by the majority of faculty. Deans tried to understand 

the dissenting faculty members’ position but in the end wanted them to “get on board” 

with the decision. One dean talked about faculty who opposed his decision: 

“I had to explain that in my view… as a faculty member you have to say, “Well, 

I don’t love this completely, this direction we’re going in, but I’m willing to put 

my shoulder to the wheel, and see how this turns out, as long as we’ve all agreed 

we’ll re-evaluate in a year or two”… And sometimes we have to explain. 

Sometimes you also have to just say, ‘Well, if the majority wants to do this, I’m 

not going to be an obstacle to this, and I’ll try and help,’ you know?”  
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In the quote above, the dean explains what he believes to be the appropriate attitude 

for dissenting faculty members to take in the face of an approved strategic decision. The 

faculty members should agree to disagree and then help implement the decision, with 

the caveat that it be reevaluated at a later date. Deans expected some disagreement 

among faculty and a dissenting minority. Deans reported that dissenting faculty 

members left the college or retired in reaction to a strategic decision in only a few cases. 

Faculty resignation was considered unusual and rare. In most of the strategic decision-

making examples, faculty reached consensus in support of a decision or plan and the 

dissenting minority agreed to support it for the good of the college. 

As seen in the examples above, deans identified that consensus was important to 

collegial decision-making. Strategic decisions in universities depend upon the 

participation of all stakeholders, both informally and formally. Consensus does not 

necessarily mean unanimity, although deans found unanimous faculty support 

personally gratifying. The significance of consensus is that all faculty members and 

stakeholders feel that they have had a chance to weigh in on a decision and share the 

responsibility of committing the college to an action. 

The collegial perspective involves trust between a dean and faculty members. 

Deans acknowledged that in addition to being responsible for allocating resources, they 

must strive to be transparent and maintain the trust of the faculty. Trust and 

transparency were the ideal conditions for strategic decision-making. As one medical 

school dean posited, it is not the communication that is important when talking with 

faculty and stakeholders, but it is the connection made that is important: 
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“There’s no replacement for communicating, but communicating is not 

necessarily connecting. You have to make sure that you’re connecting because 

you can think you’re communicating, but if you’re not connecting, you’re just 

wasting everybody’s time. So, you have to figure out, how do you make the 

connection?”  

The quote above exemplifies how deans sought to communicate thoroughly with faculty 

members and stakeholders. Deans viewed communication as a relationship with faculty 

in which a connection was made and cultivated. The somewhat elusive goal of deans 

was inclusive communication and broadly shared information. 

Indicators of the collegial decision-making frame was a perspective observed in 

interviews with deans for this study. The collegiality frame was observed when deans 

shared information broadly, communicated widely, sought input and feedback from 

faculty and stakeholders, sought consensus around decisions, and utilized faculty 

governance activities. Deans viewed collegiality as key for successful strategic 

decision-making in organizations.  

 

Bureaucracy frame  

Institutions in which the bureaucracy decision-making frame is seen are 

hierarchical with a focus on rules and regulations (Birnbaum, 1988). Indicators of 

bureaucratic processes include rules, policies, procedures, standard operating 

procedures, job descriptions, titles, heuristics, and rules of thumb for the day-to-day 

business of an organization. Bureaucratic work is related to the structure and hierarchy 

of the organization and the associated roles and expectations for making decisions 
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(Chaffee, 1983). It is a method for how organizations accomplish work and often is 

automatic (Langley et al., 1995). 

In interviews for this study, deans observed that the bureaucracy decision-

making frame perspective is one of the least common frames viewed in their strategic 

decision-making. In the quantitative portion of this study, 22 percent of deans reported 

that rules, policies, and jobs descriptions had a great deal of impact on their decision. 

Conversely, 38 percent said that the same factors had no impact on their decision. 

Further, only 8 percent of deans said that standard operating procedures had a great deal 

of impact; in fact, 42 percent said that they had no impact. Within the bureaucratic 

decision-making frame, three themes were yielded from the qualitative analysis of 

interviews with deans: 1) bureaucratic processes as tools for decision-making, 2) 

bureaucratic processes manifested in structure and hierarchy, and 3) bureaucratic 

processes as a problem to be overcome.  

First, the bureaucracy frame is an expected part of organizational life and must 

be acknowledged and utilized. Bureaucratic processes in the form of rules, policies, and 

procedures are highly formalized and institutionalized. As such, when deans make 

decisions it is likely that a policy or procedure is activated or applied. Further, a 

strategic decision may cause new structures and hierarchies, and possibly new policies 

and procedures, to be created by the dean. Second, a strategic decision adheres to the 

hierarchy and structure of the organization. For example, a dean must consult with and 

get the approval of upper-level administrators like chancellors, provosts, and presidents. 

Third, bureaucratic processes in general may be a problem and an obstacle; they are 

something to overcome or work around. Deans are frustrated with policies and 
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procedures and view the bureaucratic decision-making frame as a hindrance and 

choose to ignore it.  

Examples of bureaucratic processes ranged from internal requirements to 

external requirements. One dean explained all the processes involved in his strategic 

decision to offer a multi-university degree program:  

“We do all the admissions, registration, financial aid, for students at any of the 

three campuses. And all those are done with faculty and staff from each of the 

campuses working together under our lead, but we still have to manage all of it.”  

Another dean mentioned the “looming accreditation” that affected her strategic 

decision. Still other deans talked about the internal approval processes necessary for a 

strategic decision to be put in place. One dean discussed the need to “work with the 

university to get all of the approvals necessary.” Frequently, bureaucratic processes 

were related to human resource issues internal to the college and university. For 

example, one dean explained:  

“We had to give notice to this resident that was coming in, but we also had an 

employee coming in that had to be given a 90 day notice. It was a rules of the 

contract where she had to have 90 days notice. She was a laboratory technician 

that was assigned to the program. There was no place for her to go, and that was 

part of our cost savings.”  

In such cases, contracts pertaining to human resource and labor were not the main issue 

in the strategic decision, but often they would become important as the decision was 

implemented. Deans recognized that some of the biggest obstacles were the details of 

the strategic decision. Finally, a dean of veterinary medicine observed the following: 
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“There are many rules within the university that govern how you can charge 

for tuition, and how the money flows within the budget system. So, navigating 

through all of that set of rules was very important in ultimately getting 

approval.”  

Deans indicated that understanding university bureaucratic processes was key to putting 

a decision in place. 

 The following sections describe each of the three themes of the bureaucracy 

decision-making frame. Each theme is defined and connected to the research literature 

and then illustrated with examples and quotes from interviews with deans for this study. 

 

Using bureaucratic processes as tools in strategic decisions 

Baum and Wally (2003) posit that formal organizations use bureaucratic 

processes in the form of policies, procedures, and job description to make decisions, 

which provides little flexibility for the individual or organization (p. 1112). When deans 

talked about the bureaucracy frame and its role in strategic decision-making, most of the 

time they referred to rules, policies, and procedures. Many deans viewed bureaucratic 

processes as valuable tools that are used to accomplish work and implement strategic 

decisions. In this study, one dean described bureaucratic processes as the “framework 

within which you have to work” (GG172 pharm). A few interviewed deans were 

positive about the bureaucratic processes at their colleges, referencing the benefits of 

policies and procedures or acknowledging that the rules are useful. One dean of 

dentistry explained: “Certainly, I’m the new person here, so there was, there are a lot of 

wonderful processes here and… I stepped into their operating procedures in order to 
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facilitate getting this task done.” Another dean explained that bureaucratic processes 

have value, even when they seem like an obstacle:  

“For good reasons, all universities have rules and regulations that you have to 

follow [laughs]. And, you know, when you want to just move forward, they 

seem like obstacles, but there are usually good reasons for this. And it might 

slow you down a bit, but it is a vetting process that is usually worthwhile, I 

guess.”  

The quote above exemplifies deans’ recognition of the necessity of bureaucratic 

processes through “vetting,” review, and approval steps. Such steps are useful and their 

purpose is to assure that the final product or decision is of the highest quality. 

Concomitantly, deans acknowledge how time-consuming bureaucratic processes 

can be. One example of a time-consuming decision process is program closure. For 

many public institutions, closing a program involves not only engaging policies and 

procedures within the university, but also it involves engaging policies and procedures 

related to the state and its higher education governing body. In this study, it was 

revealed that often a decision to close a program activated an automatic bureaucratic 

process: “There were ways and requirements both of the university and of the [State] 

Commission on Higher Education to act when a program is going to close.” Closing an 

existing program, and even opening a new program, often involves policies and 

procedures related to upper-level university administration and, depending upon the 

state, state-level offices, for review and approval. The purpose of the reviews and 

approvals is to ensure quality and cross-coordination within the university and across 

public institutions in the state. 
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Often, new institutional procedures and processes are a part of the outcomes 

of a strategic decision, such as when new formal organizations like clinics or academic 

units are created. Some deans created new bureaucratic processes when implementing a 

decision: “We had to create some new organizational structure. We had to change some 

policies with respect to curriculum and student progress.” Creating an organizational 

structure with job descriptions and titles also is important when implementing a 

strategic decision in order to shape the new structure and integrate the decision into the 

current college environment. 

Finally, existing policy also may be a source of conflict. One dean used policy 

as a defense in a conflict with another school: “They always threaten to [take away the 

revenue source], and I always have to say, ‘Well, guess what? It’s university policy. 

You can’t do that.’” In this case, policy alone did not end the conflict for the dean, but a 

strategic relationship eventually solved the problem. Policy and procedures may cause 

conflict and problems within a college when rules are misinterpreted or misapplied in 

high-stakes decisions. 

In interviews, deans identified using bureaucratic processes as a tool for making 

a strategic decision within the bureaucracy decision-making frame. Deans identified 

that bureaucratic processes could be useful as a review and approval procedure that 

ensures a high-quality strategic decision. In general, deans were resigned to the 

prevalence of bureaucratic processes, if not enthusiastic about them as practical 

instruments for decision-making. In the event of certain strategic decisions, like 

program closure or opening, bureaucratic processes often are automatically triggered 

and set in motion. Finally, a few deans identified that bureaucratic processes may be a 
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source of conflict, which makes sense because policies and procedures are 

widespread in a formal organization like a college; therefore, they increase the 

likelihood of tension surrounding bureaucratic tools. 

 

Hierarchy and structure of the organization 

Hierarchy and structure are a defining characteristic of a bureaucratic 

organization (Chaffee, 1983). Decisions are made and implemented according to the 

approval of specific upper-level administrators and other offices (Chaffee, 1983). 

Strategic decisions require the consultation and approval of leadership of the university, 

including governing boards, presidents, chancellors, and provosts. In this study, deans 

revealed that they are aware of the structure and hierarchy in their universities and 

attempt to ensure the success of strategic decisions by adhering to the bureaucratic 

process: 

“Every year I write a program review in relation to our strategic plan that gets 

shared with our Senior Vice President, our Provost, and our Senior Vice 

President for Health Affairs… So that’s part of our annual review process. But, 

because of these budget cuts, we dug a little deeper than that.”  

As revealed in interviews with deans in this study, strategic decisions that result from 

budget cuts and other extreme situations often warrant upper-level administration 

review and approval, whether formally or informally. Similarly, another dean stated:  

“Internally, I have a Senior Administrative Team, which consists of our two 

associate deans, our chief financial officer, and our chief HR person… And 

we’ll meet together to have a cohesive plan. And then we have another group 
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which we call our Policy Review Group which consists of our chairs and our 

other assistant deans, and they meet regularly to deal with larger policy issues 

that we deal with and that sort of thing.”  

Along the same lines, another dean described her college’s decision-making 

bureaucratic process: “Well, we have a structure, you know, a decision making 

pyramid, if you will, with curriculum committees sending things to the Faculty Policy 

Committee, and from there it goes to the Faculty Assembly.”  

Similarly, deans identified that major decisions like closing a program also 

require the participation of administrators from offices of human resources and general 

counsel. A dean described his first steps in the process of closing a program, which 

involved activating a specific process:  

“Anytime you do something this big, I touched base with the people above me 

in human resources at the main campus, and also the legal team, too. So they 

knew exactly… what I was about to do and how I was about to do it and so 

forth, so that was, in terms of the process planning and communications.”  

The quote above exemplifies the dean adhering to the bureaucracy decision-making 

frame, specifically the theme of hierarchy and structure that drives what offices and 

individuals in the university must be involved in the program closure, or at least aware 

of the situation. Another dean described bureaucratic processes related to his strategic 

decision as follows: “We’ve got the structure in place. We’ve got everything through 

HR.  We’ve got all the people, and their titles and all that done, and the initial scope of 

work, and now we’re refining.” In this study, deans’ awareness of hierarchy and how it 
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is utilized in strategic decisions was apparent in their references to other offices, 

especially offices “above” them within the university and state. 

Finally, unlike the examples above, the existing structure of the college may be 

the problem that the dean is trying to solve. In one case, a dean made the strategic 

decision to restructure his college in order to encourage collaboration:  

“The silos all like their own work and didn’t want to collaborate, coordinate. 

And so I felt like that was not the most efficient or effective way to operate a 

business. And academic units are businesses and so I wanted to see where we 

could form an umbrella… office that would organize them and hold them 

together routinely. And kind of, I hate to use this word, but encourage, I’ll say 

instead of force, encourage collaboration.”  

The same dean also posited: “Sometimes structure is the only way to create function, 

and, I mean, that was just clear.” and “I know that unless you have structure, very 

seldom are things accomplished.” The bureaucracy decision-making frame in the form 

of an improved structure has the potential to solve problems and acts as a lever for 

organizational change. In the example and quotes above, the dean believes creating a 

new structure within the college will encourage collaboration and eliminate existing 

problems and “silos.” The strategic decisions itself was a major change in the 

bureaucratic process, as seen in the overhaul of the college’s organization and structure. 

Similarly, another dean described the structural change he made in his college:  

“So what I decided to do then was I completely changed the reporting structure. 

The Associate Dean for Graduate Medical Education reported to the Senior 

Associate Dean for Education. So, what I did immediately, I changed the 
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reporting structure of that person to me and the CEO of the health system. 

So, it was a direct report now from the person overseeing the residency 

programs to the dean and the CEO.”  

In this study, deans recognized that hierarchy and structure are important and that if 

units are not organized effectively within the college, then work is not accomplished 

effectively. Essentially, form influences function. 

In conclusion, hierarchy and structure is a common theme of the bureaucracy 

decision-making frame. Hierarchy and structure shape the strategic decision process by 

enforcing approval levels and adherence to roles, titles, and job descriptions. Similarly, 

deans recognize the need to involve other offices within the university during certain 

decisions, like program closure or opening. Finally, a dean may make the strategic 

decision to change the existing hierarchy and structure in an attempt to improve the 

environment of the college, indicating deans’ identification of hierarchy and structure as 

integral to the work and success of the college.  

 

Bureaucratic processes as part of the problem 

In this study, several deans acknowledged the large role of the bureaucracy 

decision-making frame in their universities and colleges and observed that often 

bureaucratic processes were a hindrance and barrier to accomplishing work. Deans 

identified that they were an obstacle to be ignored and avoided in order to solve 

problems and make progress on issues within the college. In other cases, bureaucratic 

processes were not involved in the strategic decision-making process because the 
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decision and outcomes were original, creative, and innovative, which untethered the 

decision from rules, policies, and procedures of the institution. 

Deans identified that “working around” bureaucratic processes is a part of 

strategic decision-making occasionally. When asked about the role of standard 

operating procedures in strategic decision-making, a dean, who was planning a major 

construction project, responded: “It’s pretty murky working, but you’re always trying to 

get around it, right?” The quote above exemplifies a dean who wants to “work around” 

standard operating procedures, a hallmark of the bureaucracy decision-making frame. 

Rules, policies, and procedures also may be a system to be gamed or ignored. A dean 

talked about solving a problem by ignoring college policies: “So, that’s like when 

Captain Kirk on Star Trek solved some puzzle, but he does it by going outside the rules 

[laughs].” When the same dean was asked about the impact of standard operating 

procedures, he replied: “Almost none because we’re ignoring them [laughs].” 

Specifically, standard operating procedures, more than any other type of bureaucratic 

process, were identified as irritants or major obstacles.  

Other deans described their strategic decisions as creative and innovative, and 

therefore, the college or university rules and procedures did not apply or had to be 

avoided because they were encumbering. When asked about standard operating 

procedures, a dean explained that bureaucratic processes were not applicable to his 

decision: “You know, when there’s something as innovative as this is, there are almost 

no procedures except… the general principle of making this a shared decision-making 

process.” Similarly, a dean who led an innovative collaborative degree initiative 

observed: “I mean part of the creativity answer was about how we had to bend the rules, 
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so the rules were kind of in the way.” Another dean was ambivalent about 

bureaucratic processes when asked about the impact of rules, policies, and job 

descriptions: “Maybe some… I don’t think we thought about that. We were trying to 

envision something, and then didn’t want to get bogged down in all the existing 

bureaucracy when we did it.” Finally, one dean of dentistry expressed a high level of 

frustration when asked about bureaucratic processes:  

“I have almost no patience for SOP [standard operating procedures]. That’s a 

weakness for me in my leadership style, as well. I’m not a detail person. I’m not 

big on, you know, saying, ‘Well, this is how we’ve always done it and… this is 

what the standard operating procedure is.’”  

The quote above exemplifies a common theme in interviews: deans’ frustration with 

standard operating procedures. Deans balance their impatience for bureaucratic 

processes with recognition of the need for policies and procedures to further the work of 

the college. 

As identified in interviews with deans, bureaucratic processes as a problem or 

challenge is the third theme of the bureaucracy decision-making frame, in which deans 

acknowledge their frustration for and impatience with policies and procedures. Methods 

utilized by deans for alleviating the challenges of bureaucratic processes are to bend, 

work around, or ignore them. Deans identified that for exceptionally creative and 

innovative strategic decisions, bureaucratic processes are a hindrance that usually they 

chose to ignore. In particular, deans pegged standard operating procedures as especially 

irritating.  
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Conclusions 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the extent to which seven decision-

making frames are reflected in deans’ strategic decisions. Fifty deans of health science 

colleges were interviewed and told stories about their process for making a specific 

strategic decision within their school. Decisions ranged from program closure to 

administrative restructuring to new research agendas. The common thread in deans’ 

strategic decision-making was the role of intuition. By a large margin, deans reported 

that emotion, imagination, creativity, and insight had great impact on their strategic 

decision. Strategic decisions tend to be innovative because often they are in response to 

large, complicated problems in complex, ambiguous environments. It makes sense that 

creativity and imagination are key aspects of the strategic decision-making process in 

higher education.  

 Table 5 contains the seven decision-making frames listed in order of impact with 

associated indicators and themes. The indicators are from the quantitative survey 

portion of the interviews; the themes are from the qualitative analysis portion of the 

interviews. A few frames have indicators that are further refined and explained in the 

themes. For example, deans indicated that insight, an indicator of the intuition frame, 

had great impact on their decision-making (86 percent reported “a great deal”). 

Concomitantly, when asked follow-up questions about intuition, deans talked about 

recognizing patterns from their past experiences, as seen in their stories about being in 

leadership positions for many years. Additionally, 64 percent of deans indicated that 

emotion and imagination had a great deal of impact on their decision-making; however, 
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during the follow-up questions many deans observed that imagination was 

important, but not emotion.  

 Further, for some frames, additional themes arose from the qualitative 

analysis—themes not covered by the indicators in the survey portion of the interview. 

For example, the theme of evaluating alternatives is a theme of the rationality frame, not 

tied to the same frame’s indicators of information, facts, data, and logic. Similarly, 

many deans talked about sensemaking activities, which is a perspective of the culture 

frame, but was not an indicator from the survey portion of the interview. The 

collegiality frame also has an additional theme not tied to its indicators: getting input 

and ideas from faculty. Many deans discussed this theme in interviews. Finally, the 

themes of the bureaucracy frame were more broadly discussed as “bureaucratic 

processes,” rather than specific rules, policies, job descriptions, and standard operating 

procedures. Deans lumped all of these processes together and talked about them as 

tools, hierarchy, and obstacles. In general, deans were frustrated with bureaucratic 

processes, as evidenced by its ranking of the lowest impact overall. 
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Table 5: Seven Frames Listed in Order of Impact with Indicators and Themes 

Frames Indicators Themes 

Intuition Insight  Recognizing patterns from the past 

Emotion and imagination Imagination 

 

Rationality Information, facts, and data Using information and data 

Logic Utilizing logic 

 Evaluating alternatives 

 

Culture Mission, vision, and purpose Mission and vision 

Stories, myths, traditions, and 

symbols 

Stories, myths, traditions, and 

symbols 

 Sensemaking 

 

Politics Negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying Negotiating for success 

Influence and power Influence, not power 

 Conflict and competition  

 

Garbage-can Chaotic processes Chaos 

 Timing, opportunity, and chance Timing and opportunity 

 

Collegial Broadly shared information Ensuring broadly shared information 

Decision by consensus Getting input and ideas from faculty 

 Making decisions by consensus 

 

Bureaucracy Rules, policies, and job descriptions Bureaucratic processes as tools  

Standard operating procedures Bureaucratic processes in structure 

and hierarchy 

 Bureaucratic processes as a problem 

to overcome 
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The results of this study reveal that the intuition frame had the most impact 

of all the frames on strategic decision-making, with a mean weight of 3.42 (see Table 2, 

p. 100). The intuition frame was shown to have the most impact across gender and 

discipline, as well. However, in the initial stories that deans told about strategic 

decision-making, the intuition frame and its indicators were not widely discussed. 

Deans did not talk explicitly about emotion, imagination, insight and creativity in their 

initial strategic decision stories. Only later in the interview, when prompted, did deans 

identify that the intuition frame had a great deal of impact.  

The rationality frame was the frame with the second greatest impact on strategic 

decision-making, with a mean weight of 3.18. However, in deans’ initial strategic 

decision-making stories, they most likely were to utilize the rationality frame and its 

indicators to explain the decision. In conclusion, at first and unprompted, deans 

described their strategic decision in terms of the rationality frame, but later in the 

interview, when asked about indicators of the intuition frame, they identified that the 

intuition frame was the most utilized of all the decision-making frames.  

 Also, deans posited that the bureaucracy frame was the frame that had the least 

impact on their strategic decision-making: with a mean weight of 1.5. Further, 38 

percent of deans said that rules, policies, and job descriptions had no impact, and 42 

percent said that standard operating procedures had not impact. Both of the bureaucracy 

indicators had by far the lowest impact of any of the frames. Specifically, in interviews 

deans identified that they did not like or utilize standard operating procedures. Overall, 

bureaucratic processes are not helpful to deans during strategic decision-making. 

Compared to the other six decision-making frames, not only did the bureaucracy frame 
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have the least impact, but also often deans cited bureaucratic processes as a 

challenge or obstacle.  

At its best, the bureaucracy decision-making frame is a valuable tool to 

institutionalize a decision or change and, at its worst, the bureaucracy decision-making 

frame is an obstacle and problem to be ignored or worked around. As a valuable tool, 

bureaucratic processes provide a known process for vetting and implementing 

decisions. It is a framework wherein administrators and faculty strive to implement 

decisions—from closing a program to developing a new structure within a college. 

Deans who made and implemented traditional decisions, such as closing a program, 

relied on the “next steps” and procedures required. Often such policies and procedure 

related to human resources, legal counsel, paperwork and forms, and deadlines. 

Traditional decisions like opening or closing a program also involved consulting with 

upper-level administrators like provosts and presidents and state-level governing bodies. 

Decisions that resulted in new programs or structures had associated bureaucratic 

processes for consultation, approval, budgets, and hiring, among other processes. 

As an obstacle, bureaucratic processes create extra work for deans, lengthen 

timelines for accomplishing work, and do not provide value or substance in the 

decision-making process. Bureaucratic processes as an obstacle were particularly 

apparent when a strategic decision was creative or innovative. In these cases, the deans 

had to balance between forging ahead with a never-seen-before innovation and 

following the rules enough to “get by” and not act entirely outside the organizations’ 

norms. As discussed above, some deans chose to ignore or bend bureaucratic processes 

in order to accomplish work.  
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Whether valuable or a hindrance, the activities associated with the 

bureaucracy decision-making frame are widely acknowledged as a given part of 

organizational life in a university as identified by deans in this study. Bureaucratic 

processes provide form and function for the everyday business of colleges. However, 

the challenge is to maintain appropriate and useful bureaucratic processes to make and 

implement decisions effectively and efficiently without allowing a level of bureaucratic 

processes that hinder, slow down, and frustrate deans. Increasingly, deans will need to 

develop and implement ideas that are creative, innovative, and unusual in the context of 

ongoing budget cuts and constraints. In such an environment, it will be important for 

colleges and universities not to stifle innovation while still maintaining appropriate 

controls to ensure stability and quality. 

Additionally, deans identified indicators of the collegiality frame as having little 

to no impact on the strategic decision-making process, with a mean weight of 2.24. 

Deans talked about collegial activities during the follow-up questions, but in the 

quantitative survey portion of the interview only 54 percent said that both indicators, 

broadly shared information and decision by consensus, had a great deal of impact. 

However, the collegiality frame had more impact than the bureaucracy frame, according 

to deans.  

 While each of the seven decision-making frames had a role in deans’ strategic 

decision-making, the intuition frame had the most impact. Deans who make high-

impact decisions with long-term consequences are listening to their “gut feeling” and 

following their instincts. Their use of the intuition frame is built on years of 

accumulated experience and tacit wisdom. Deans of health science colleges at public 
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research universities increasingly must make difficult decisions that affect hundreds 

of faculty, staff, and students and the future of a critical health care workforce. Greater 

understanding of strategic decision-making means better and more effective decisions. 
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CHAPTER 5: IMPLICATIONS 

 

This study focuses on strategic decision-making by deans of health science 

schools at public research universities. Fifty deans representing medicine, nursing, 

dentistry, pharmacy, public health, and veterinary medicine at academic health centers 

located in 29 public research universities were interviewed. Deans were asked about a 

specific time that they made a strategic decision, and then follow-up questions were 

asked about their strategic decision-making story. The seven decision-making frames 

explored in this study are bureaucracy, collegiality, culture, garbage-can, intuition, 

politics, and rationality. 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the extent to which, if any, the seven 

decision-making frames are reflected in deans’ strategic decision-making. According to 

these results, the frame that was most prevalent in deans’ strategic decision-making was 

the intuition frame. The intuition decision-making frame was apparent in both the 

initial, unprompted decision-making story and the subsequent follow-up questions that 

specifically asked how much impact each frame had on the decision. Indicators of the 

intuition frame include perceiving patterns, using past experiences to inform current 

decision-making, realizing and grasping the entirety of the problem immediately, 

displaying insight and creativity, and utilizing emotion and imagination. Eighty-six 

percent of deans responded that insight and creativity had a great deal of impact on their 

decision-making, and 64 percent said that emotion and imagination had a great deal of 

impact. Further, many deans discussed how the sum of their past experiences informed 
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their current decision-making and problem-solving. Deans talked about how their 

“gut” or “instinct” would let them know, suddenly and viscerally, what needed to 

happen. 

 The second most-prominent decision-making frame was the rationality frame. In 

the initial strategic decision-making stories told by deans, the rationality frame was 

highly evident. Deans tended to describe logical, linear, data-driven processes. When 

asked follow-up questions about the rationality frame, however, deans rated it has 

having much less influence on decisions as compared to the intuition frame. Some 

deans even noted that their decision-making was inherently irrational. Indicators of the 

rationality frame include using information and data, evaluating alternatives, scanning 

and searching the environment, applying a logic of consequences, and valuing logic. 

Fifty-six percent of deans said that information, facts, and data had a great deal of 

impact on their strategic decision; 66 percent said that logic had a great deal of impact. 

 The culture frame was the third most-prominent decision-making frame 

perspective observed in deans’ decisions. Indicators of the culture frame include 

referencing and using mission, vision, and purpose; utilizing norms, beliefs, and shared 

understandings; using stories, myths, traditions, and symbols; engaging in sensemaking 

activities; and making decisions based on beliefs and concerns within the organization. 

Seventy-six percent of deans said that mission, vision, and purpose had a great deal of 

impact on their strategic decision, but only 32 percent said that stories, myths, 

traditions, and symbols had a great deal of impact. These two perspectives of the culture 

frame functioned very differently in deans’ strategic decision-making. 
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 The decision-making frame with the fourth magnitude of impact was the 

politics frame. Fifty-two percent of deans said that negotiating, bargaining, and 

lobbying had a great deal of impact on their strategic decision. Deans identified that 

they engaged in these activities with faculty, staff, students, other deans, provosts, 

presidents, and community members. Several deans argued that “everything” in a 

university involves negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying. Forty-four percent of deans 

said that influence and power had a great deal of impact on their strategic decision. 

Overall, deans were uncomfortable with the notion of power, and tended to say that they 

were much more likely to use influence than power. Most deans posited that power was 

not the most successful tool for making and implementing a strategic decision.  

 The garbage-can decision-making frame had the fifth most-impact of the seven 

frames. Indicators of the garbage-can frame include recognizing the effects of timing, 

opportunity, and chance; grabbing any solution to a problem; having “organized 

anarchy” (Cohen et al., 1972) properties; and utilizing or maintaining chaotic processes. 

Only 18 percent of deans said that chaotic processes had a great deal of impact on their 

strategic decision; indeed, 40 percent said that it had no impact. In contrast, 66 percent 

of deans said that timing, opportunity, and chance had a great deal of impact on their 

strategic decision. The two indicators of the garbage-can frame had very different levels 

of impact, as reported by deans. Many deans talked about timing, opportunity, and 

chance in the context of the recent recession and related financial challenges within 

their state, university, and college. In general, deans recognized that uncontrollable and 

unforeseen events had a great deal of impact on their strategic decisions. Some deans 
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were able to take advantage of opportunities, but still other deans struggled in the 

face of uncertainty and unknown factors.  

 The collegial frame had the second-least impact of the seven decision-making 

frames. In follow-up questions, deans described numerous collegial activities, including 

shared decision-making, consensus-building, and getting input from faculty; however, 

in the survey portion of the interview deans rated the collegiality indicators as having 

low impact on their decision-making process. The low ranking of the collegiality frame 

is counter-intuitive because collegiality is considered a definitive characteristic of 

higher education. In sum, this study shows that collegial activities have little effect on 

deans’ strategic decisions. 

 Finally, by far the frame with the least impact was the bureaucracy frame. 

Thirty-eight percent of deans said that rules, policies, and job descriptions had no 

impact on their strategic decision. Additionally, 42 percent said that standard operating 

procedures had no impact on their decision. Many deans found standard operating 

procedures especially repugnant and did not use them at all. In general, the bureaucracy 

frame was viewed as an obstacle, hindrance, and annoyance in the context of strategic 

decision-making. 

 

Discussion 

 This study provides better insight on strategic decision-making by deans at 

public research universities. Decision-making processes are important to the success of 

the organization and the effectiveness of strategy and planning (Dean & Sharfman, 

1996, p. 389). Decision-makers are important because they influence the decision and 
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outcomes (Gore, Murray, & Richardson, 1992, p. 9). The determination of factors 

influencing decision processes may suggest best practices and recommendations for 

theory, policy, and practice that will enhance decision-making in organizations. A 

greater understanding of decision-making frames, including their indicators and extent 

of impact, is useful for a better understanding of strategic decision-making in higher 

education. 

The results of this study indicate that imagination, creativity, insight, and 

emotion are extremely important factors for leaders making high-level, far-reaching 

strategic decisions. The intuition frame is the decision-making frame with by far the 

most impact of all of the seven frames. Conversely, the bureaucracy frame and its 

perspective had the least impact of the seven decision-making frames. Indeed, deans 

expressed frustration about the bureaucracy frame. The five other decision-making 

frames (collegiality, culture, garbage-can, politics, and rationality) were evident in 

deans’ decision-making but did not play as large a role as intuition and bureaucracy, 

whether positively or negatively. 

 Intuition emerged as the most prominent decision-making perspective. Unlike 

Miller and Ireland (2005), who posit that intuition in decision-making is a “troubling 

tool,” (p. 29), I conclude that intuition is a useful tool that can be developed and 

harnessed by leaders and managers. However, I do agree with Miller and Ireland that 

the intuition frame must be studied more in depth in order to be fully utilized by 

decision-makers. This study contributes to evidence on the intuition frame, which is the 

least studied decision-making frame of the seven frames examined in this study. Also, 

this study clarifies the use of the intuition frame in deans’ strategic decision-making. 
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Langley et al. (1995) declared, “we have emphasized the crucial roles of insight, 

inspiration, affect, and memory in determining organizational outcomes” (p. 269). 

Langley et al. called for a more nuanced investigation into intuition and insight because 

they are the least known elements (p. 268).  

The bureaucracy frame was the least prominent decision-making perspective, as 

reported by deans in this study. The bureaucracy frame is characterized by standard 

operating procedures and heuristics that are widely used and accepted (Baum & Wally, 

2003; Busenitz, 1999; March, 1994). Strategic decisions, by definition, are out of the 

ordinary and often involve unprecedented issues, large amounts of resources, and long-

range effect on the organization (Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976). As such, it 

makes sense that the bureaucracy frame, with its tradition of rules and procedures, is not 

a good fit for deans making strategic decisions, which tended to be creative, innovative, 

and unusual. 

Deans in interviews for this study expressed great frustration for and impatience 

with standard operating procedures, an aspect of the bureaucracy decision-making 

frame. Deans said that they were not helpful, a hindrance, or a barrier for making 

strategic decisions. In fact, 42 percent of deans said that standard operating procedures 

had no impact on their decision, the least amount of impact of any of the frames’ 

aspects. Deans suggested that their strategic decisions were innovative and creative, 

which meant that bureaucratic processes were not useful. Deans said such processes 

caused decisions to take longer and, much of the time, did not even apply to the 

decision. 
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 This study contributes to a better understanding of how leaders in higher 

education make strategic decisions. Deans in academic health centers are concerned 

about their schools’ missions, which involve training future health care professionals, 

serving the health care needs of the region, and conducting research. As members of 

public research universities, they are affected by decreasing state funding levels. In such 

an environment, with constrained resources, increasing competition, and rigorous 

regulations, deans in academic health centers must be supported and encouraged to 

make difficult and innovative decisions.  

 

Implications 

 While this study does not posit a decision-making theory, it does contribute to 

greater understanding of strategic decisions in higher education. It introduces a 

framework that reflects the most widely accepted and used decision-making research. 

Further, this study suggests that the intuition frame is the most important decision-

making frame used by leaders making strategic decisions in large, complex 

organizations. Also, the bureaucracy frame is the least utilized decision-making frame; 

indeed, deans identified it as a roadblock in their decision-making process. 

 This study builds on work done by Chaffee (1983), who identified five frames of 

organizational decision-making in higher education: rational, collegial, political, 

bureaucratic, and organized anarchy. Also, this study expands upon Simon’s (1957) 

work on bounded rationality, in which he posits limits to theories of traditional 

rationality. Additionally, this study builds on the “organized anarchy” (Cohen, March, 

& Olsen, 1972, p. 1) theory and other work on garbage-can decision-making in 
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organizations. Finally, this study contributes to research on intuition in decision-

making, similar to work by March and Simon (1993) on insight and organizational 

theory and Baum and Wally (2003), who identify the recognition of patterns and 

creativity as elements of intuition.  

 Hart (1992) posits that research on strategy in organizations has resulted in 

“model proliferation” (p. 327), meaning that there are too many overlapping, unclear 

models of strategy and decision-making. He writes that a “conceptualization that is 

capable of providing a framework for ongoing research is lacking” (p. 327). This study 

contributes to such a framework for future research in how it harnesses seven decision-

making frames pulled from the literature, therefore providing a more complete 

framework. Previous research on organizational decision-making is limited in how it 

excludes frames like garbage-can, collegiality, and intuition. 

 This study also contributes to policy related to decision-making. Organizational 

policies should enhance decision-making, especially in the case of strategic decisions in 

which the environment may be ambiguous and complex. Organizations should develop 

“open space” for leaders to make strategic decisions using imagination, creativity, 

insight, and emotion. These decision-making factors should be encouraged, nurtured, 

and supported through institutional policy. One method may be by ensuring that leaders 

are able to take risks. Further, by definition, policy is in the domain of the bureaucracy 

frame (Baum & Wally, 2003). With this definition in mind, bureaucratic policy should 

not squelch or hinder innovative strategic decision-making; rather, policy should 

support innovative decisions that utilize imagination, creativity, insight, and emotion. 
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 Further, Eckel (2002) examined decision-making in universities, specifically 

regarding program closure. He concluded from his case studies that deans used 

rationality as a decision-making frame. However, deans often stated publicly certain 

criteria to determine program closure and yet privately used another set of criteria to 

make their decision. This study does not posit similar “rules” (p. 257) for decision-

making outcomes, but it does suggest how rationality is used in strategic decisions. As 

this study suggests, a best practice for deans making high-impact decisions may be the 

use of the intuition frame tempered with the rationality and culture frames. Collegiality, 

as a defining characteristic in universities, should be further considered as an element in 

strategic decision-making, with greater examination into how and when it is appropriate 

and has impact on high-level, long-term decisions. 

Finally, this study contributes to the practice of strategic decision-making by 

providing a comprehensive framework for leaders and decision-makers to consider and 

utilize. A greater understanding of strategic decision-making will lead to improved 

processes. For example, a dean may want to consider how he/she can utilize both the 

rationality and intuition decision-making frames perspectives. Such a decision-making 

practice would involve the collection of information, facts, and data as evidence and 

also a recognition of patterns from the past, which represents the accumulation of 

wisdom and experience over many years. An enhanced strategic decision may involve 

the melding of the two decision-making frames, and perhaps others, to reach a 

successful solution and plan for the college. 
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Limitations 

 This study is limited by its dependence upon the recollections of individuals and 

a lack of triangulation. Deans were asked to recall a time when they made a strategic 

decision and their stories and answers to follow-up questions were the basis for the data 

analyzed. Memories are imperfect and may not accurately reflect what happened. This 

study relies on details and facts of certain events as described by deans. The data are 

limited by whether or not they accurately represent facts according to the interviewed 

deans. Further, this study is limited in how it lacks triangulation, defined as a “search 

for convergence among multiple and different sources of information” (Creswell & 

Miller, 2000, p. 126). Triangulation provides another lens through which to examine the 

data and concepts arising out of the data. A full exploration of the influences of the 

context of the deans’ strategic decisions and the background of deans (experience and 

age) is beyond the scope of this study. Another limitation is that deans were allowed to 

select the strategic decisions that they wanted to talk about. To address this limitation, 

the interview protocol provided a descriptive definition of strategic decisions at the start 

of the interview. A few strategic decisions may be appropriately categorized as tactical. 

Finally, this study is limited in how it does not examine whether decisions were good, 

successful, or effective. 

 

Directions for future research 

 Future research related to this study and in the area of organizational decision-

making may include an examination of the role of the intuition frame in decision-

making, the role of the bureaucracy frame in decision-making, and the possible ways in 
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which all seven decision-making frames interact. A study of the intuition frame that 

explored decision-makers’ utilization of insight, imagination, creativity, and emotion 

would be helpful in developing a coherent theory on intuition in organizational life. 

Further, an examination of the relationship between strategic decisions and the intuition 

frame, as opposed to day-to-day decisions, would be useful, as well. Also, there may be 

a strong connection between the sum of a leader’s experiences and the extent to which 

he/she uses the intuition frame.  

 A study examining the bureaucracy frame and strategic decision-making would 

yield useful observations into the role of bureaucratic processes manifested as rules, 

policies, procedures, and job descriptions as it relates to unusual and challenging 

circumstances. This study suggest that bureaucratic processes hinder strategic decision-

making; future research may further examine how and why they hinder decisions. 

Additionally, there may be a threshold at which bureaucratic processes aid 

organizational decision-making and processes; future studies may try to pinpoint the 

line where helpful processes become obstructive processes. Specifically, in this study 

deans observed that standard operating procedures were hindrances in strategic 

decision-making. Future research may be useful in this area: the role, advantages, and 

disadvantages of instituting standard operating procedures. 

 Finally, future research that focuses on the interactions of all seven decision-

making frames would be helpful in developing a comprehensive decision-making 

theory. The seven frames arise from decades of organizational and higher education 

research. The next step is to synthesize the frames into a unifying theory. Research is 

needed to examine the kinds of decisions that occur in organizations, especially 
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complex organizations, and the roles and interactions of the seven decision-making 

frames. 

 The future of higher education, especially in academic health centers in public 

universities, is fraught with difficulty and challenges, both known and unknown. The 

quickly changing landscape of these environments demands leaders who are willing to 

make tough decisions that will effect large, complex institutions for decades. Deans, in 

particular, are charged with improving their colleges’ performance, while managing 

with fewer resources than in the recent past. Increasingly, deans will be called to make 

bold, innovative decisions, and their work will be improved by greater insight into 

strategic decision-making. 
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY AND INTERVIEW INSTRUMENT 

 

1. Please tell me all about a time when you made a decision that could be considered 

strategic—related to long-term planning or something unusual and high stakes within 

your college. I’m particularly interested in the process leading up to the final decision—

what happened on the way to the decision. (If necessary, refer to strategic decision-

making phases in Appendix B in order to compare and ask follow-up questions.) 

 

2. (Ask checklist of decision-making characteristics (below). Circle back to all 

characteristics that are marked “A Great Deal” using appropriate questions below.) 

 

When you look back over the strategic decision-making process, how much impact did 

each of these factors have overall?  

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Chaotic processes (GC)     

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Insight and creativity (INT) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Mission, vision, and purpose (CLT) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 
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Rules, policies, and job descriptions (BUR) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Negotiating, bargaining, and lobbying (POL) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Broadly shared information (COL) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Standard operating procedures (BUR) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Emotion and imagination (INT) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Decision by consensus (COL) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Stories, myths, traditions, and symbols  (CLT)  

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Information, facts, and data (RAT) 
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None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Timing, opportunity, and chance (GC) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Influence and power (POL) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

Rationality and logic (RAT) 

None  Some   A Great Deal 

 

3. What role did intuition play in your strategic decision?  

 

4. What role did luck and opportunity play in your strategic decision-making process? 

(Garbage-can) 

 

5. What role did formal consultation and group decision-making play in your strategic 

decision-making process? (Collegiality) 

 

6. What role did your college’s culture play in your strategic decision-making process? 

(Culture) 

 

7.  What role did politics play in your strategic decision-making process? (Politics) 
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8. What role did procedures and rules play in your strategic decision-making process? 

(Bureaucracy) 

 

9. What role did data and information play in your strategic decision-making process? 

(Rationality) 

 

10. Is there anything else you’d like to add? 
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