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TAKEAWAYS	
	

• Higher	education	systems	educate	more	than	75	percent	of	all	students	(and	80	
percent	of	Pell-eligible	students)	in	four-year	public	higher	education,	making	
systems	the	backbone	of	American	higher	education.	

• The	differences	in	roles	and	responsibilities	of	system	boards	and	their	leaders	
and	campus	boards	and	their	leaders	are	sometimes	not	understood	by	
participants,	leading	to	tensions,	role	confusion,	and	unhealthy	competition.	

• The	concept	of	systemness	can	help	leaders	incorporate	coordination	and	
collaboration	across	the	system,	optimizing	the	collective	contributions	of	the	
system	to	the	best	interests	of	the	state	it	serves,	the	students	it	educates,	and	
the	functioning	of	the	system	as	a	whole.	

• For	true	systemness	to	flourish,	the	roles	and	responsibilities	of	system	heads	
and	campus	heads	need	to	be	clearly	understood	and	differentiated	and	the	
values	of	collaboration	explicitly	outlined.	

• A	focus	on	collaboration	should	be	paramount	when	new	leaders	are	hired,	
beginning	with	the	composition	of	the	search	committee,	and	continuing	
through	the	charge	to	the	search	panel,	the	position	description	and	
advertisement,	and	the	entire	interview	process.	

	
Summary:	
The	future	of	higher	education	lies	in	greater	collaboration	and	coordination.	Here	we	explore	
the	role	of	governing	boards	in	overseeing	higher	education	systems,	the	mindsets	needed	to	
adopt	“systemness”	as	an	operational	standard,	and	how	boards	can	use	hiring	and	other	
strategies	to	leverage	the	collective	assets	of	a	system	to	support	students	and	the	state.	
	
Today’s	headlines	are	filled	with	stories	of	university	mergers,	acquisitions,	and	closures	as	
means	to	manage	the	current	financial	instability	confronting	higher	education.	
Unfortunately,	while	the	focus	of	these	efforts	is	often	on	cost	savings	and	institutional	
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systems	serve	hundreds	of	thousands	of	community	college	students.	The	functions	and	
perspectives	of	the	boards	that	govern	these	institutions	determine	whether	the	
advantages	of	being	a	system	can	be	capitalized	upon.	Yet	the	distinction	between	a	system	
governing	board	and	an	institutional	governing	board	lacks	clear	definition.	The	result	can	
be	a	situation	in	which	a	system	board	acts	as	a	governing	board	of	individual	constituent	
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supports	the	students	throughout	their	entire	course	of	study,	regardless	
of	the	institution	or	major.	

• The	University	System	of	Maryland	created	the	Britt	Kirwan	Center	for	
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2. Structure.	Systemness	is	enabled	(or	disabled)	by	the	structures	that	
exist	within	the	system.	Library	collaboration	is	a	common	and	often	
overlooked	example	of	systemness.	Many	systems	and	states	have	created	
initiatives	that	enable	campus	libraries	to	share	resources	and	partner	in	
joint	purchasing	contracts	of	materials.	These	arrangements	expand	what	
most	individual	institutions	can	do	independently,	but	it	takes	a	
centralized	structure	to	enable	that	work.	Rather	than	have	each	campus	
engage	on	its	own,	the	Vermont	State	College	System	recently	created	a	
system-level	workforce-development	position	to	coordinate	resources	
across	the	state	to	support	campuses	and	optimize	service	to	the	state.	
Other	structures	include	coordinated	purchasing	offices,	IT	support,	and	
online	program	development	and	delivery.	

3. Finance.	The	system	board	should	strategically	allocate	funds	to	invest	
in	the	infrastructure	necessary	to	support	systemness	initiatives	and	to	
reward	institutions	for	engaging	in	collaborative	activities.	In	addition	to	
dedicated	staffing,	funding	is	often	needed	to	support	system-level	data	
collection	and	analysis,	infrastructure	for	supporting	online	program	
recruitment	and	delivery,	software	for	centralized	administrative	



Hiring for Systemness 
A	critical	component	of	any	board	is	the	hiring	and	firing	of	the	chief	executive	officer.	For	
system	boards,	this	often	means	hiring	the	system	and	campus	executives.	If	those	leaders	
share	an	understanding	of	their	complementary	roles	and	the	power	of	systemness,	the	
transformative	efforts	can	be	powerful.	However,	the	results	can	be	devastating	if	those	in	
these	roles	fight	over	decision-making	authority	and	institutional	autonomy.	
	
Many	of	us	have	heard	Jim	Collins,	author	of	Good	to	Great,	argue	that	leaders	of	
organizations	that	go	from	good	to	great	start	“by	getting	the	right	people	on	the	bus,	the	
wrong	people	off	the	bus,	and	the	right	people	in	the	right	seats!”	The	process	of	getting	
leadership	selection	right	is	an	attribute	of	organizational	discipline.	“Discipline,”	Collins	
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and	the	CEO	of	a	large	organization.	The	CEO	is	typically	the	highest-ranking	individual	in	
an	organization	and	has	responsibility	for	the	comprehensive	vision,	strategy,	and	
decision-



Thus,	in	the	case	of	multi-institution	systems,	those	roles	should	be	considered	distinct	
from	each	other,	with	the	system	head	serving	as	the	CEO	and	the	campus	head	serving	in	
the	local	presidential	role.	The	lack	of	clarity	of	these	roles	often	leads	to	confusion	over	
authority	and	responsibility,	with	both	the	system	head	and	campus	head	trying	to	be	CEO	
and	president	and	fighting	over	authority.	This	tension	inevitably	consumes	limited	
resources	and	serves	as	a	barrier	to	meaningful	transformation.	
	
In	the	2022	book	Higher	Education	Systems	Redesigned,	Jonathan	Gagliardi	and	Jason	Lane	
explain:	

Executing	system-level	change	necessitates	understanding	the	dynamics	between	
systems	and	campuses.	Too	often	conflict	arises	when	systems	and	campuses	fight	
over	the	line	where	campus	autonomy	stops	and	system	authority	begins.	In	some	
cases,	this	tension	is	inevitable,	such	as	when	systems	execute	their	authority	to	
determine	which	campuses	are	able	to	offer	which	academic	programs,	leading	to	
system	administration	telling	some	campuses	they	cannot	offer	everything	they	
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including	search-committee	composition,	for	a	campus	head	in	SUNY	was	defined	in	both	
state	statute	and	board	policy	for	the	system.	Each	system	is	different	in	its	approach,	so	
we’ll	not	go	into	detail	except	to	say	that	the	search	committee	was	heavily	populated	by	
constituents	of	the	local	campus.	At	the	time,	members	of	the	SUNY	governing	board	were	
not	on	the	search	committee,	although	the	system	CEO	was	able	to	designate	a	
representative	to	be	a	voting	member	of	the	search	committee.	The	individuals	the	system	
CEO	identified	for	those	roles	became	very	important	because	they	were	instrumental	in	
ensuring	the	system	perspective	was	an	integral	part	of	the	search	process.	
	
There	are	examples	across	the	country	of	system	board	members	serving	on	search	
committees,	chairing	search	committees,	or	otherwise	auditing	the	search	process	to	
ensure	attention	to	systemness	when	candidates	for	campus	heads	are	recommended	for	
consider



For	candidates,	the	search	ad	is	often	a	primary	source	of	information.	The	ad	is	more	than	
an	opportunity	to	describe	the	necessary	requirements	and	the	description	of	the	job	and	a	
way	to	brag	about	the	institution.	It	is	also	the	system’s	opportunity	to	set	expectations	in	
terms	of	what	the	board	expects	that	campus	head	to	do	or	how	the	campus	head	will	be	
expected	to	act	once	he	or	she	joins	the	system.	
	
As	we	did	several	searches	a	year,	we	developed	standard	boilerplate	language	for	each	ad	
that	described	the	system	and	the	general	context	in	which	the	successful	candidate	would	
be	expected	to	operate.	Part	of	that	language	included	the	following	statement:	“[We	are]	
committed	to	expanding	on	SUNY’s	‘systemness’	to	ensure	that	we	move	the	entire	
[system]	forward	as	a	national	leader	and	major	driver	of	academic	excellence	and	



being	both	the	[head]	of	the	campus	as	well	as	part	of	the	system’s	overall	leadership	
team?”	
	
Again,	this	question	served	two	purposes.	First,	it	allowed	the	various	decision-makers	to	
hear	how	an	individual	would	approach	the	work	and	the	extent	to	which	they	had	



 
Nancy L. Zimpher, PhD,	is	

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/14/sports/ncaafootball/ucla-big-ten.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/14/sports/ncaafootball/ucla-big-ten.html

