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Two Paradoxes in Managing Decline \

Michael A. Berger. Vanderbliit University

ABSTRACT

e
s

This study reports the ten year enrollment decline
experience of 53 school districts to determine

the effects of planning comprehensiveness and
participation, on community opposition to retrench-
Paradoxically, the data show that
two widely-held management principles had either no
effect on opposition or increased it.

il

" INTRODUCTION

In an article written almost four degades ago, Her-
bert Simon (1946) observed that proverbs often come
in mutually-contradictory pairs (e.g., "Absence
makes the heart grow fonder' vs. "Out of sight, ocut
of wind" or “Look before you leap" vs. "He who hes-
itates 1s lost" ). Simon-argued that the fiel of

.administration was overrun with principles (prov-

erbs) and that conditions often exist which eigher
contradict or seriously limit the application
While Simon examined the péﬁn-
ciples of unity of command and span of control

o
i{llustrate his argument, Robert Clark (1979) usif S
n

the same reasoning to analyze program evaluatio
in a more recent article.

The purpose of this paper 1s to evaiuate two of the

most durable {and widely-accepted) principles of
public managemeng r%tional planning and partici
patdion. The context of the analysis is public
school districts which are experiencing enrollment
decline. Decline is a dominant issue in public
sector organizations and has been described for
school systems using a: pincers metaphor: 1f demo-|
graphic changes Zre on arm of the pincers, the
other arm is rising costs. Combine inflation with
relatively less revenué (due to declining enroll-
ment) coming into the 41strict, aid the pincers
close (Cuban; 1979).

€

.
Rational Planning
. [ .
The first management proverb is that cowmprehensive,
deliberate planning techniques are preferred to
less systematic short-terr planning processes.

]
. . |
PROVERBS }

The First Proverb:
4

. i ‘ :
lThis paper is based on a larger study supported y
the National Institute of Education ¢(NIE G80-0170}.
Any opinions, conclusions, or recommendations in
the paper are those of the author and not neces-
sarily the views of the Institute.
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Essentially, this means that districts experiencing
enrollment declire should collect and analyze dats
and this effort, in turn, will produce organiza-

~tiogal responses which will be acceptable to all

parties.’ Technical rationafity, in other words,
will locate ‘the "one best solurion" for everyone

concerned.

Support for this prover® comes not only from the:
scientific management principle "to plarm gheagd"
but also from the enrollment decline literature
which offers advice to school managers on how to
adjust to decline (see Zerchykov, 1981 for a com-
prehensive review of this literature). For exam-
ple, it has been sargued that retrenchmgnt planning
needs to be based on‘reliable local data -- not
only on enrollments but also on community needs and
opinions, staff skills, facilities, programs, and )
grade organization (Bellon, 1977; Brown and Ser-
ville, 1979; Keough, 1978). Along the same lines,
Bishop (1979) argues for a comprehensi:g facili-
ties.inventory using systematic sta damds and pro-
cedures, and cohort-survival méthodologies for
projection and non-demographic indicators, such as
real estate inform#tion. Finally, Sargent and Han-
dy (1974), Estes (1977), ahd Divoky (1979) contend
that plannin T retrenchment should be a year-
around activ1ty where al) districts, no matter what
their unique issues, require a comprehensive plan
for shrinkage including: (1) goals and o‘;quives,
)KZ) a factual base,, (3) an analysis of the data,
(4)(a of solutions, (5) a chofice among alter=-
nat ijves, d (6) a cost analysis of all plans.

"compxehensive planning" will produce acceptable
solutions; conditions of decline may require plan-
ning on a less comprehensive, more zd-hoc basis.
Rational planning generates numbers, percentages,
and ratios which tend to overwhelm and frustrate
‘the less-technically inclined. Furthermore, many
people believe statistics can be manipulated to
show what one wants them to show. If this is true,
the collection and presentation of elaborate in-
formation will increase rather than decrease oppo-
sition because of the beljef that policvmakers
know what they want to do (in response to decline)
and are simply constructing the numbers to justifs
their predetermined positions. Finally, in a de-
cline sitvation, retrenchment decisions focus on
who will be let go, what schools will be closed,
and what programs will be sakrificed. 1In all pub-
lic sector organizations, these decisions are ren-
dered in the context of professional norms, gov-
ernment mandates, politicaldy powerful constituents
and collective bargaining agreements (Levine, 1979).
I1f decisions for retrenchment are based on elabor-
ate planning processes but exclude the importance
-of "political” realities, the response to the ra-
tiomal plan may be violent. One simply cannot tell
a union it is more cost-effective to layoff older
(more expensive) teachers before younger (lesa
expensive) teachers.

N

While 1:;%i;pistorica11y appropriate to argue that
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These arguments imply there may be a contradiction
to the first management proverb. While comprehen-
aive, deliberate plahning techniques way produce
less opposition in many situations, less comprehen-
sive, swifter planning processes may reduce opposi-
tion in decline situations. ’

° The Second Proverb: - Participation

Q
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The second management proverb is that greater cred-
4bility and commitment, and less resistance to
change occur when people are involved in decisions
that affect them.
pembers and adhinistrators should broaden paftici-
pation in the retrenchment pyocess. The appeal of
this proverb is that it prowises to reduce the in-
evitable tension between policy-makers and those
who will be affected by policy decisions.

4 w4
Numerous enrollment decline experts state the im-
portance of participation in retrenchment deci-
sions .(Eisenbergér, 1974; Keough, 1978; Sargent
and Handy, 1974). Eisenberger, for example, 18
emphatic on the issue: "Technical planning and
accurate data gathering are not enough. School
offfcials need to let the community know they val-
ue their involvement, enlist’the support of com-
munkty opinion leaders, and establish’ district-

' wide, broadly répreséntative ‘task forees to en-

gage community leaders 1in helping to plan for de-
cline’ (1974, p. 34-37). Involvement, it should be
noted, should not be limited to the community.
Consultants, as well as teaghers, should aid with
the technical and political aspects of the situa-
tion (Beha, 1980; Divoky, 1979). )

1t is conceivable, on the other hand, that parti~
cipation will not be = panacey. Levine (1979)
jdentifies a participation paraddox in dec11n¥ sit-
vations: when the cutback process requires some
people to take greater cuts than others, the par-
ticipation process will encourage protective be-
havior from those likely to be hurt the most.
Eieenberger (1974) warns that teachers are often

- more loyal to their school than to the districg ap

a whole. Finally; consultant involvement may ex-
acerbate tensions rather than relieve them, espe=
cially if the high-priced ;ytsiddr {s perceived as
a pawn of the board. .

This second proverb, therefore, may also need qQual-
{fication. The participation of various consti-
tuents ‘may be desirable in some situations; how-
ever, 1f corried to an extreme it could 'ifticrease
(rather than decrease) opposition to retrenchment
decisions in decline situations.’

 Hypotheses .

In summary, two general hypotheses guide this
investigation:

There will be no difference in community
opposition between school districts which
use comprehensive, deliberate planning

./ techniques and districts® which do not use
such techniques.

HOI:

There will be no difference in community
opposition between school districts which
rely on extensive participation processes

R _2:
(o]

This proverb suggests that board’

"Since ' the'cases varied considerably in qualsty,

the sample..

v

and districts which do not rely on such

processes.

l

METHOD, o . ~

Sample ~

A non-random sample of 53 school districts whose
enrollment decline experiences were reparted in
case studies was used to test these/hypotheses.
Originally, 208 cases of decline were discovered.
70
cases were indtially selected for the analysis. To*
control for differénces between early and Tate e
cliners, 53 of the 70 cases (75.7%) whose peak en-
yollment year was on or before 1970-71, cons:{iUte

-~

Data Collection ~
Data covering a ten-year periog were collected for
this study via the case survey method (see Berger,
1982). The procedure involves the analysis of
cases with a closed-ended questionnaire, called a
checklist. The checklist contains variables of 1in=
terest to the researcher and can be aggregated to
produce geqeralizations based on conventional sta-
tistical techniques. The method 15 particularly
appropriate when a body of empirical evidence, such
as the enrollment decline literature, has a large
proportion of 1solateﬂ,.bne-shot case studies.

After elaborate case search and checklist develop-
ment, trained case analysts read the cases and
filled out the checklists, A follow-up ‘interview
procedure supplied missifig data from the original
case study. ' To control for unrelipble checklist’
application (when different case analysts fail to
g;e or judge case events in the same way), 36

ses (68%) were reassigned to & second analyst to
determi the degree of consistency between two
i epeﬁg:nt raters on the same district. On a.ran-
dom,sample of 50 items, the average Pearson's cor-
relation coefficient for the two raters, cqfrected.
by the Spearman-Brown Prophecy Formula, was .78.
Previous case survey analysts 4ndicate a coeffi-
cient of .67 is adequate for case sg;wéy resebrch -
(Jauch, 1980). 3 /

Model Specification and Measurement /

To proéiﬁe an empirical test of the two rﬁsearch

hypotheses, a fully specified model was required.
Three variable combinations led to the specifica-
tion of three separat€ models. -

Model 1: y = @1 + BaXa + BaXz2+ By Xs +Baxs 4
Bsxs +BeXs + B2X72+ €1

Model 2: y = @2+ BiXa +BaXa+ BsX s+ BaXs*
BsXs +BsXe + BaXxz2+ BeXe+ E2

MMélB:
’ BsXs +BeXg + BrX2 + BeXy + BoX9+Es

« where:

335

y: Community opposition - an index of opposition
tactics used by the community to protest retrench-
ment decisions. Righ scores indicate the most

-

y = g+ BiXa + BaXa + BaXs+ BaXat
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opposifion.(see Table 1). - 3

s ‘

p Notification tire frame - whether the commu-
n}ty was notified of the decline problem less than
two years before the first school closing or more

than two years before such a closing.

Xg: TasKforce speed ~ the number of months from
taskforce formation to final recommendations. *

X3: Planning.comprehensiveness - an index of plan-~
ning strategies used by the board to plan for re-"
trenchment. Districts were given one point for
each of the following techniques: collecting demo-
graphic data, plotting cohort:.survival, projecting -
enrollment statistically, analyzing migration pat-
terns, calculating cost-benefit ratios, developing
long-range perfonnel plans, ;evieﬁfhg bargaining
policies, forming study groups, contacting_ other
districts, and collecting facility data’ * The
higher the bcore, the more cowprehensive the plan-

ning. .

X4t Taskforbe-representativenéss - whether or not
the tggkforce was made up of representatives
throughout the district.

Xs: Consultant involvement - vhether or not an
outeide consultant was involved in the retrench-
ment process. !

- . ' "
X6: Teacher 1nvolve£§nt - the extent to which
teachers were involved in helping the board make
retrenchment decisions.

v

v
X;: Community involvement - the extent to which
the ¢ommunity was. involved ip helping the board to
make retrenchment decisions. .

;

XB: Income - the average income in the district.
Xg: -Coumunity“type =~ whetHer the district was ur-
ban, suburban, or rural.
TABLE 1. FACTOR ANALYSIS OF CCMMUNITY
OPPOSITION, TACTICS (a = 53
‘ Oy cT )
Items8 Loading
1. Letters to board members .81
2. Petitions to the board" .76
3. Heate? exchanges with board .71
4. Personal attacks on board in wedia .67
5. Demonstrations .63
6. Board member replacement .60
7. Lawsuits .55
8. Voting down referenda or budgets .49
. Eigenvalue 3.51P

Variance explained 100%

[

Q
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% Ttems appear as they did on the checklist. The
case survev question was worded as follows: '""The
case mentions the community used the following
opposition tactics (answer beside each tactic:

1 = yes, was used; 2 = no, never happened;
9 = impossible to say)."

L was hypothesized that ‘these t%%tics form an
umderlying scale of fincreasing opposition to
school board decistons. The principal factor

9

B

RIC

- test the two general hypotheses.
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onalysis with {ter%tions specifiéd the number of
factors at one. Thus, the underlying dimension
hypothesis was confirmed. This confirmation, in
- turn, permitted the construction of an opposition
value which was wsed as the criterion variable \{n
the regression analysis. ’

were ingluded.

-
R3

Data Analysis

¢

Ordinary least sduafbs (OLS) regression was used to
The technique ia
particularly .appropriate because it provides tests
of significance as well as the direction of the
relationship between the dependent variable and
each independent variable, the magnitude of change
in the dependent variable as a result of each in-
dependent variable, and the overall explsnatory
power of each equations Table 2 gives the means,
standard deviations, anc zero-orderhcorrelatfon
coefficients.
sults.

RESULTS
Before the regression analysis, the zero-order .
correlation coefficients (Table 2) were examined
to determine whether any redundant predictors -
Correlation coefficients greater
than .80 usually suggest that multicollincarity.
is present/ in the independent variables (Farrar
and Glaubdr, 1967). The correlation midtrix shows
no coefficient equal to cr above .80, sand less
than 17% (6 of 36) of the rredictor coefficlents
significant at the .05 level or less. This low
level of prédictor corp€latinn sheald eliminate
any concern for multicollinearity.

The Planning Proverb

The planning proverb suggests that comprehensive,
deliberate planning techniques produce less oppo- -
sition te change than less comprehensive, less
deliberate technigues. ., The results in Table 3
tend to reject this proverb. "The data show that
districts which spent more than twe ycars between
notification of a decline problem and school
closings were likely to experience greater opposi-
tion than districts 'which moved more quickly. The
relationship .is significant at the .05 level in
each model. Next,.the data show that taskforce
speed (from formation to recommendations) has no
effect on opposition. Deliberate study, in other
words, does not reduce (or increase) community
opposition. Finally, the results indicate that
planning comprehensiveness (Variable 3) has &
strong, positive effect on opposition, that is,
the more conprehensive the planning processes, the
greater the community opposia}on. :

This latter finding is attenuated somewhat in the
third modei (see Table 3) by the Introduction of
the urban variable. While planning comprehensive-

Table 3 presents the regression re- )

~

| 3

ness has a significdnt, positive effect (.0] level) '

on community opposition in the first }tvo models,
the inclusion of the urhan voriable rpdices the
standardized betz coefficient frow .J] to .22.
While the effect is still substantial and the di-
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TABLE 2. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

N \ —
. ]

L. .

AND CORRELATION COEFFICTENTS

—

\  VARIABLE ' Nean 5.0, 1 2 3 ‘ 5 ¢ ? s.
3. Notificstion timeframe 1.43 .50 )
(1=€2 yra, 2232 yrs.) - ¥y
2. Teskforce speed 9.02 4,20 -.06 -
+ (wonths) - ! .
. 3. Plsming'Comprehensivensss 6.98 2.12 0 .06 -
. (index rul;e-'s(l.ov)to 10(high) . . -
4. Teskforce Tepresentativaness ’ 1.28 - .45 J 24 -.18 -.12 . .
' (1eyes, 2°n0) Lo A . .
5. Consultant invélvestnt R W3 § 50 .05 -.04 -.522 32 . '
. s (Ivyes, 2en0)° ) . . . ' "
6. Tescher involvement 2.62 3,03 -1 04 -.010  =.32° .18 <7
(lenot et all, S=axtensive) , C ) . .
7. Community involvement - 2,96 1.00 -.29 -8 .09 ) -.43°t . 20 .S7%e¢ o
(1*not et all, S=extensive) . . : X
8. District Income (avg.) ’ .57 “S0 -.04 -,06 -.25 .18 .13 02 -.05 ) \ .
© (1=€$14,999, 2+3$15,000) . 4 P
9. Urban Commmity +36 - 48 =013 .20 -.01 -.01 .13 -.10 .03 -.48°° )
-’. (1=yes, 0=no) . . .
30. . Cozmunity -Opposition 14.63 1198 . .19 .06 .39°° -.08  -.02 -.36°° .07 -.04 .22 - :
N (index rangee Oto 36) '
. - _
\g) NQTE: n's range between.39 and S3 v
*Significant et .05 leve! (two-tailed test)
seSignificant et .01 lavel (two-tailed test) .
. #eeSignificant et .00]1 level (two-talled test) -
\ o ‘. N ~ ¢t
. a Y rs ~ '
. FAKI L 3. RESULTS OF THE INFLUENCE OF PLANNING AND PARTICIPATION
VARIABLES ON COMMUNITY OPPOSITION '
. -
lenh:} Variables Participstion Varisbles Control Variables] OVERALL SIGNIF1CANCE
MODEL 1.Notif 2.Taskf 3.PIng &.Taskf 5.Cnslt 6.Tcher 7.Crnty [8.Distr 9.Cmnty : d
Time Speed Compr Repre Invlv Invlv Invlv Incme Type r2 af F L
1 Bets o2 -.08 .28 -.15 -.16 -.46 .08 ;37 7,30 2:8S .05
4 2.40° .30 3.43°" .79 .96 6.54¢%%° .20° '
<
, €2 Bets .24 -.08 .31 -.17 -.16 -.47 .09 .10 .38 8,27 2.09 n.s. .
F 2.30* .26 3.50°° .90 .89 6.19%* %19 42 <
5 Bete 25 -8 .22 -.16 - Ta N5 4 45 9,28 2.59 .05
F 2.62* 1.08 1.82 .92 1.90 S.74%¢° .0? 3.60*
- *Significsnt st .05 level \
*eSignificant ot..01 level
eesSipnificant st .001 level . . ‘
-rection is still positive, the third equq}ion sug- community opposition from a representative task- i
gests that the impact: of planning comprehensive- force, the use of consultants, or extensive in-
‘- ness on community opposition depends on whethgr volvement of the community. In other words, these
or not the district is urban. 1In other words, three variables make no difference in reducing
when controlling for commumity type, planning com community opposition (see Table 3).
. \:

prehensiveness has an insignificant effect (at th .
.05 level) on community opposition. 1It.is signif-
icant hawvever, -at the .10 level. .
A ) .
. ¢
b The Participation Proverb

-

The participation proverb asserts that extensive
participation processes lead to less opposition.
The wost serious damage to the proverb is im the
finding that there are no significant effects on

rd
-
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Support for the proverb; on the other hand, -omes
from the teacher involvement variable.® The data

" show. that the more the teachers are involved in

retrenchment decisions, the less the community
opposition. Moreover, the relationship remains
statistically significant at the .00]1 level in all
three equations. -

In summary, Table 3 reveals that Models 1 and 3 [ \
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_rollment decline experience.

‘cut whereas others are preserved;"

- ° R \ ‘
explain 37 and 45 percent of the variance in coe~
wunity opposition, respectively, and are each sig-
nificant at the .05 level. Three predictors were
consistently significant: notification timeframe,
planning comprehensiveness, and teacher. involvement.
Average district income had no e¥fect on opposition
and urban districts experience significantly more.
opposition than suburban or rura] districts.

’ .
DISCUSSION

v {
The interpretation of these results must be tem-
pered- by the possibility of a biased sample. The
case survey method takes as its unit of analysis
cases written about a district's particular en-
If the various cases
Jare biased from the standpoint of author distor-
tion, fact misrepresentation, or low external val- .
idity to other school districts, the biases from
the original cases are transmitted to the present

study.

-

This qualification notwithstanding, the analysess
above sugges§ a revision of the planning and par-
ticipation proverbs for school districts {and pos-
sibly for other public sector organizations) in
decline. First, the data show that comprehensive
planning may not be inversely related to.community’
opposition, as expected. Although comprehensive
planning may be functional for other purposes (1.e.
to preserve the myth of ragionality, to confound
and confuse, or to.providethe basis for more po-
litical, ad hoc decision making at a later time),
the widely held belief that comprehensive planning
processes reduce opposition to retrenchment deci-
sions 1is not supported in this study.
L3 P )
Second, the data show that only teacher involvement
has a mitigating effect on opposition. Other par-
ticipation bariables, contrary to expectations,
have no impact on community opposition: 1In addi-
tion, although the consultant variable failed to
reach statistical significance at the .05 level,
its sign was consistently negative (indicating the
presence of a consultant was associated with great-

er community opposition) and its beta weight in the .

third equation was significant at the .10 level.

uhy<gp we observe these contradictions ip these
chertshed management proverbs? . One argument is
that policymakers, when faced with the need to cut-
back, rely on management principles which were, suc-
cessful during earlier periods of growth: they
take their time, they plen comprehensively, they
form‘ representative taskforces, they bring in out~-
gide experts’, and they involve teachers and mem-
bers of the community. However, processes which
facilitate commitment (i.e., reduced opposition)

in periods of growth may not apply in times of .
decline. Retrenchment policies inevitably require
selective sacrifice: 'some schools must be closed
while others remain open; some programs must pe

and some staff
must be terminated while others stay on. In
growth, benefits are preserved or increased,
whereas declipre raises the delicate issue of who
will bear the costs of thg/retrenchment. No Lol
amount of planning,or participation can alter this

‘réeality. (. y ,
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‘-

In coBclusion. the results of this‘study"EUBSGSt
that public sector management practitioners and
scholars may want to modify their management prov-

erbs when coping with decline. ‘Eaéh proverb has
,its counterpart: L4 o

Proverg_l: Comprehensive, deliberate planning
Yechniques are .preferred in most situations.

On the other hand, lgss-systemat{g. shorter
term planning may be most effective in reducing
opposition in decline éituations. P

LS
., Proverb 2: Generally, participation will lead
to greater coumitment and less resistance. On
the other hand, the involvement of outside con-
sultants and the community may increase oppo-
sition in decline\situations.

In times of retrenchment, policymékers must anmti-

cipate that selective cutbacks will produce oppo-
sition. 1In this stddy, only the teacher involve-

ment variable was associated with reduced commun=
ity opposition. Other conventional principles,
contrary to expectations, either had no effect on
community opposition\or'actually increased it.
Perhaps public sector managers will want to find
new structures of participation for their profes-
sionals (in this case, zeachers) tc aver? com-
munity protest and look more closely at their
assumptions of what management principles work in
times of growth versus times of retrenchment.
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