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ABSTRACT

N Promoting academic departmental productivity requires vision, passion, and
sensitivity. Coping optimally with the rapid pace of change that characterizes t(’)day’s
hlgh-er. education is as dependent on keen interpersonal skills as it is on scholarly and
administrative competence. Ten proven strategies for managing some of common
challenges faced by academic department chairs are discussed and illustrated.
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Bringing Out Everyone’s Best:

Ten Psychological Tips for Academic Department Leaders

Catherine Chambliss, Ph.D.
Chair, Department of Psychology
Ursinus College

Collegeville, PA 19426
Introduction

With increasing numbers of young adults entering colleges and universities, it is an

exciting time to be involved in higher educations. Simultaneously, increasing pressure from



consumers and colleagues alike, will be able to enjoy participating in the work of the institution.
Ten psychological strategies for improving chairs’ effectiveness have demonstrated some

utility in helping academic chairs to respond fo the challenges that characterize many educational

settings today. Both empirical and anecdotal ﬁndings are useful in framing constructive solutions

to problems confronting educational orgamzatlons (Chambliss, 2001; Chambliss 1997; Chambliss,

For a variety of reasons, not the least of which being the granting of tenure, faculty members in
many academic settings will share many years together. In fact, many will share more years in
daily contact with their fellow academicians than they will with a given spouse (thanks in part to
the divorce rate among those in the field), their children, or members of their own family of origin.
In many respects, academic departments become second families to their members Academic
administrators can therefore be understood as functioning in some Tespects as parental figures.
This notion can help to enhance the way departments are led,
Chairing a Department: Exploiting the Parallels to Parenting

Given that chairing an academic department parallels the work of parenting in many ways,
it makes sense to consider lessons from parenting that can be fruitfully generalized to the
educational milieu.. Several of the strategies that work well i In our families also have relevance j in
the workplace. Although we certainly shouldn’t view our colleagues as children, the fact is that
the workplace recreates many childhood issues, and the psychological dynamics of departments
are often evocative of family dynamics. It can be helpful to use this analogy in considering the

following practical tips.



Ten Practical Tips for Department Chairs

1. Building a sense of “family purpose” can help promote individual, departmental, and
institutional productivity. Aligning individual, departmental, and institutional objectives is the
key to facilitating faculty embers growth and success. Providing clear, challenging
expectations is important, as is helping some faculty structure their time and maintain an
organized approach to their work. The chair’s main job is to provide needed resources and
direction.

2. Establishing rhechanisms to assure accountability will help faculty keep from abusing their
substantial free time. Supervising and giving feedback in a sensitive manner can enhance
faculty members’ éatisfaction, while simultaneously permitting chairs to nip problems in the
bud.

3. A participatory leadership style fosters a valuable sense of control and increases the faculty
members’ sense of ownership. Faculty who fee] highly involved in departmental decision-
making have better morale, waste less time grousing, and pitch in during peak periods of
demand. Micromanaging undermines faculty motivation, and leaves faculty feel untrusted.
This in turn can make it harder for them to trust the administration,

4. Providing an admirable roje model helps set the tone for the aepanment. Chairs that are
respectful, honest, assertive, and conscientious provide a positive example, but also maintain a
sense of safety within the department. This can help chairs reduce destructive rumors and
distracting anxiety.

5. The best way to build positive behavior is to catch people being good. Depending more

heavily on the carrot than the stick works wonders; it makes sense to use varied rewards to




convey your appreciation for hard, collaborative work.

eliciting reactance. Reactance refers to individuals’ tendencies to assert freedom whenever
they feel their freedom has been threatened Criticizing and giving excessive directions and

advice often spur oppositional behavior.



10.

(“Boy, that sounds like it was extremely frustrating ™) to a consideration of situations in which

the problem is successfully avoided (“Are there any places where the two of you have better

invited to expand their use of the more effective strategies (“I wonder if .there is any way the
two of you could spend more time like that? Is there 2 way you could set that up?”).

Bring a new faculty member into the department resembles the process of introducing new
siblings into the family. In addition to challenging those already “at home”, providing a good
start for new faculty permits chairs to have an enduring influence on an institution. The

department chair’s approach to hiring new faculty and facilitating the newcomer’s assimilation

commitment and caring.

Within the Ursinus Péychology Departmenf, as we have incorporated sjx new faculty



members in the past few years, we have found it very helpful to make the search process as
inclusive as possible. Just as sharing pregnancies with siblings-to-be helps them to prepare for the

upcoming changes, invdlving all colleagues in conceptualizing and defining new positions,



strengths.
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