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C
olleges and universities 
find themselves in a rap-
idly shifting environment 
due to changes in student 
demographics, develop-
ments in technology, and 
challenges to the high-
er-education business 
model. Many college pres-
idents and other academ-

ic leaders realize the need to innovate 
to meet these challenges, but few have 
truly succeeded in creating sustain-
able cultures that foster new mindsets 
and ideas on their campuses.

 Presidents who have been suc-
cessful in transforming their institu-
tions say several factors are important 
for managing innovation. This report 
examines those factors and focuses 
on how three leaders from different 
types of institutions — private and 
public; large enrollment and small — 
have been able to develop innovative 
programs on their campuses.

The report breaks down the chal-
lenges to innovation into three parts.

Charting a Course

 The path toward innovation will differ 
for every higher-education institution, 
because each has a unique mission and 
market niche that should guide and shape 
any decision making. Colleges and univer-
sities should seek to find ways to extend 
their larger purpose and mission through 
new ideas and experimentation. 
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Talent Management

Success in creating a culture of inno-
vation in colleges and universities re-
quires clear presidential communication 
of the vision and reasons for change. Ideas 
should be sought from people throughout 
an institution — board members, faculty, 
staff, and students. Bringing people from 
outside academe into those conversations 
also can provide fresh perspectives. Peo-
ple within an institution should be given 
opportunities to try new ideas, and they 
should also be given the opportunity to 
opt out of innovative endeavors.

Cultivating Resilience 

Sustained innovation at a college or 
university requires creating opportunities 
for experimentation and risk taking. Boards, 
presidents, and other leaders must foster 
cultures where failures are viewed as part 
of the process, as long as learning occurs 
to then inform and modify the continuing 
transformation. Presidents and boards also 
must work to develop new reward systems 
that encourage innovation.
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F
aced with increasing exter-
nal pressures and internal 
challenges, most American 
colleges and universities are 
seeking ways to transform 
and improve themselves. Yet 
many presidents and other 
leaders of higher-education 
institutions struggle with 
moving beyond philosoph-

ical discussions and taking steps to 
truly create innovative cultures on 
their campuses. 

“We often have an innovation 
conversation that feels like it’s about 
inspiration and aspiration and cre-
ative breakthrough, and a lot of in-
novation work is less sexy than that,” 
says Paul J. LeBlanc, president of 
Southern New Hampshire University, 
who has taught workshops on inno-
vation in Harvard University’s sem-
inar for new college presidents. “The 
part of innovation that people like to 
talk about is the art of it, versus the 
science of it. And there is a science of 
it; there is a process.”

Higher-education leaders clearly 
see the reasons to innovate, as the de-
mands for change in higher education 
have grown louder in recent years. 
A 2017 survey for The Chronicle of 
Higher Education found that 81 per-
cent of college leaders agreed with the 
current public discussions about the 
need to transform higher education. 
Businesses leaders have demanded 
more and better college-educated 
workers, political leaders have ex-
pressed concern about lagging gradu-
ation rates, and parents and students 
are struggling with the ever-rising 
costs of a college degree.

Student demographics also have 
changed. Nearly 40 percent of col-
lege and university students are now 
older than traditional college age, 
and about 42 percent of students are 
members of racial and ethnic mi-
nority groups, federal education data 
show. Growing numbers of students 
have nonlinear paths through higher 
education, according to the National 
Student Clearinghouse. 

INTRODUCTION
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At the same time, many colleges 
and universities are grappling with 
failing business models due to en-
rollment declines and decreased 

government support for higher edu-
cation. Technology is also changing 
the context in which higher education 
operates, as new developments con-
tinue to transform the way people live 
and work and learn.

The 2017 survey by The Chronicle 
found that 70 percent of academic 
leaders said a transformation pro-
cess was currently underway on their 
campus, and in the next five years 
they plan to begin an array of meth-
ods for remaking themselves, from 
creating online or hybrid degree pro-
grams to expanding to new geograph-
ic markets and launching programs 

based on employer demands.
Yet innovation remains a chal-

lenge. In that same survey, 69 percent 
of the respondents said higher edu-
cation fosters innovation a small or 
moderate amount.  

Challenges vary among institu-
tions, as each college or university has 
its own culture, purpose, opportu-
nities, and constraints. But there are 
some common themes for how best to 
manage innovation.

•  College leaders with strong track 
records of innovation on their 
campuses note that the path to-
ward sustainable and productive 
creativity in finding solutions re-
quires a clear understanding of an 
institution’s larger purpose, aims, 
and values. 

•  Innovative leaders must be skillful 
in managing internal and external 
cultural factors, and they should 
have a clear understanding of the 
type of innovation they wish to 
accomplish, in order to develop an 
appropriate strategy. 

•  That strategy should be fluid and 
leave room for risk and learning, 
to ensure that institutions contin-
ue to best harness resources and 
adapt to new developments on 
their campuses and in the world 
around them.

“ The part of innovation that 
people like to talk about is the 
art of it, versus the science of 
it. And there is a science of it;  
there is a process.”
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PERCENTAGE OF ACADEMIC LEADERS WHO FORESEE THE FOLLOWING

n Within the next year      n Within the next five years      n Within the next ten years      n I do not foresee this happening

38% 48% 5% 9%Launching new programs based on employer demands

35% 28% 5% 32%Increasing graduate enrollment

33% 44% 9% 14%Starting collaborative programs with another institution

30% 41% 6% 23%Expanding existing collaborative programs with another institution

25% 42% 8% 25%Increasing the number of international students

24% 38% 8% 30%Expanding into new geographic markets

23% 45% 8% 23%Eliminating a degree program

22% 30% 13% 34%Expanding the physical campus

20% 51% 13% 16%Appointing a new President/Chair of the Board of Trustees

Increasing undergraduate enrollment 45% 38% 15%

Enrolling more low-income students 50% 21%28%

Launching an online or hybrid degree program 48% 36% 12%

1%

2%

4%
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Charting  
a Course
C

ampus conversations about 
transformation should be guided 
by an institution’s unique mis-
sion and should have a strategic 
focus, LeBlanc and other lead-
ers say. Too often, colleges and 
universities try to accomplish a 
variety of innovative endeavors 
without a clear idea of the pur-
pose they want to accomplish. 

Successful transformation needs a 
college president to articulate how new en-
deavors fit with the spirit of the institution’s 
overall reason for existence. “Mission, vision, 
and values should inform all of our deci-
sions,” says Michael V. Drake, who became 
president of Ohio State University in 2014. 

The larger aims he has outlined for Ohio 
State, included in a new university strate-

gic plan adopted last year, focus on helping 
broaden access to an affordable education, 
particularly for low-income and minority stu-
dents; promoting food security in the larger 
community; and improving student retention 
and degree completion. Those efforts are all 
in keeping with Ohio State’s public land-grant 
mission of serving students and the local pop-
ulation, he says. “I believe very, very strongly 
in values-based decision making — that you 
have a set of values and you apply those to 
your decisions, so you continue to move in an 
exemplary and reproducible pathway toward 
that envisioned future.”

At the same time, he and other leaders 
note that colleges and universities should try 
to see their traditional mission in new ways. 
“The danger is, if you focus too much on what 
your mission is today, you might risk not see-
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ing opportunities,” says Melissa Morriss-Ol-
son, provost of Bay Path University, a private 
institution in Massachusetts whose 121-year 
history has included various shifts in mis-
sion, from starting out as a for-profit business 
college to later becoming a nonprofit women’s 
college. “If you’re thinking about how might 
the mission be leveraged in new and unique 
ways, it allows you to extend your mission.” 

At Bay Path, where the focus has long 
included educating women at the undergrad-
uate level, a successful program for decades 
had offered accelerated degree programs to 
local adult women in a traditional classroom 
format. But when competition from other 
education providers increased in 2012-13 and 
the institution found it more difficult to meet 
enrollment goals, the university’s leaders 
decided to extend the program into an online 
format to women around the world, and 
they created the American Women’s Col-
lege. “We’re now leveraging the mission in a 
broader way — and one could argue, if access 
is important, in a more effective way — be-
cause we’re able to reach women all around 
the world, which wasn’t possible when we 
were just doing a program on the ground,” 
Morriss-Olson says. 

Focus is an important part of innovation, 
she adds, and innovation is not emulation. 
“You do have to safeguard against wanting 

to go off and do all kinds of things, if they are 
only tangentially related to your mission,” 
she says. “Obviously, no one has the resourc-
es to do everything. But then you also risk 
really diluting your distinctiveness. The best 
innovation in higher education really does 
allow you to shine light on your one and only 
position as an institution.”

College and university leaders also must 
be clear in their understanding of what type 
of innovation work they’re seeking to under-
take as they develop strategies, says LeBlanc 
at Southern New Hampshire, a private, non-
profit institution that in 2014 created online, 
competency-based degree programs called 
College for America, with support from the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the 
Lumina Foundation. Southern New Hamp-
shire now has 3,000 on-campus students and 
more than 80,000 online students worldwide, 
about 10 times the number of online stu-
dents it had 20 years ago. “The innovation 
to be better is different than the innovation 
to be efficient, and that’s different than the 
innovation to reinvent. Each of those has a 
different playbook and different demands.” 

•  The most basic innovations involve find-
ing ways to improve quality. These types 
of changes are relatively easy for most 
institutions to accomplish, since seek-
ing to be better has long been part of the 
culture at most institutions and doesn’t 
require making radical changes to the 
status quo. 

•  The next level of innovation involves 
finding ways to cut costs while main-
taining quality, and this can be more 
challenging for college and university 
leaders to navigate. Since people within 
an institution can perceive these sorts of 
changes to be threatening, leaders must 
pay greater attention to managing and 
communicating to address those con-
cerns, and demonstrate that the insti-
tution’s larger aims and excellence will 
continue. 

•  The most comprehensive type of innova-
tion involves making bolder moves to rein-
vent an institution in dramatic ways. This 
often involves a fundamental rethinking 
of the basic model of how and why a 
higher-education institution can achieve 
its strategic purposes. It also requires the 

“ The innovation to be better is 
different than the innovation 
to be efficient, and that’s 
different than the innovation 
to reinvent. Each of those 
has a different playbook and 
different demands.”
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greatest degree of courageous leadership, 
skillful communication and management, 
and fortitude to stay the course and make 
adjustments along the way.
 The different types of innovation can 

sometimes be harnessed to serve one anoth-
er. To support the larger goals of increasing 
access and affordability and improving grad-
uation rates for students at Ohio State, Drake 
has led an effort to generate funds through 
improving administrative operational 
efficiencies in order to increase need-based 
financial aid for low- and middle-income 
students. By 2015, the university had gener-
ated more than $1.5 billion through opera-
tional efficiencies, such as finding a better 
travel service for faculty and staff members, 
and innovative funding strategies, such as 
redirecting money gained through admin-
istrative efficiencies to financial aid for 

students. A presidential grant program has 
now provided a total of $60 million in need-
based financial aid. Last year, the univer-
sity also established the Ohio State Tuition 
Guarantee, freezing tuition and fees as well 
as housing and dining costs for four years for 
incoming freshmen.

 Beyond internal campus factors, 
technological developments in the larger 
world also can drive innovation at colleges 
and universities by generating new opportu-
nities as well as creating competitive threats 
for higher-education institutions. “Technolo-
gy allows you to rethink your business model, 
the market you serve, who you deliver to, and 
how you deliver, and it allows you to drive 
down cost,” says LeBlanc. “But technology 
should not be the driver. The job you’re trying 
to do, and for whom, should be the driver, and 
then technology needs to support that.”

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
WHAT is the goal of your innovation efforts? 
Do you want your institution to be different 
from others, be more financially efficient, or 
reinvent its educational mission? 

HOW does your innovation goal connect to 
your college’s historical mission? 

WHAT role is technology playing in your inno-
vation work? Is the innovation driving the use 
of new technologies or the other way around?
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Talent 
Management
T

he president’s role in innovation 
processes, LeBlanc and Drake 
both say, is to communicate 
the larger aims and reasons for 
changes and strategies to all those 
involved with their institution, 
both internally and externally. 
“The No.1 job of presidents is to 
be storyteller-in-chief,” LeBlanc 
says. “You have to do it constant-

ly, almost to the point where you get sick of 
hearing yourself talk about it.” 

Emotional intelligence is a big factor in 
the effectiveness of that communication. 
“Probably none of us really like change, if 
we’re honest,” Morriss-Olson notes. “When it 
comes to faculty, I think there is a deep-rooted 
fear sometimes that if things change, they’re 
not going to be relevant anymore, or they 
won’t have value, or they won’t matter.” 

Presidents and other leaders must 
address those concerns and show various 
members of the campus community how 
they will be appreciated and involved in 
the new ways of doing things. Blogging and 
social media provide ways for a president to 
directly communicate with large numbers 
of people, in addition to traditional speaking 
engagements and individual conversations. 
“You have to find the right ways to communi-
cate,” LeBlanc says. “It’s actually dangerous 
to leave it to your team, because as commu-
nication research shows, messages degrade 
as they move down the hierarchy.” 

The second job for a leader to succeed 
in fostering innovation is hiring the right 
people for key endeavors and seeking ways 
to include everyone on a campus in transfor-
mation efforts and idea generation. To best 
understand and manage new technological 

15managing innovation



developments and opportunities, college 
presidents should hire great chief informa-
tion officers, often from outside academe, 
and make sure they’re part of the top leader-
ship team, LeBlanc and other leaders say. In 
many higher-education institutions, infor-
mation-technology operations have often 
been treated like facilities or utilities, with 
the CIO at a second remove from the presi-
dent. But the ways that technology is chang-
ing the larger world 
mean that presidents 
increasingly need 
CIOs who can help 
inform the execu-
tive-level strategic 
thinking.

To better culti-
vate fresh ideas on a 
variety of issues as 
they seek to inno-
vate, college leaders 
increasingly are 
looking for input 
from sources that 
traditionally haven’t 
been part of cam-
pus decision mak-
ing. Those sources 
include experts from 
corporations and entities outside academe, 
and peers at other institutions that formerly 
might have been considered competitors, 
through groups such as the University Inno-
vation Alliance. The alliance is coalition of 11 
public research universities whose chair-
man, Michael Crow, has created sweeping 
changes during his 15 years as president of 
Arizona State University. 

Ohio State is a member of the alliance, 
and Drake says that the group’s sharing of 
data and strategies on issues such as student 
recruitment and retention helped inspire his 
thinking as Ohio State began data-supported 
advising to help vulnerable students receive 
early intervention and achieve greater suc-
cess. Ohio State also last year significantly 
increased the awarding of completion grants 
to aid students who are close to finishing 
their degrees but considering dropping out 
because of financial struggles — an issue he 
learned more about through the alliance’s 
conversations.

Some college presidents have hired 
people from outside academe for key posi-
tions in their institutions, to help accomplish 
strategic endeavors. But even just bringing in 
people from outside academe to participate in 
conversations with faculty and staff mem-
bers can spur new ideas and perspectives, 
Morriss-Olson at Bay Path notes. Traditional 
academic culture is insular, hierarchical, and 
siloed. “Learning how to become more out-

ward-looking is perhaps 
one of the most import-
ant things you can do to 
become more innovative,” 
she says. At Bay Path, 
she encourages faculty 
members to bring external 
voices into the process of 
program review, including 
employers who are hiring 
students and representa-
tives from state agencies. 
Those faculty members 
are often more receptive 
to new ideas when the 
group context includes 
perspectives from outside 
academe.

Some colleges and 
universities also are 

partnering with corporations to enable 
transformation on their campuses. Both Bay 
Path and Ohio State have worked with Apple 
to incorporate iPad technology into their 
teaching and learning, and Ohio State this 
past October joined with Apple to create an 
iOS design laboratory on campus and to offer 
students Apple’s coding curriculum.

A leader should seek ways to involve peo-
ple in the larger purpose of the innovation, a 
key step toward building support for change 
on campus. At Southern New Hampshire, 
LeBlanc says it’s important to invite all peo-
ple on campus to participate but also allow 
some of them to opt out of transformation 
efforts they don’t want to join, if they’re not 
critical to the work. Showing them tangible 
ways that innovation pays off helps build 
their support for the overall trajectory of 
the institution. “When we’re successful, we 
certainly share the rewards,” he says. “Even 
if they weren’t part of the work, they see the 
benefit of the work.” 

“ Learning how to 
become more  
outward-looking is 
perhaps one of the 
most important things 
you can do to become 
more innovative.”
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Presidents also must work to educate 
their governing boards about the larger 
global context and competitive environment 
in which their institution operates, to build 
board support for the president’s goals for 
innovation. Many board members come 
from industries that have been responsive 
to technological and global changes, and 
presidents must seek opportunities to edu-
cate and communicate with board members 
about their institution’s larger aspirations 
and strategic priorities. 

In a board of directors’ statement 
released this past November, the Associ-
ation of Governing Boards of Universities 
and Colleges noted the important role of 
board members, who have ultimate fidu-
ciary responsibility for an institution, in 
providing resources and ideas for campus 
innovation and in allowing presidents to take 
well-considered risks. “Governing boards 
play an instrumental role in recognizing and 
supporting visionary and innovative ideas, 

protecting them from becoming medio-
cre ones, and sharpening these good ideas 
through discussion and engagement,” the 
report notes.

Presidents and other college leaders 
should make sure that meeting agendas 
for boards as well as faculty members and 
others on campus include time to talk about 
innovative strategies for the future, oppor-
tunities to engage with developments from 
the world outside academe, and data on 
benchmarks from other institutions and 
organizations, LeBlanc and Morriss-Olson 
say. Southern New Hampshire University’s 
board has three meetings a year, and one is 
always a traveling and learning retreat that 
often involves immersion in a sector outside 
academe. “Getting the board’s buy-in starts 
with level-setting, getting the knowledge and 
understanding to where it needs to be,”  
LeBlanc notes. “Then, when you’re trying 
things, you have to bring to that real risk 
assessment and transparency.”

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
HOW well are both the innovation process 
and its end goal communicated to the faculty, 
trustees, and the public? 

HOW do you and your college share ideas with 
other higher-education institutions? 

HOW do you and your institution get input 
from outside of academe?
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Cultivating 
Resilience
A

cademic culture has a history 
of being risk averse and intol-
erant of failure. Its reward and 
recognition systems for students 
and for faculty tenure often 
leave little room for innovation 
and experimentation. Higher 
education is also a highly regu-
lated industry, with standards 
set by accreditors and state and 

federal governments. Yet trying new things 
and making mistakes and learning from 
those mistakes are all crucial steps in finding 
true creativity and fostering innovative cul-
tures. So presidents and other college leaders 
who want to encourage fresh ideas on their 

campuses must find new ways to reward and 
incentivize that work. 

“If you’re talking a good game about in-
novation but you’re actually rewarding other 
things or punishing innovation, it’s going to 
fail,” LeBlanc says. “Part of the president’s 
storytelling job is to shine the light on the 
successes, to share the learning from the 
failures, and to make resources available to 
people who want to try stuff.” Those resources 
can include mini-grants for faculty members 
or students to try out new ideas, or allowing 
faculty and staff members time for experi-
menting with creative ways of doing things. 
“Failure should be allowed, as long as they fail 
smartly,” he says.
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Governing boards seeking innovation and 
transformation also must allow presidents to 
try well-considered experiments and learn 
from mistakes. A decade ago, Southern New 
Hampshire tried to bring online programs 
to China, investing millions of dollars and 
opening an office in Beijing. After two years, 
LeBlanc realized it wasn’t working. “I had to 
go back to the board and say, I think we need 
to pull the plug on this,” he recalls. 

But two factors helped the board accept 
the failure. “One is, we learned stuff. The sec-
ond is that they had been getting transparent 
reports from me 
all along. So this 
was not a sur-
prise for them.”

Beyond 
allowing for 
mistakes, boards 
as well as presi-
dents and other 
leaders must also 
reward inno-
vation. At Ohio 
State, faculty and 
staff members as 
well as students 
are offered priz-
es and awards 
for innovative 
efforts and are 
publicly cele-
brated for that 
work, sometimes in front of 100,000 people 
at a football game, Drake says. At Ohio State, 
Drake created a President’s Prize that honors 
two graduating seniors for innovative projects 
with local, national, or global community 
impact. The students receive a $50,000 living 
stipend and up to $50,000 in start-up funding, 
as well as access to a network of university 
experts and mentors and the opportunity to 
share their innovative ideas with Ohio State’s 
global alumni and partners. One of the 2017 

winners is tackling the opioid epidemic; the 
other winner is focusing on helping improve 
access for people with disabilities, both on 
campus and in the larger community. “Our 
faculty and our community leaders and our 
students are all broadly encouraged and 
incentivized to innovate and to think in novel 
ways about the problems we are addressing 
together,” Drake says.

Innovation is also a fluid process that 
involves modulating ideas along the way, 
with myriad people who are involved with a 
campus contributing ideas. “People can sort 

of become true 
believers in their 
own innovation, 
which is, in itself, 
not innovative,” 
LeBlanc says. At 
Southern New 
Hampshire, 
the team that 
created College 
for America at 
first resisted 
the executive 
leaders’ push last 
year to expand 
the programs 
and move into 
new markets. 
After talking it 
over, the team 
supported the 

new endeavor and the university is now edu-
cating students who are refugees in far-flung 
places including Malawi and Lebanon. The 
university is also in the process of rebuilding 
its technological platform to ultimately be 
able to serve 300,000 students worldwide. 
“What we realized was that they were kind of 
hanging on to the thing as it was. That’s a high 
risk to innovation, because innovation isn’t 
a finish line you cross. It’s a process that you 
keep pushing forward.” 

“ Part of the president’s 
storytelling job is to shine  
the light on the successes, 
to share the learning from 
the failures, and to make 
resources available to people 
who want to try stuff.” 
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
IS your institution prepared to pull the plug 
on an innovative effort that doesn’t meet ex-
pectations? Does it have a process to pivot or 
learn from that failure? 

WHAT types of incentives do you or your in-
stitution offer faculty, staff, and students to 
suggest new ideas or solve problems?  
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C
reating cultures of inno-
vation requires college 
presidents and other 
leaders to be tireless 
communicators of an in-
stitution’s larger purpose, 
the reasons for change, 
and the existential value 
and connectedness of 
innovations to an institu-

tion’s identity and growth. Fostering 
transformation allows colleges and 
universities to better serve students, 
and in a changing world of increased 
competition and new technologies, it 
allows higher-education institutions 
to survive and thrive.

Ways to foster fresh thinking in-
clude revising recognition and reward 
systems and allowing productive ex-
perimentation and failures that create 

new learning. College and university 
presidents should recognize and ex-
plore the opportunities new technolo-
gy brings, but they should only invest 
in technology to serve larger strate-
gies and aims for their institutions. 
Seeking ideas and conversations 
from people outside academe helps 
foster new ideas on campus and new 
thinking from faculty, staff, and board 
members who engage with them, as 
well as students. 

In a truly innovative culture, the 
innovation process is never complete. 
“There’s this tendency to think there’s 
this one really good idea out there, 
and if we can just find it, it will solve 
our problems or help us do whatever 
we’re trying to do,” Morriss-Olson 
says. “And the truth is that innovation 
almost always is right in front of us.”
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