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t the time of this writing, Charles Moyer was dean emeritus of the Babcock
School of Business at Wake Forest University and had not been appointed yet as
dean of the College of Business and Public Administration at the University of
Louisville. By all indications, his ‘staying power” in the dean’s office may exceed that in
the faculty ranks! In this essay Dean Moyer offers insightful suggestions for effective

‘deaning.’

Lessons Learned from the Dean’s Suite

by R. Charles Moyer, Dean, College of Business and Public
Administration, The University of Louisville

cademic administration is a tough

job. As a faculty member for 25

years before I became a dean, I
never believed that I worked for any of
the deans that headed up schools in which
I taught. Yes, the dean set my salary and
had some influence on my teaching sched-
ule, but that was about it. I always stood
ready to criticize the decisions made in the
dean’s office—and I was pretty good at that.
Iknew that I had a lot more staying power
than any of those deans. As proof of that
concept, I have worked under 15 different
deans at 5 different schools. The dean is
not a CEQ, although some deans never fig-
ure that out. Rather the dean is more like
the managing partner of a professional
partnership. Decisions are more by con-
sensus than by top-down dictates.

I have a strong belief that most orga-
nizations benefit from the vitality of new
leadership on a cycle of every six to ten
years. In my case, seven years just felt right
for me and our School. Hence, I returned
to the faculty effective August 1, 2003. Af-
ter seven years, there have been a number
of lessons learned that may be helpful to
aspiring academic administrators.

The Beginning

One late afternoon about seven years ago
I was enjoying my status as a tenured,
chaired, full professor. As I packed up to
return home for the evening, the phone
rang. In a moment of weakness, I answered
it. It was the provost. He said, “Charlie,
would you like to stop at my house for
glass of wine on the way home from
school.” I replied, “Dave, you have never

invited me to your house before, much less
for a glass of wine. What happened? Did
Gary quit?”

Thus began my tenure as dean at the
Babcock School. After three weeks of dis-
cussing, considering, and contemplating, I
agreed to become the interim dean of the
School. The last thing Dave said to me was,
“We don’t want you to just occupy a care-
taker role this year, but it would be inap-
propriate to head off in a new strategic
direction.”

As I walked into the dean’s office, 1
found the budget (with a very short dead-
line) staring me in the face. As a finance
professor, I quickly realized the import of
the brackets around the bottom line figure
on the budget draft that Gary left me. Not
only did I inherit the dean’s office, I also
inherited a $500,000 budget deficit. It became
quickly obvious to me that something
other than a short-term budget fix was in
order. In today’s very difficult budget times,
especially at public universities, the budget
challenges I faced will look very small indeed.

From the time I arrived at Wake Forest
until the day I assumed the dean’s role,
there was one constant activity at the
School. We were always engaged in a stra-
tegic planning process, but we never really
had a plan. Focus was lacking at the School.
We are surrounded by Duke, UNC-Chapel
Hill, Vanderbilt, Emory, Virginia, and a host
of other fine schools—all, at that time, with
superior reputations and rankings. We had
not identified what it was that we could sell
to great prospective students to make them
want to choose us over our neighboring
competitors.
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I immediately commenced a series of
retreats, meetings, and brainstorming ses-
sions with our constituents. Our goal was
to actually complete a strategic plan that
would chart our future for the next three
to five years. The faculty, our Board of Visi-
tors, and our Alumni Council adopted and
enthusiastically endorsed the new strate-
gic plan in record time, less than three
months. The university administration also
became engaged because the plan had a
bottom line cost of approximately $1.2 mil-
lion dollars per year. I was convinced, as I
took this plan to the president and the pro-
vost, that this was my one-way ticket back
to the good life of professordom. To my
surprise, they too became excited and
pledged the needed resources. Seven years
later, our School enjoys record rankings by
each of the major B-school ranking services,
dramatically improved class profiles, mark-
edly higher faculty research output, mark-
edly lower faculty teaching loads,
substantially more competitive faculty and
staff salaries, reaccreditation by the AACSB,
and a new accreditation from EQUIS.

Lessons Learned

Now that I have returned to the faculty
and have some time to reflect on the expe-
rience of the past seven years, I thought
that it might be both useful and fun to put
to paper some lessons learned along the way
that may be helpful to aspiring deans and
other academic administrators, including
department chairs. This is not an extended
treatise on leadership, administration, or
managerial styles. That has been done
many times over by folks more qualified
and perceptive than I. But I have devel-
oped some concepts from the lighter side
that you may not find elsewhere and that
may be helpful in the organizations you
lead.

Remember the Circus Theory of Man-
agement. Don’t mess around with side
shows until the main attraction is right. I
have learned that deans are showered with
an endless stream of “great ideas” and “op-
portunities.” With a strong strategic focus,
you can avoid getting distracted from the
core business. Every opportunity that you
pursue should fit clearly into the frame-
work of the strategic plan of the school.
Occasionally, a new opportunity will come
along that may stimulate some new strate-
gic thinking and directions, but these op-

portunities come rarely and they do re-
quire serious discussion and framing be-
fore commitments are made.

Don’t get backed into the Chinese
Wall Model of School Management by the
faculty. Many faculty would prefer that a
Chinese wall be built around the school.
The faculty live inside the wall and the dean
lives outside the wall. In this view of school
management, the dean is charged by the
faculty to carry large money bags around
the countryside with a goal of filling them
up. Then he/she should return to the wall,
throw the money over the wall and say
something like, “Spend it wisely.” The fac-
ulty will yell back over the wall, “We will.
Go get more.” The dean’s job does not stop
with fund raising. Resource management
is at least as important as resource acquisi-
tion. Donors will expect you to be a pru-
dent resource manager, not just a resource
collector. The quickest road to failure in
fund raising is failure in the management
of the funds you already have.

Swallow the nasty medicine quickly.
If you have a nasty medicine to drink, it is
less painful to drink all at once than to sip it
and drag out the misery. The same thing
goes for faculty and staff members. After
counseling, encouraging, supporting, and
nurturing a faculty or staff member with
no apparent success, it is time to act. Don’t
look for another place to hide them in the
organization. Poor performance in one area
generally implies poor performance else-
where. And the pain will continue. Act de-
cisively, cut bait, and get on with building a
great organization.

Match bags of tricks. It is easier to
counsel out a faculty member who is not
likely to get tenure than to wait until year
six. Counseling out gives you and the af-
fected faculty member the opportunity to
work together to find a more suitable po-
sition. Every academic institution has a “bag
of tricks” that they value and every faculty
member comes equipped with a “bag of
personal tricks.” The secret to success in
academe is finding the institution that
highly values your bag of tricks. When put
it this way, a faculty member really does
not have to consider their lack of success at
your school as a failure experience, but
rather a mismatch between bags of tricks.
Help them find a better match, and you
will make a friend for life.

Build a team of “Reelers-in” rather
than “Pushers-out.” A “reeler-in” is some-

one with strong initiative, an entrepreneur-
ial mindset, and a passion for accomplish-
ment. These folks sometimes must be
pulled back in, as they outrun resources.
But these are the folks that make an orga-
nization hum. Pushers-out must continu-
ally be monitored and pushed to make
progress. You will never build a great or-
ganization of pushers-out. Your organiza-
tion should set a high premium on
encouraging entrepreneurial activities
within the school, both by staff and faculty
members. Be prepared to reward successes
from these ventures. Also be prepared to
recognize that only a small percentage of
new ventures are successful—so failure
should not lead to punishment. Rather, fail-
ure of a new academic venture provides
an opportunity for important lessons to be
learned. Remember, too, that failures
should not be sustained. There is a tendency
only to cancel programs in academe under
dire financial circumstances. Success of the
organization will be enhanced by getting
rid of the dogs early and focusing resources
on the successes.

Remember the “Six-month, one-
month rule” of faculty committees. If you
give a faculty committee or task force six
months to produce a report, in most cases
very little will happen for five months. Then
there will be a flurry of activity during the
last month, often followed by a request for
more time. If you want to get something
done with faculty committees, give them
short-time horizons and stick to them.

Dream bigger dreams than your or-
ganization has ever considered. Get the fac-
ulty to convert these dreams to action plans
that they buy into, and that ultimately can
be used as a basis for performance evalua-
tion. Donors fund excellence, not the sta-
tus quo. As time passes, and successes build,
your dreams should get bigger too. Your
dreams of five years ago should be your
successes of today.

Watch out for signs of the uniform
mediocrity syndrome in your university.
Some universities seek mediocrity at a very
high level, while others accept much lower
levels. What I mean by this is that most
university leaders have a difficult time
managing the politics of an organization
where one unit becomes substantially bet-
ter, and better resourced, than other units
on the campus. The temptation to take
from the haves, and give to the have-nots
is very powerful. As a business school dean,
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it is important to draw the line in the sand
very early in the process regarding the
amount of taking that will be tolerated.
When that line is crossed, it is time to seek
a new career, because you will know that
further pursuits of excellence will not be
supported. I have been fortunate to work
with a university president who under-
stands the importance of autonomy, sup-
port, and entrepreneurial activity by
individual school deans. If you find your-
self in an organization with the uniform
mediocrity affliction, it is time to consider
alternative career choices.

Have fun in your organization. The
underlying tenor of your organization
should be to have fun. Faculty should en-
joy what they do. Staff should enjoy their
jobs. You should enjoy yours. Don’t take
yourself or your organization too seri-
ously. Great things happen when people
are having fun.

To be sure, these thoughts don’t pro-
vide a complete blueprint for success in
academic administration. Other things are,
perhaps, even more important—such as
recruiting the right staff and faculty mem-
bers, supporting faculty research agendas,
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Decision Sciences Institute Budget Summary FY 2004-2005
July 1,2004-June 30, 2005

Revenues Summary (Exhibit II)

Publications $ 53,554
Membership Revenues 220,488
Convention 374,908
Total revenues $648,949

Expenses Summary (Exhibit II1)

Publications $86,558
Member Services 280,958
Convention 280,264

Total expenses $647,780
Net Revenue Over (Under) Expenses 1,170
Plus Depreciation Expense (Not a cash expense) 8,040
Net Revenue Over (Under) Cash Expenses $9,210
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