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ABSTRACT
Higher education institutions are struggling to decide how to promote, engage,
and support diversity and inclusion efforts. Can stakeholders with the same goals affect
this process? Does the culture of higher education impact stakeholders’ abilities to create
institutional change? The purpose of this action research (AR) study was to understand
how a higher education institution redesigns an effective diversity advisory council
(DAC) and to identify factors and conditions that affect this process. Southern Region
University (SRU) engaged an AR team consisting of administrators, faculty, and staff in
a two-year process to address the following questions: (1) What elements are critical in
developing an effective diversity advisory council within a higher education institution?
and (2) What challenges impeded the process of developing a diversity advisory council
within this higher education institution? The SRU DAC, an advisory council for SRU's
senior administration, was the focus of this study.
The study found that strong supportive leadership, formal decommissioning of

existing DACs, the AR process, and a theoretically sound model are key elements in

developing effective DACs in higher education institutions. The study further found that



resistance to change and empowerment, lack of an institutional definition of diversity,
and stakeholder accountability are challenges that impede the process of developing
effective DACs in higher education institutions. Conclusions concerning system

readiness and implications for future research and practice are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION/ISSUE IDENTIFICATION:
THE JOURNEY TO IMPROVED DIVERSITY

The academy has identified campus diversity as a central component of its
educational mission (Rothman, Kelly-Woessner, & Woessner, 2011). Higher education
institutions recognize that diversity success does not happen haphazardly or via
disconnected effort; rather, it is an artful science that must be viewed as fundamental to
operational excellence and that requires an intentional approach to change management
and strategy development (Williams, 2013). Therefore, the valued goal of inclusive
excellence in higher education is best realized through the strategic and intentional
application of diversity initiatives within the institution that are supported throughout the
organization.

One solution used by many institutional leaders is the implementation of diversity
advisory councils (DACs) and other committees as a way of demonstrating commitment
to addressing the needs of their institutions (Williams, 2013). These councils help
institution leadership identify and address issues related to diversity, build inclusive
communities, and ensure that institutional stakeholders’ rights are protected. DACs are
designed to help cultivate inclusion throughout the institution.

Southern Region University (SRU) is a four-year Research I university that is

located in the Southern United States. It was established in the segregated South in the

early nineteenth century, when women and people of color were denied access to the



school as administrators, educators, or students. Many of the traditions of SRU reflect
that period. The names of buildings, streets that run through campus, and statues casting
long shadows across well-manicured lawns bear the names of some of the South’s
greatest segregationists. Efforts to correct the wrongs of the past have been well
publicized, and like many of its peer and aspirational institutions, SRU has stated that
diversity is valued at the institution. A diversity plan was designed to demonstrate the
institution’s desire to enhance diversity and inclusion across the organization.

Since its inception, SRU has experienced many challenges and triumphs in its
struggle to diversify all areas of the university. In the early 2000s, the position of chief
diversity officer (CDO) was created and given the rank of associate provost.
Additionally, the Office of Diversity and Inclusion (ODI) was established to lead a
focused institutional effort to evaluate existing programs and develop new initiatives to
support diversity and equity at SRU. An integral part of ODI is the SRU Diversity
Advisory Council. The mission of the council and its members at that time was to
identify and address barriers to diversity and advise the associate provost/chief diversity
officer in issues related to diversity and inclusion at SRU. The council, via its
committee structure, was to study diversity literature and models in order to propose best
practices and strategies that would improve diversity at SRU. In addition, the council
would provide public campus forums for the discussion of diversity-related issues and
ideas and promote a campus dialogue about diversity with a particular focus on ensuring
a sense of inclusion.

The inaugural DAC was launched prior to 2010. This council was composed of

36 members representing each major administrative and academic unit of SRU.



Members were to serve a 12-month term and be replaced by another representative from
the respective unit. Their initial task was to develop an institution-wide diversity plan.
Over the course of the next five years, the council worked to meet the charge, never
attending to the term limit that was initially planned. During this time, the council
suffered from many challenges: inconsistent communication, difficulties coordinating
members, change in two administrations, varying levels of interest among members, and
attrition.

In spite of its challenges, the council produced a five-year diversity plan that was
adopted in the spring of 2011 and distributed by late summer of that same year. Having
fulfilled its charge, the DAC lost energy, focus, and function, leaving SRU without an
active advisory body to advise top administrators on issues related to diversity and
inclusion that affect the institution. This void negatively impacted the institution’s
ability to (1) be recognized as an institution that seriously addressed issues related to
diversity and inclusion, (2) gather information and produce solutions based upon
relevant data gathered by stakeholders of the institution, and (3) maintain a competitive
edge in its ability to attract, acquire, and retain global resources.

Additionally, SRU’s five-year diversity plan was scheduled to expire within 16
months of this study. The chief diversity officer, who also served as the action research
study sponsor, stated the importance and urgency of putting an effective diversity
council in place and shared the concern of an educational institution of its size not
having an active and effective council. The CDO commented that SRU needed a
diversity advisory council in place and prepared to review the results of the institution’s

initial diversity plan prior to the plan’s expiration. Based on findings, DAC would help



to identify best practices, areas for improvement, and recommendations for changes or
enhancements, and also take the next steps toward updating the diversity plan.

The CDO also shared problems faced by the original DAC. One problem was
that the CDO included an unwieldy number of members, which made it difficult to
experience timely and effective communication, set meeting times, and organize the
council. Additionally, one-year term limits were not adhered to, which caused the
council to suffer from issues related to continuity and sustainability. Lastly, members
were selected by high-ranking members of their work units instead of on the basis of
their commitment to diversity and inclusion. These issues resulted in inconsistent effort
among council members.

Seeking best practices for establishing and maintaining effective DACs from
other higher education institutions was challenging due to the lack of empirical research
on DAC:s in higher education. Over the past decade, the chief diversity officer role has
been increasingly adopted in higher education from its existence in other organizations
such as IBM, Major League Baseball, and the American Association of Medical
Colleges (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2013). The community of chief diversity officers
is in its infancy and is working toward professionalizing the field. The National
Association of Chief Diversity Officers in Higher Education (NADOHE) was
established in 2006 with a stated vision to lead higher education toward inclusive
excellence through institutional transformation (National Association of Diversity
Officers in Higher Education website, 2016). While NADOHE has made progress
toward professionalizing the position of chief diversity officer in higher education by

developing and publishing a peer-reviewed journal, hosting a national conference, and



establishing standards of professional practice (nadohe.org), there were limited resources
that addressed the issues SRU was facing with its DAC at that time.

In summary, SRU’s CDO identified the university’s need for a diversity advisory
council to make recommendations and provide guidance to the institution’s
administration on matters related to diversity and inclusion. This need was based on the
size of the institution, a student body and employee base that was diversifying rapidly,
past legal challenges faced by the organization due to issues bad actions related to
diversity and inclusion, and increasing internal and external expectations of
inclusiveness.

Developing Diversity Advisory Councils
A search for best practices and empirical studies related to developing effective
diversity advisory councils in higher education was conducted. My efforts to find
associated literature did not produce research directly related to SRU’s issue. I found this
interesting because 2014 census data indicate that there were 4,627 higher education

institutions in the United States at the time of this study (https://www.statista.com).

According to Bastedo (2012), hundreds of higher education institutions are trying to
create more inclusive campuses by developing various diversity initiatives. This claim is
supported by the efforts of the National Association of Diversity Officers in Higher
Education. The association, established in 2007, serves as the preeminent voice for
diversity officers in higher education by supporting the collective efforts of its members
to lead their perspective institutions toward the attainment of the following goals:

e Inform and influence national and local policies.

o Identify and circulate exemplary practices.



e Produce and disseminate empirical evidence through research to inform

diversity initiatives.

e Provide professional development for current and aspiring diversity

officers.
In 2014 the association adopted the first standards of professional practice for chief
diversity officers in higher education. It appears that the professionalized field diversity
and inclusion work in higher education is in its infancy, and efforts to identify or develop
best practices and conduct empirical studies will be forthcoming. However, SRU needed
to address its current situation and was positioned to possibly contribute to findings from
this study.

My search of the literature indicated that there is limited research related to
advisory board effectiveness. Henderson (2004) observed that most of the literature
regarding advisory boards merely offered first-person accounts of descriptions of existing
board operations or guidelines to establish advisory boards. Genheimer and Shehab
(2009) state, “There is relatively little written and no known comprehensive research on
what it takes to establish and operate an effective advisory program” (p.169), and Rooney
and Puerzer (2002) came to the same conclusion. This further identifies the gap in
literature related to groups operating in an advisory capacity to organizations.

Having found no significant literature to address SRU’s issue, I expanded my
search to include effectiveness of nonprofit boards of directors or governing boards.
These groups are significantly different from advisory councils because of their
governance responsibilities. Holland and Jackson (1998) describe non-profit governing

boards as “groups to whom the community entrusts power and resources so they can act



as fiduciaries and guide their organizations with caring, skill, and integrity” (p. 121). In
contrast, advisory councils do not have governing responsibilities or power.

The most relevant literature found was Jackson and Holland’s (1998) work with
governing boards of directors and Brown’s (2005) Model of Board Development, Board
Member Competency, and Performance. Both research efforts included empirical studies
related to the respective instruments developed. These tools seemed promising to the AR
team in our effort to redesign SRU’s DAC.

Developed in 1998 by Jackson and Holland (1998), the Board Self-Assessment
Questionnaire (BSAQ) was designed to provide nonprofit boards of directors the ability
to measure their effectiveness. The questionnaire assesses board performance in six
competency areas (1) contextual, (2) educational, (3) interpersonal, (4) analytical, (5)
political, and (6) strategic (Brown, 2005; Holland & Jackson, 1998; Jackson & Holland,
1998). After several assessments of the tool were conducted, the BSAQ was found to be
reliable and valid (Herman et al., 1997; Holland, 2002; Holland & Jackson, 1998;
Jackson & Holland, 1998).

Brown’s (2005) Model of Board Development, Board Member Competency, and
Performance was developed to determine if recruitment, orientation, evaluation, and
member capacity led to better board performance (Figure 1). Brown’s research included
distributing a survey to 713 credit unions to determine if the model was valid. Results of
the study supported the claim that efforts spent on board development increased board
competency and resulted in increased board performance.

While both tools were designed to identify factors that impact the effectiveness of

non-profit governance boards, the SRU AR team—having found no such tools for



advisory councils—was interested in exploring the possibility of building upon the work
of Jackson and Holland (1998) and Brown (2005) to create a model for diversity advisory

boards in higher education.

Member Board

Orientation

Capacity Performance

Figure 1. Model of Board Development, Board Member Competency, and Performance

(Brown, 2005)

Admittedly, the purpose of governance boards is distinctly different from that of advisory
councils, but the complexities related to building effectiveness within groups that support
larger systems are similar.
Study Purpose

The AR team worked collaboratively to assess the conditions that prevented the
initial DAC from performing optimally, investigate how effective advisory councils were
created and maintained in other organizations, and support the decision and launch of a
new DAC. Team members engaged in several AR cycles of planning, taking action, and

evaluating action to engage in this process. The literature and research used to establish



the framework of this study were related to diversity in higher education, advisory
councils, and power and influence.

Diversity advisory bodies in higher education institutions throughout the United
States struggle with many challenges that are experienced by other types of committees
in other organizations (Cox, 2001; Maltbia & Power, 2009; Williams, 2013). While
some work has been done to measure governing board effectiveness, the literature is void
of efforts with organizational advisory groups (Brown, 2005, 2007; Herman, Renz, &
Heimovics, 1997; Holland, 2002; Holland & Jackson, 1998; Jackson & Holland, 1998).

The purpose of this AR study is to understand how a higher education institution
redesigns an effective diversity advisory council and to identify factors and conditions
that affect this process. There were two research questions that guided this study:

(1) What elements are critical in developing an effective diversity advisory

council within a higher education institution?

(2) What challenges impeded the process of developing a diversity advisory

council within this higher education institution?

Significance

Inclusive Excellence (IE) is the recognition that a community or institution's
success is dependent on how well it values, engages, and includes the rich diversity of
students, staff, faculty, administrators, and alumni constituents (http://www.du.edu/).
Higher education institutions are multicultural organizations that are composed of
“employees, including senior leaders, with the capacity to adapt both behavior and
judgment in ways that are appropriate to a variety of interpersonal, intercultural

situations” (Maltiba & Power, 2009, p. 69). Employees and students are diverse higher



education stakeholders and are sources of diverse knowledge, talent, and potential. They
are vital to developing and maintaining culturally competent organizations. Building IE
is a reciprocal process that requires input from its members. Institutions must build
capacity to address diversity within the organization. Bastadeo (2012) suggests that the
“understanding of how diversity relates to institutional capacity building” (p. 245) might
“provide the impetus for new organizational models to help explain or understand the
institutional changes and their new dynamics” (Peterson, 2007, p. 180).

These issues SRU faced are not unique. NADOHE is making significant progress
in developing a community of diversity officers in higher education to exchange best
practices and conduct research related to diversity and IE; however, there is no model or
standard process for developing effective diversity councils in higher education that
institutions can benchmark or replicate. This study will inform academic leaders,
specifically those that are charged with increasing diversity and improving IE, by
demonstrating (1) how to use AR to develop effective DACs, (2) how to apply a
structured process designed to develop the effectiveness of governance boards to create
and develop an effective DAC, and (3) identify challenges and critical elements of
developing effective diversity councils in higher education institutions.

By undergoing a rigorous process designed to increase effectiveness in non-profit
governance boards (Brown, 2007; Chait, Holland, & Taylor, 1991; Holland & Jackson,
1998), the SRU demonstrated its efforts to foster an effective DAC. The democratic and
participative process of action research was used to create a structured
procedure/approach/mechanism for developing a diversity advisory council from which

other institutions can hopefully learn. This study will further show that the six

10



dimensions of effective board performance for governance boards identified by Holland
and Jackson (1988) offer potential wisdom relevant to establishing and supporting a new
DAC. These six dimensions can be clearly tied to the steps that Brown (2007) identified

as key to board development, member competency, and performance (Appendix D).
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW:
THE ROAD NOT TAKEN

The highly acclaimed American poet Robert Frost penned an often-quoted work,
“The Road Not Taken,” in which the sole character comes to a literal “fork in the road.”
The character shares his observation of the two paths stretched before him—one that
appears to be well-traveled, and the other untried. One onlooker might say that the
character is faced with a quandary that offers significant risk of a 50% chance of failure.
A more optimistic observer might view his options more favorably as a strong potential
for success. After making his assessment of each, the character decides to take the one
“less traveled by” and predicts that taking the road that he perceives as less traveled will
make a difference. This poem provides the character with two significantly different
choices, but what if there were many roads, with each appearing untried. Such is the case
for SRU.

An overriding obligation of higher education is to “promote the advancement and
dissemination of knowledge” (Bowen, Kurzwell, & Tobin, 2005, p. 56). In this chapter,
consistent with the aforementioned obligation, I review relevant literature associated with
the effectiveness of advisory councils that serve institutions in higher education on issues
related to diversity. My aim is to find potential best practices and models for developing
effective diversity advisory councils in higher education that SRU might consider to

address its problem. The initial focus is literature that relates to developing effective

12



diversity advisory councils in higher education. I then extend the review to include
literature that distinguishes governance boards from advisory councils. This extension is
the result of a number of works found in my initial search and the need to strengthen my
understanding of each group as a result of many discussions with others about DACs.
These discussions revealed a lack of understanding about the distinct differences between
governance boards and advisory councils across a broad and diverse group of individuals
that included a university professor, a governance board member, a public sector
administrator, and higher education students. My initial concern was that the confusion
between the two groups might be a factor in developing an effective council. Lastly, I
review relevant literature that provides empirical data on how effectiveness of advisory
groups is measured and improved.

My search utilized over 90 GALILEO databases and the GIL@UGA Libraries
Catalog to find peer-reviewed full-text articles, books, and other associated literature. In
addition, Google Scholar and Internet-based searches were used to locate pertinent peer-
reviewed works. The following terms and phrases were used as multi-search and

Boolean phrases to search multiple databases to glean related works: “advisory boards,”

99 ¢ 99 ¢¢ 2

“advisory board assessment,” “advisory board membership,” “effective advisory boards,

99 ¢¢ 99 ¢¢

“effective advisory councils,” “advisory councils,” “advisory council membership,”
“diversity,” “diversity in higher education,” “board assessment,” “board performance,”
“board member performance,” and “effective board members.”

These searches produced very few works related specifically to diversity advisory

councils in higher education. Limited literature and empirical studies related to the

effectiveness of nonprofit boards of directors or governing boards were discovered. The

13



absence of literature in this area can be attributed to the lack of widely accepted criteria
or tools for measuring board and board member effectiveness (Brown, 2005, 2007;
Herman, Renz, & Heimovics, 1997; Thompson, 2011). Specifically, Thompson (2011)
states,
In reviewing the purpose of advisory boards in general, I found a limited number
of citations directly referencing the makeup and profiles of advisory boards, board
members . . . on college and university campuses, and in communities stressing
social justice as their main objective. In addition, the majority of the citations in
the overall literature reflect research conducted during ‘70s, ‘80s and ‘90s. These
limited sources of current information confirmed my decision to examine
advisory boards representing nonprofit organizations, government agencies,
community organizations, and advisory committees of academic departments. (p.
2)
Governance Boards Versus Advisory Councils
A preponderance of the literature reviewed relates to governance boards in
nonprofit organizations. These bodies were termed as “boards of directors” or “boards”
and defined as groups with assigned governing authority and oversight capacity and that
are responsible for the affairs and conduct of organizations (Brown, 2007; Herman et al.,
1997) and further defined by Herman et al. (1997) as ultimately responsible for the
affairs and conduct of the organization as set forth by law in the United States.
Conversely, advisory councils do not wield such power and serve to advise and
inform organizations in areas assigned by organization leadership, represent broad ranges

of stakeholders, and maintain ties to the community (Carnicom & Mathis, 2009; Richie,

14



2009; Smith, Snider, & Pickering, 2009). Specific to advisory entities in higher
education, Thompson (2011) states that “advisory boards within educational
organizations address, assess, educate, and influence the institution by helping sustain the
organization’s mission and operational purposes” (p. 3). This significant difference in
responsibility is referenced throughout the literature and points to the opportunity for
further study of advisory boards and their members.

While governance boards and advisory boards differ in responsibility, they do
have certain similarities. Both bodies recruit, select, and engage members; address
constituency concerns; and exist to meet the charge given by leadership (Brown, 2007;
Franklin, 2005; Goldstein, Kriesky, & Pavliakova, 2012; Greenlee, 2010; Holland, 2002;
Jackson & Holland, 1998; Smith et al., 2009; Thompson, 2011; Williams, 2013). These
similarities served as a basis for this literature review.

Early challenges in navigating the literature were experienced due to shifting
terms. Identification and clarification of related terms associated with advisory councils
was necessary. The groups previously defined as entities with no assigned power that
serve as advisory bodies to organizations were referred to as advisory boards, advisory
councils, and advisory committees, but never as the singular term “board(s).” These
terms were used interchangeably throughout the literature and are used likewise in this
review. Governance boards previously defined as entities with assigned power were
consistently defined and referred to as “boards of directors” or “boards” and will be
termed likewise in this review.

Henderson (2004) provides a study of 102 surveys of journalism departments

conducted to address some of the gaps in the literature. The study gathered information

15



concerning journalism advisory boards at higher education institutions in the United
States. Respondents provided information on board composition and operation; specific
board activities; board roles, functions, and areas of responsibility; board roles and
secondary functions; input; and self-descriptions of boards. Additional information was
gathered on departments without advisory boards. The results of the study indicated that
interest in advisory boards in this discipline was strong and that continued research is
advocated (Henderson, 2004).

Measuring Effectiveness

Herman and Renz (1999) maintain that “nonprofit organizational effectiveness is
multidimensional and will never be reducible to a single measure” (p. 107). However,
several writers support the conclusion that board members who effectively meet their
legal and moral duties contribute to increased organizational effectiveness (Carver, 1990;
Chait, Holland, & Taylor, 1991). Herman et al. (1997) conducted a study of 64 locally
governed nonprofit charitable organizations to investigate the relationship between the
extent to which nonprofit boards use prescribed board practices and stakeholder
judgments of the effectiveness of those boards.

The major challenge of the study noted by Herman and Renz (1997) was the lack
of criteria for defining and measuring board effectiveness; the study was further
challenged by the elusiveness of a method of assessing organizational effectiveness for
nonprofit organizations. While many best practices were touted as effective, few
empirical studies existed at that time to support the assertion that adherence to these
practices resulted in organizational effectiveness in nonprofit organizations, and very

little has changed since that time, as will be noted later in this review. I purport that
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defining criteria is necessary to determine effective board practices on organizational
effectiveness.

Since no instrument had been previously developed for measuring the extent to
which stakeholders judge a nonprofit board to be effective, an adapted version of the
eleven items in Self-Assessment for Nonprofit Governing Boards (Herman et al., 1997)
was used. Further validation of the instrument was warranted, as the instrument had not
been used previously for this kind of research. Factor analysis was conducted, and the
instrument’s Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.89 indicates that the instrument has high
reliability (Herman et al., 1997).

The results of this study were inconclusive in determining if prescribed board
practices resulted in effective organizations because of the limitations of the instrument
and because results were based on one segment of nonprofits and on judgment of
stakeholders. However, the results do suggest that there is potential value in advocating
for the dissemination of these board practices and that using more of these practices may
result in improved board effectiveness (Herman et al., 1997).

A review of the practices respondents were questioned about reveals that many,
but not all, of the prescribed practices could be applied to advisory councils. Of the 25
practices, only six are applicable practices for advisory councils; those include use of a
nominating or board development committee, board manual, consensus decision-making,
board profile, interview of nominees for the board, and term limits on board service. This
indicates a gap in the literature as it relates to identifying prescribed practices for

advisory councils and criteria for measuring effective advisory councils. Once these gaps
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are addressed, the ability to conduct an empirical study of the effectiveness of an
advisory council on organizational effectiveness can be conducted.

As noted by Herman et al. (1997), the lack of widely accepted criteria for
effective boards presents a challenge for measuring board effectiveness, and the absence
of literature on criteria to evaluate effective advisory councils makes that effort even
more challenging. Therefore, few empirical studies focus on how nonprofit boards
actually deal with accountability and identify abilities to add or develop in a board or its
members (Herman et al., 1997).

Even with no widely accepted criteria for effective boards, efforts have been
made to identify governing board best practices that seem to have a positive effect on
commissioning organizations. Herman et al. (1997) found that boards that adopted larger
numbers of recommended best practices were considered more effective (Gill, Flynn, &
Elke, 2005). A review of the literature (Chait et al., 1991; Herman et al., 1997; Holland,
2002; Holland & Jackson, 1998; Jackson & Holland, 1998) resulted in the following
clearly and consistently identified best practices:

e targeted board member recruitment to acquire the skills and talents needed to

meet the strategic goals of the organization,

e structured and informative member orientation,

e leadership development,

e clear and consistent communication,

e member development,

e strategic planning,

e active member involvement,
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e clearly defined fiduciary and leadership responsibility,

e Dboard activity assessment, and

e feedback.

Even though these areas are consistently identified, each board has its own definition of
how to adopt best practices. For example, the literature reveals boards of various sizes,
some with members appointed and others with potential members presented by
nominating committees.

Additionally, there is no one source for “best practices,” and each board operates
under various conditions, which supports the assertion that measuring board effectiveness
is a challenge. One can find many claims of such practices in contemporary literature,
various books, and Internet sites, but few have actually devoted research to these
practices.

Brown (2005) developed a model to determine if recommended practices led to
more competent board members and if those board members led to better board
performance. He developed the Model of Board Development, Board Member
Competency, and Performance and then surveyed 713 credit unions to determine if
recommended board development and board member competencies affected board
performance. Results of the study support the contention that efforts spent on board
development increase board competency and result in increased board performance.

Literature related to advisory board effectiveness is limited. Henderson (2004)
observes, “The majority of literature regarding advisory boards offered either
descriptions of existing board operations or guidelines to establishing an advisory board,

all based on first-person accounts” (p. 60). Consistent with that observation, Genheimer
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and Shehab (2009) state, “There is relatively little written and no known comprehensive
research on what it takes to establish and operate an effective advisory program” (p. 169).
Rooney and Puerzer (2002) had the same finding. This further identifies the gap in
literature related to groups operating in an advisory capacity to organizations.

While best practices help to identify criteria and ways to enhance governing board
effectiveness, the ability to appropriately measure board effectiveness is limited. The
literature presents no instruments to measure advisory council effectiveness and only two
board effectiveness measurement tools for nonprofit organizations, the Governance Self-
Assessment Checklist (GSAC) (Gill et al., 2005) and the Board Self-Assessment
Questionnaire (BSAQ) (Holland & Jackson, 1998). Both tools were designed to provide
nonprofit boards of directors the ability to measure their effectiveness.

The GSAC was developed by Gill and validated in 2005. The instrument was
designed to assist boards in assessing their own performance (Gill et al., 2005). It
consists of 144 items, organized into 12 subscales, that assess the main factors in the
performance of nonprofit boards of directors that are thought to influence the
effectiveness of the organization (Gill et al., 2005).

The 12 subscales are listed below:

e Board Effectiveness Quick Check;

e Board Structure;

e Board Culture;

e Mission and Planning;

¢ Financial Stewardship;

e Human Resources Stewardship;
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e Performance Monitoring and Accountability;

e Community Representation and Advocacy;

e Risk Management;

e Board Development;

e Board Management; and

e Decision-making.
Gill et al. conducted a study of the GSAC by having the tool completed by 32 nonprofit
organizations. The results of the study indicated, with some limitations, that the tool was
reliable and valid in measuring the 12 subscales and considered to have promising
psychometric and practical features.

The BSAQ was developed by Jackson and Holland (1998) and consists of 65
questions developed to assess board performance in six competency areas:

e Contextual;

e Educational;

e Interpersonal;

e Analytical;

e Political; and

e Strategic (Brown, 2005; Holland & Jackson, 1998; Jackson & Holland, 1998).
Several BSAQ studies have been conducted, and the results have consistently found the
tool to be reliable and valid (Herman et al., 1997; Holland, 2002; Holland & Jackson,
1998; Jackson & Holland, 1998).

Both tools provide reliable and valid ways to measure the effectiveness of

nonprofit boards of directors; however, the literature provides no evidence that either

21



instrument has been used to assess nonprofit advisory councils. I contacted Holland and
he confirmed that the BSAQ had not previously been used with advisory councils. I find
that no efforts have been put forth with these or any other instruments to measure
effectiveness of non-governing bodies. This provides the opportunity for additional study
and perhaps the adaptation of the instruments to fit the needs of advisory councils.

Advisory councils connect organizations to their environments. These boards
engage people who have similar interests and unique resources to offer to the
organization, which is one way to attract new ideas and provide “fresh insights, powerful
connections, access to valuable resources, and excellent public relations” (Teitel, 1995, p.
59).

Advisory councils are only as effective as their membership. Advisory council
members should be diverse and representative of their stakeholders; have a strong interest
in the work of the council; and bring needed skills, talents, networks, and resources to the
council (Carnicom & Mathis, 2009; Davis & Davis, 2009; Greenlee, 2010; Thompson,
2011). Members have the unique ability to “assist the organization through their
knowledge, inspiration, imagination, and talent” (Thompson, 2011). Advisory council
members, much like governance board members, should bring assets to the council that
will enhance the council’s ability to strategically align the goals of the council with those
of the larger organization (Thompson, 2005; Thompson, 2011). Once board members are
selected, they must be properly oriented to the work ahead (Genheimer & Shehab, 2009;
Thompson, 2011). Clear expectations must be communicated early and throughout the
orientation phase. The goals and mission of the advisory council and the organization

must be presented to new members.
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Advisory board member development efforts are essential to maximizing the
effectiveness of advisory councils. Organizations should create environments that
encourage member development. Specifically, Davis and Davis (2009) point to the work
of Senge (1990) to identify the importance of team learning, which is the core of learning
organizations. Board development can take place during regularly scheduled meetings,
retreats, and summits, and board development may be delivered in person or via printed
materials, online modules, or electronic newsletters. Every advisory council must make
member development a priority in order to maximize the effectiveness of the board.

As stated earlier, no research has been conducted to determine specific processes
or best practices that generate effective non-governing boards; however, the following list
represents some of the most recommended best practices for both governing nonprofit
advisory board and governance board members:

e attend meetings regularly;

e cstablish and understanding of the purpose of the board;

e dedicate to serving the goals of the board;

e assist in policy-making;

e be willing to volunteer for additional assignments;

e share the positive work of the board with other colleagues (invite colleagues
to participate in events and sponsored programs);

e learn about the organization, its mission, goals, and anticipated outcomes;

e participate on committees;

e assist in developing community surveys related to the organization’s

programs;
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e help to promote programs;

e be a motivator (use your talents and energies to urge excellence);

e examine activities and policies of the College;

e Dbe an advocate; and

e communicate the positive news and successes of the board (Andringa, 2002;

Dyer & Williams, 1991; McLeand, 1991; Thompson, 2011).
Diversity Advisory Groups

Williams (2013) characterizes a diversity advisory entity as “a group of diversity
stakeholders who have formally joined forces to shape and in some instances implement
a shared plan for the future relative to diversity in a particular organizational context” (p.
409). These diversity advisory groups are key components of an institution’s formal
diversity infrastructure and serve as a potentially powerful platform for thinking
strategically and raising questions (Cox, 2001; Freudenberger et al. (2009); Maltbia &
Power, 2009; Williams, 2013).

There is scant literature on diversity advisory committees, which is surprising
considering the resurgence of interest in academic advisory boards (Henderson, 2004)
and the fact that most higher education institutions in the United States have dedicated
resources to address diversity and inclusion issues. These resources have been used to
establish the position of chief diversity officer, which in most institutions is at the
associate provost level, and to create diversity advisory committees, commissions, task
forces, and councils, as evidenced by these stakeholders creating their own national

associations and conferences (e.g., National Association of Diversity Officers in Higher

24



Educations, Annual National Conference for Race & Ethnicity in American Higher
Education).

Morrill (2006) attributes the limited literature dedicated to diversity advisory
committees to two causes: (1) desegregation in higher education took place just over 50
years ago and has been slowly embraced, and (2) strategic planning in higher education
leadership is a relatively recent phenomenon, although it was common in the private
sector through the 1960s. It was not until the 1980s that higher education and the public
sector began to use the mechanism of strategic planning.

The most concentrated literature addressing the effectiveness of diversity councils
in higher education is found in the final chapter of the recently published Strategic
Diversity Leadership: Activating Change and Transformation in Higher Education
(Williams, 2013). Williams dedicates 28 pages to defining diversity, describing the types
and roles of diversity advisory groups, and providing examples of how these groups have
been activated in higher education institutions across the United States.

In his work, Williams (2013) notes that “typically, diversity committees struggle
with the same issues that challenge the effectiveness of other types of committees” (p.
411), such as lack of clear directives and long-term agendas, reliance on incomplete
information, poorly constructed rosters, and final decision making authority (Cox, 2001;
Maltbia & Power, 2009; Williams, 2013). He outlines many of the same practices noted
earlier for empowered governing boards, such as membership selection and diversity,
targeting the group’s work, and knowing when to decommission a diversity advisory
group. Williams dedicates a page to describing diversity advisory groups as a hub for

strategic thinking.
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While Williams (2013) clearly identifies the value of effective diversity advisory
committees, he does not identify criteria or tools for measuring advisory council
effectiveness. This further indicates the need for additional research in these areas,
because higher education institutions must develop and promote responses to diversity
that communicate to society their recognition of changes taking place in society (Aguirre
& Martinez, 2006).

The literature supports my stance that effective advisory councils play an
important role in organizations and have anecdotally been credited with improving the
effectiveness of the commissioning organization. Yet empirical data do not exist to
support this assertion, as criteria of advisory council effectiveness have not been
developed, and therefore an instrument to measure effectiveness has not been created.
While some work has been done to measure governing board effectiveness, the literature
is void of efforts with organizational advisory groups (Brown, 2005, 2007; Herman et al.,
1997; Holland, 2002; Holland & Jackson, 1998; Jackson & Holland, 1998). Thus, the
ability to rigorously measure and enhance the effectiveness of diversity advisory councils
in higher education does not currently exist.

The most promising effort addressing these dilemmas rests with Jackson and
Holland’s (1998) work with governing boards of directors. Their work has produced a
set of six practices that foster board accountability and the Board Self-Assessment
Questionnaire, both of which have been deemed valid and are widely used (Brown, 2005;
Chait et al., 1991; Holland, 2002; Jackson & Holland, 1998). Adapting these resources to
identify criteria and measure effectiveness of advisory councils will create a basis for

continued research in these areas.
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Bastadeo (2012) suggests that discerning the relationship between diversity and
institutional capacity building might “provide the impetus for new organizational models
to help explain or understand the institutional changes and their new dynamics”
(Peterson, 2007, p. 180). The lack of identified methods to select, develop, and maintain
effective diversity advisory councils identifies a gap in literature and supports.

The purpose of this AR study is to understand how a higher education institution
redesigns an effective diversity advisory council and to identify factors and conditions
that affect this process. SRU’s goal was to improve the effectiveness of its diversity
advisory council (DAC) by retiring a non-functioning DAC and developing a new DAC
based upon six dimensions of effective board performance identified by Holland &

Jackson (1998) (Figure 2).

Effective Diversity
Advisory Councils

_ _ in Higher
Diversity Education
Higher -
Education égzﬁgﬁz
Challenges

Figure 2. Concentric circles depicting the AR study focus.

This study also sought to understand the factors and conditions that affect this process by

answering two research questions:
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Research Question 1: What elements are critical in developing an effective

diversity advisory council within a higher education institution?

Research Question 2: What challenges impeded the process of developing a

diversity advisory council within this higher education institution?
Once the process of creating an effective advisory board is developed, characteristics of
effectiveness are identified, and conditions that impact the process are determined, a
model can be developed and replicated in other higher education institutions. The
outcomes of this AR study will add to the development of this process.

As evidenced by this literature review, SRU encountered a “fork in the road” that
did not provide a well-traveled road to consider; instead, as First Lady Michelle Obama
suggested in her May 2012 commencement speech at Virginia Tech, it presented an
opportunity to “invent the future” and a call to students to chart their own course
(https://www.whitehouse.gov). This study provided the opportunity to merge Brown’s
(2005) Model of Board Development, Board Member Competency, and Performance
with Jackson and Holland’s (2007) six dimensions of board development by applying
theories to advisory councils (Figure 3). The AR team recognized that higher education
institutions exist within and experience the same dimensions identified by Jackson and
Holland (2007) and based on study data indicated that the new DAC could benefit from
evolutionary work of Jackson and Holland’s (2007) six dimensions of board development
research. The merging of these theories designed for governance boards and applying
them to an advisory board provides the opportunity to contribute to the existing board
development theories and make a contribution to the limited research on advisory

councils.
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Advancement of Board Development Theory

Theoretically Based Board Development Best Practices

L) targeted board member recruitment to acquire the skills

and talents needed to meet the strategic goals of the
organization,

structured and informative member orientation,
leadership development,

clear and consistent communication,

member development,

strategic planning,

active member involvement,

clearly defined fiduciary and leadership responsibility,
board activity assessment, and

. feedback.

(Chait et al., 1991; Herman et al., 1997; Holland, 2002; Holland &

Jackson, 1998; Jackson & Holland, 1998)
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Figure 3. Advancement of Board Development Theory.

ADVISORY BOARD THEORETICAL FRAMEWOR

Strategic Member Selection

Model of Board Development, Board Member Competency, and
Performance (Brown, 2005)

Memb.

Board

Performance

Capacity

Orientation

PROCESS OUTPUTS

Contextual
Stakeholder
Needs Met

Orientation

Organizational

Strategic Goal
Attainment

Supports/Information
Goal Development

Timetet!l Action

1 Effective
Advisory
Boards/
Members

Evaluation

29



CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY:
MAPPING THE COURSE

The purpose of this AR study is to understand how a higher education institution
redesigns an effective diversity advisory council and to identify factors and conditions
that affect this process. The following research questions guided this study:

1) What elements are critical in developing an effective diversity advisory

council within a higher education institution?
2) What challenges impeded the process of developing a diversity advisory
council within this higher education institution?
This chapter describes the design and methodology of this study, including details of data
collection and analysis, validity, limitations, and researcher subjectivity.
Epistemological Framework and Research Approach

This qualitative study was undertaken to discover “(1) how people interpret their
experiences, (2) how they construct their worlds, and (3) what meaning they attribute to
their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 23). This includes my interpretations and meaning
making, which are dependent on my previous and current knowledge structure (Merriam,
Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007), as well as the interpretations and meaning makings of
other members of the research team” as well as other members of the research team. An
interpretive/ constructivist approach was used in this study. Merriam (2009) defines

interpretive research as research that “assumes that reality is socially constructed, that is,
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there is no single, observable reality. Rather, there are multiple realities, or
interpretations, of a single event. Researchers do not ‘find’ knowledge, they construct it”
(pp. 8-9). Creswell (2007) explains further:

In this worldview, individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live

and work. They develop subjective meanings of their experiences . . . . These

meanings are varied and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the
complexity of views rather than narrow the meanings . . . . The goal of research,
then is to rely as much as possible on the participants’ views . . . Often these
subjective meanings are negotiated socially . . . formed through interaction with
others (hence social constructivism) and through historical cultural norms that

operate in individuals’ lives. (pp. 20-21)

The purpose of interpretive/constructivist research is to describe, understand, and
interpret multiple realities (Merriam, 2009).

Acknowledgement of multiple realities and the reflexivity required in quality AR
makes way for the researchers to investigate their own subjectivity. Coghlan and
Brannick (2010) state that reflexivity is a concept used in qualitative research to explore
the relationship between the researcher and the object of the research. According to
Dupuis (2000), “Symbolic interactionists...place great emphasis on the role that self
plays in defining situations and the meanings that things have for us (p. 47).
Investigating my epistemological stance and subjectivity required me to delve deeply into
how I make meaning of experiences and data. Throughout this study, I used various
methods to reveal and gain understanding of how I interpreted various aspects of the

study. I was mindful of my subjectivity and found it to be a tool and a blind spot, both of
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which I managed through investigation of and reflection on my own thoughts, as well as
exploration with others.

I am aware that my life has been shaped largely by the color of my skin and my
gender. While I generally see and describe my life as full, I am aware that it has been
void of privileges that are exercised regularly by others. My foundational subjectivity is
rooted in my experience as a Black female reared in a Christian household in the
Southern United States, along with my younger brother, by my parents, who—Ilike the
majority of people in my predominantly Black neighborhood—were married and
gainfully employed. My father was the second child and oldest son in a family of
sharecroppers who planted and harvested cotton for a number of White farmers in the
segregated South. Raised by married cohabitating parents who pledged to send all four
of their children to college, my father attended a historically Black college/university
(HBCU) but returned home after his first semester to help my grandmother support and
attend to my ailing grandfather and younger sibling. The United States Army drafted
him, and after serving his three-year obligation, he returned home to complete his studies
at the local technical college, where he earned excellent grades and won awards for
leadership and academics. My father later joined the United States Postal Service as a
clerk and, after winning a racial discrimination complaint against his employer, he
became the first Black manager in his region. He eventually worked his way up to
postmaster, breaking the color barrier along the way. Because of his education, ability to
conduct research, and willingness to challenge people and processes, others sought his

counsel and recognized him as a leader in our community.
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My mother grew up with her siblings and married parents. She was the youngest
of six children, and like my father, reared in a family of sharecroppers who raised crops
for White farmers in the segregated South. However, neither of my maternal
grandparents received much formal education—my grandfather could neither read nor
write, but he could count money and developed his own system of calculating
measurements. After sharecropping ended in her community, my mother moved “to
town” to complete high school and to help her eldest sister and her husband raise their
five children. Her determination to have a better way of life served as her “North Star” as
she navigated her way through the world, and especially as she set an example for and
raised my brother and me. My mother spent the majority of her working years in
factories, until she became a paraprofessional at a local elementary school after the
factory she worked in for 30 years closed during the Great Recession.

My parents had high expectations for their children, as did the large community,
who supported and enforced their standards and expectations. They maintained a morally
strict, but loving, middle-class household. My parents had high levels of self-esteem and
fostered the same in my brother and me. By exercising reflexivity during this study, I
became aware of how my parents walked an obstacle course through moments of
discrimination while balancing protection and self-direction through significant events as
they raised us and how their actions shaped how I view and present myself in the world.

One example of how my parents shaped my world-view occurred when I was in
elementary school and came home crying after a White male classmate, who rode the bus
with me and whom I considered my friend, kicked in the stomach and called a derogatory

name. Instead of going to the boy’s home or sharing the event with my father, my
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mother and I left for school ten minutes earlier than usual the next day. (My mother
drove me to school every day.) Upon arriving at school, my mother did not slow down to
let me out of the car so that I could walk down the sidewalk with the students who
walked to school. Instead, she pulled the car into a parking space, took me by the hand,
and walked into the sanctum of the school office with her head held high and asked to
speak with the principal. My mother very calmly but with a tone of authority told the
principal what happened and her expectation that the matter be handled immediately.

The principal, who was an older White woman, apologized to my mother; then, following
my mother’s eyes as they transitioned to me, she apologized to me. My mother hugged
me goodbye and walked back to her car to get to the factory where she would spend the
next eight hours on her feet working on an assembly line. The boy apologized to me that
afternoon after spending part of his day in the principal’s office. Hearing the authority in
my mother’s voice as she kept a calm demeanor while speaking to someone who in my
eyes was the ultimate authority and witnessing the impact of her words were drops into
the ocean of my self-esteem.

Experiences such as this and other inputs—such as media, music, books, and
observations—have created and shaped my epistemology that equality is a right and
diversity is necessary. In instances when that right is not given, we must pursue it in a
manner that is persistent and dignified. This stance often makes me unaware of the plight
of others and micro-aggressions that can slowly erode diversity and equality. It can also
result in acute sensitivity to matters related to diversity and inclusion, which sometimes

lead to assumptions about the motives of others.
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I exercised reflexivity during this study by reviewing my verbal and written
thoughts and discussing my interpretations with colleagues, AR team members, and my
major professor. By sharing my reflections and recording feedback from others, I was
able to recognize my subjectivity, address blind spots, and change the lens through which
I view certain things. An example of this occurred while I was reviewing findings with
my major professor. She pointed out how I was “reaching” and did not have the evidence
to make the statement I had just made. After investigating my thinking, I was able to
acknowledge that I had made an inference based on my personal experience and not on
the data.

Stake (1995) posits that “good case study is patient, reflective, and willing to see
another view of the case” (p. 12). This AR study produced a single particularistic
qualitative case study involving the investigation of a current phenomenon within a real-
world context that relied on multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2014). Pluralistic case
study is an especially good design for practical problems, as it focuses on a specific
situation, event, program, or phenomenon arising from everyday practice (Merriam,
2009).

Diversity is an organizational concept that requires organizations to conduct
analysis and develop solutions that lead to increased inclusion of all stakeholders
(Bastedo, 2012). This bounded qualitative study, which was undertaken to develop a
DAC at a higher education institution, also provides insight on “(1) how people interpret
their experiences, (2) how they construct their worlds, and (3) what meaning they
attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 23). The interpretive/constructivist

approach was used in this qualitative study.
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Case study was chosen as an overarching methodological strategy because it supports the

research questions of this study and it emphasizes “the study of a phenomenon within its

real-world context and favors the collection of data in natural settings” (Yin, 2012, p. 8).
Action Research Methodology

Action research (AR) was the methodology used in this study. Action research is
a systematic approach to investigation concerned with addressing an issue and the
development of practical knowing through a participatory process (Stringer, 2007,
Reason & Bradbury, 2008). It is a “set of self-consciously collaborative and democratic
strategies for generating knowledge and designing action” (Greenwood & Levin, 2007, p.
1) in the search for pragmatic solutions to organizational issues.

Action research is a four-phase cyclical process engaged in by a team of action
researchers; it is participatory, democratic, and concerned with developing practical
knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010). The
process is an orientation to inquiry with the following characteristics:

» Equitable — acknowledges equality of stakeholders

* Democratic — enables participation from research team members

» Participatory — every research team member is involved in the process

* Collaborative — participants work jointly throughout the process

» [Iterative — progressively repetitive

» Reflective — requires consideration and evaluation of all phases of the project

* Scientific — produces findings that can be measured and replicated in other

organizations
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The aim of AR is to maximize the potential of all members of an
organization, solve current organizational problems, and create change within an
organization while adding scientific knowledge through a series of iterative cycles.
The four phases of AR are (1) constructing, (2) planning action, (3) taking action, and
(4) evaluating action. A pre-step phase of context and purpose identification precedes
the initial AR cycle (Figure 4). Action research provides inter-level dynamics
analysis of first, second, and third person practice to examine the impact of
interventions on the four levels of complexity described by Coghlan & Brannick

(2010) as individual, group, intergroup, and organizational.

Pre Step: Contextand Purpose
(Identifying the need for the project and
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g Constructin
Action QRSIFUELNE
(Collaborative inquiry to
(Collaborative discover the issue)
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outcomes)
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. ction
Action
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(Implementing development of
interventions) interventions to address
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Figure 4. Four phases of an action research cycle. Adapted from “Doing Action Research
in Your Own Organization” by D. Coghlan and T. Brannick, 2010, p. 8.

37



Organizational Context

The bounded system in this study is a large four-year land grant university located
in the Southern region of the United States with over 34,000 students, 9,800 employees,
and many faculty members with international reputations for outstanding research in their
fields. For the purposes of this study, the pseudonym Southern Regional University
(SRU) will be used to identify this university. Southern Region University, like many
other higher education institutions, is becoming increasingly diverse. The university
wanted to have a functioning DAC to help the institution meet its strategic diversity goals
and enhance inclusion across multiple campuses. However, SRU’s DAC became defunct
after the institution adopted its five-year diversity plan four years earlier. SRU’s CDO
identified the need to establish a functioning DAC to advise institutional leaders on and
enhance efforts related to diversity and inclusion on campus. Disbanding the existing
DAC and redesigning a new council was the issue that the CDO wanted to address.

Study Participants

Five participant groups participated in this study: the (1) AR project sponsor, (2)
AR team, (3) Original DAC, (4) New DAC, and (5) CDOs. Research participants signed
consent forms to participate in the study and did not receive compensation for
participating. Members in each of the participant groups generated data related to the
research questions associated with this study. Pseudonyms identified members of each
participant group, with one exception. I identify myself by given name. Table 1 presents

a description of the participant groups and the number of members in each.
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Table 1
Participant Group Data

Group Description Number of
Participants
1
AR Sponsor SRU CDO who engaged and contracted with
the AR facilitator to conduct the AR
project/study
AR Team Stakeholders selected to co-construct 6
interventions, inclusive of AR facilitator
Original DAC Original SRU Diversity Advisory Council 36
Members
New DAC New SRU Diversity Advisory Council 13
Members
CDOs CDOs of institutions within SRU’s governing 6
system
AR Sponsor

Consultants and AR facilitators should identify the project sponsor in the first
stage of engagement. The larger organization system is considered the client, and the
consultant or AR facilitator should focus on improving the relationship with the larger
system rather than one individual representing the system (Anderson, 2012). However, a
client representative will serve as sponsor for the project. Southern Region University’s
project sponsor for this study was Dr. Lawrence. At the beginning of this study, Dr.
Lawrence, a mid-career African-American female, had recently been named SRU’s CDO
and associate provost. Her responsibilities included directing SRU’s Institutional Office
of Diversity and serving as DAC liaison.

Dr. Lawrence’s participation in the study included engaging and contracting with

me to serve as AR facilitator to address SRU’s issues related to the inactive DAC. She
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also participated by assisting in the AR team member selection process; providing
guidance, data, and clarity to the AR team; and engaging members of the new SRU DAC.
AR Team

Purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002) was used to identify six AR team members.
This sampling strategy is “based on the assumption that the investigator wants to
discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the
most can be learned” (Merriam, 2009). Dr. Lawrence, Jean-Pierre, and I used a decision
tree (Appendix B) to assess and rank SRU stakeholders as potential AR team members
according to criteria that were informed by Chait, Holland, and Taylor (1996), Thompson
(2011), and Williams (2013). Seven criteria were used to select potential AR team
members:

* Have an interest in and commitment to the goals and mission of OID

» Possess and be willing to use organizational influence for the benefit of the

AR team

» Possess skills, talents, and resources that can benefit the AR project

* Be willing and able to work with and participate in a group

» Be tolerant of others that have differing experiences, backgrounds, beliefs, etc.

* Be willing to commit time to the AR project through its duration

* Be willing to participate and give consent to participate in action research
AR team members were recruited by invitation of Dr. Lawrence.

The AR team included six diverse members with the following attributes:

* Three female and three male members

* Multiple sexual preferences/identities
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*  Multiple races and ethnicities
» Three continents and four regions of the United States identified as places of
origin
» Ages ranged from mid-thirties to early sixties
* Two administrators, two faculty, and two staff members, all with varying
years of higher education experience

AR team members worked collaboratively as co-inquirers through the iterative AR
process to examine and reflect on the successes and challenges of the former DAC and
the needs of SRU and its stakeholders, plan and implement interventions, and collect and
analyze data on the outcomes of these interventions.
Original DAC

All members of the original SRU DAC participated in the study. I recruited the
total population of 31 remaining original SRU DAC members via verbal request and in
writing. There was no sampling strategy used for this group of participants because the
total population was recruited for the study.
New DAC

The new SRU DAC comprised 14 members. The total population of the new
DAC signed consent forms to participate in the study. As with the original SRU DAC,
there was no sampling strategy used.
CDOs

Southern Region University is one of seven institutions within the university
system of the region that have a named CDO. The total population of the other six CDOs

participated in the study. Similarly, to the original SRU DAC and new SRU DAC
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groups, the total population of the CDO group participated in the study, precluding the
need for sampling.

Data Generation, Collection, and Analysis Methods

Qualitative data is conveyed through words and collected through interviews,

observations, and documents in the participant’s setting (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009).

Data generation began after the University of Georgia’s Institutional Review Board (IRB)

granted approval for the study. Five distinct sources provided data, as presented in

Table 2 and described below.

Table 2

Data Generation and Analysis Methods

Collection Source Study Analysis Method Trustworthiness Research
and Method Participants Question
Meetings AR sponsor ¢ Transcribe recorded meetings Member checks 1,2
Recordings, AR team * First Cycle: descriptive coding Audit trail
transcripts, » Second Cycle: pattern coding Reflexivity
notes, Peer review
e-mails, Thick
journal entries description
Interviews CDOs  Transcribe recorded interview Audit trail 1,2
Recordings, AR sponsor < First Cycle: descriptive coding Reflexivity
transcripts, AR team * Second Cycle: pattern coding Peer review
notes
Researcher AR » Consolidate typed and Audit trail 1,2
notes facilitator/ transcribed recorded data Reflexivity
researcher * First Cycle: descriptive coding Peer review
* Second Cycle: pattern coding Thick
description
Surveys Original » Consolidated data Audit trail 1,2
Electronic DAC * First Cycle: descriptive coding Peer review
surveys New DAC * Second Cycle pattern coding
Documents AR team » Authenticated documents Audit trail 1
Internet, * Reviews Reflexivity
original Peer review
documents
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Meetings

Two types of meetings were held during this study: AR sponsor and AR team
meetings. Dr. Lawrence and I participated in regular sponsor meetings. These meeting
provided opportunities to provide feedback to the sponsor, gain clarity as needed, gather
pertinent data related to the organization and the issue, and maintain momentum with the
project. There were seven AR sponsor meetings held during the course of this study.

AR team meetings provided team members with opportunities to work
collaboratively to attend to the four phases of AR, identify issues, conduct research, and
generate data. The AR team participated in 11 meetings during the AR study. I recorded
each meeting on my iPad and mobile phone, and I served as scribe for each meeting to
maintain consistency in recording and formatting. Initially, serving as recorder, scribe,
facilitator, and team member was challenging. At one meeting, we were 15 minutes into
the discussion before I realized that I had forgotten to start the recording at the beginning
of the meeting. However, I soon became comfortable serving in these roles
simultaneously.
Interviews

Interviews are a widely used method of collecting qualitative data (Merriam,
2009). As defined by deMarrais (2004), interviewing is “a process in which a researcher
and participant engage in a conversation focused on questions related to the study” (p.
55). During this AR study, three groups participated in one-hour semi-structured
interviews: (1) CDOs of institutions within the same university system as SRU; (2) the

project sponsor, Dr. Lawrence; and (3) members of the AR team.
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CDO interviews. The university system that governs the region that SRU is part
of has six other institutions that have CDOs. During the initial constructing phase of the
AR study, the AR team wanted to collect data on the practices of peer institutions as
related to diversity advisory councils. The AR team decided that one way to collect this
data was to conduct one-hour semi-structured interviews with each of the six CDOs in the
region. Due to the timeframe set by the AR team for completing these interviews, the
most efficient approach was for me to conduct all of the interviews.

I informed Dr. Lawrence of the AR team’s intent to interview each of the CDOs.
To support the AR team’s work, she recruited the other CDOs at their next meeting by
informing them of the study and making them aware that I would be contacting them for
consent to participate in the study. I then developed an interview guide based on input
from the AR team and reviewed it with my major professor to ensure that the outline was
well structured. Each CDO received an introductory e-mail, which contained providing
an overview of the study, information about participating in the study, a consent form,
and options for participating in the study. Each of the CDOs consented and participated
in the interviews (Appendix C).

Recordings were made of each interview and later transcribed so that the
interviewee’s comments and tones were captured accurately. I took notes throughout the
discussion to track my thinking and key points that emerged from the discussion. Probes
and follow-up questions helped gain additional information or clarity (Merriam, 2009). I
paraphrased what I heard the interviewees say during the interviews to gain verbal
verification of my understanding of their responses. I compared notes with the transcripts

of the recordings to ensure that the conversations were captured accurately.
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Interview data were compiled into a spreadsheet and shared with members of the
AR team. The AR team members reviewed and analyzed the data independently and
then collectively during the next AR team meeting. Members discussed their analysis of
the data and reached consensus on codes and emerging themes.

AR sponsor and AR team interviews. I conducted final interviews with Dr.
Lawrence and each of the AR team members at the end of the study to gather data on
their individual experiences. One-hour semi-structured interviews provided data for both
of these participant groups. The interviews were conducted in-person, with the exception
of the interview conducted with James. By the end of the study, James was working at
another higher education institution. He chose to have his interview conducted by
telephone. Interviewees were eager to participate in the interviews and share their AR
experiences with me related to the research foci.

A paid transcriptionist transcribed recordings of the interviews to ensure
accuracy. | employed the same strategies that I had used with the CDO interviews.
Notetaking, use of probes, and follow-up questions helped me gain clarity and verbal
verification of my understanding of responses. I compared notes with and transcripts of
the recordings to ensure accuracy.

Researcher Notes

Qualitative research is emergent and multifaceted. I took notes on what was
taking place with the various components of the study and with my own thinking and
subjectivity to maintain a record of the study and my reactions to what was or was not

occurring. I refer to these notes as researcher notes.
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I recorded my observations and interpretation of what was occurring during AR
team meetings, including dynamics between AR team members, interactions between me
and the project sponsor, and other study participants. Two modes of documenting were
used to capture my researcher notes. Some of the notes were typed and stored on a USB
drive or handwritten in a notebook, and others were recorded using my cellphone and
iPad. The handwritten notes were typed and the recorded notes transcribed; both were
then merged, by date order, with the notes that were originally typed.

The practice of keeping researcher notes provided an audit trail of my study, a
way for me to record my reflections, and thick description of what was occurring in the
study. By engaging a colleague to review these data, I was able to add peer review to my
researcher notes. All of these strategies were used to enhance the trustworthiness of the
data.

Surveys

The original SRU DAC and the new SRU DAC consented to completing surveys.
The responses provided by these two groups produced data related to their experiences as
DAC members. We used Qualtrics, a widely used qualitative research software, to
develop and distribute all study surveys. This data collection method ensured participant
confidentiality.

Original DAC survey. The draft survey design for the original DAC was shared
with the AR project sponsor and my qualitative research professor, and I used their
feedback to modify and add clarity to the questions to improve the quality of the
responses. The final survey comprised 10 questions that provided open-ended, Likert

scale, multiple choice, and dichotomous response options (Appendix A). The survey was
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distributed after Phase 1 of the study to 31 original DAC members. Of the 31 surveys
distributed, 24 members began the survey, and 20 members completed the survey,
resulting in a 64% response rate.

New DAC surveys. Gathering data related to the experiences of the new DAC
members was important to gain knowledge about how the new DAC members
experienced the interventions introduced to the system and to identify issues that may
need to be addressed in the next AR cycle. Data collection occurred twice during Phase 3
of the study—once after completion of Interventions 3 through 5, and once after the
introduction of Intervention 6.

Each survey originated with a draft that was refined using input from the AR
sponsor, AR team, and my major professor. These surveys were also developed and
distributed using Qualtrics software. Each survey included questions that provided open-
ended, Likert scale, multiple choice, and dichotomous response options.

The first survey included 5 questions and was distributed to each of the 14 new
DAC members (Appendix E). We received 12 responses, resulting in an 86% response
rate. The second survey contained 13 questions and was distributed to each of the 13
new DAC members (one member resigned from SRU and was not able to continue in the
study), resulting in a 92% response rate (Appendix F).

Documents

The AR team reviewed original DAC documents and documents from other

higher education institutions and non-profit organizations in an effort to identify best

practices. These data were gathered through Internet searches and direct requests from
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SRU and non-profit organizations. The AR team members authenticated all documents
used in the study.

Reviews of the documents occurred throughout the study at various AR team
meetings during which we discussed the documents. Action research team members
would read documents and take notes to identify best practices, processes, historical data,
terms, and definitions. Team members compared their individual notes. Recordings of
these discussions were then transcribed with the AR team meeting data described in the
AR team meeting section of this chapter.

Data Analysis

Ruona (2005) states that “the purpose of data analysis is to search for important
meanings, patterns, and themes in what the researcher has heard or seen” (p. 236). My
search for important meanings, patterns, and themes began with the conversion of study
data into written electronic format and printing of the documents. Then I began the
process of cleaning the data. Iread transcripts of audio data while listening to the
recordings, carefully taking notes and correcting typing errors. I reviewed other written
data and corrected typing errors, completing the cleaning process. This important
measure facilitated an efficient and thorough analysis process. I entered the clean data
into HyperResearch, a data management software, and prepared for initial analysis using
First Cycle descriptive coding and Second Cycle pattern coding (Miles, Huberman, &
Saldana, 2014) to identify key codes and emerging themes.

First Cycle coding began as I read the data related to both research questions and
assigned descriptive codes to data “chunks,” (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana). After

completing the initial First Cycle descriptive coding, I stepped away from the data for

48



several days and returned to do a second First Cycle descriptive coding to eliminate and
add codes as I refined my analysis.

Second Cycle pattern coding began when the preliminary data codes were
condensed and recoded to produce a second codebook. I reviewed the Second Cycle data
with my major professor. After receiving her feedback, I conducted an additional Second
Cycle pattern coding process to reduce the number of themes that I had originally
identified. My major professor and I reviewed the data again and agreed that the
additional Second Cycle pattern coding was necessary, as it produced fewer, but stronger,
themes related to the research questions. The condensed codes were linked to the
correlated research question, which led to the findings presented in Chapter 5.

Trustworthiness

Stringer (2007) identifies trustworthiness as a measure for rigor in AR
accomplished by various checks to ensure that the research outcomes are not solely based
on the researcher’s perspective or simplistic analysis. Lincoln and Guba (1985) identify
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability as attributes of
trustworthiness. Five strategies were used in this study to ensure trustworthiness. The
strategies were member checks, audit trail, reflexivity, peer review, and thick description.
Descriptions of each of the strategies and the data sources to which they were applied are
displayed in Table 3 below.

The first strategy [ used to ensure trustworthiness was to create a detailed record
of the study that included researcher notes, logs of meeting dates and communications,
and folders containing meeting notes and other documents. This strategy is called an

audit trail. White, Oelke, and Friesen (2012) describe an audit trail as a detailed,

49



comprehensive accounting of all data collected. Due to the large volume of data
generated from this study, it was critical for me to maintain a detailed accounting of it.
This practice not only enabled me to stay organized, but also established evidence of my

actions should someone else want to check my work.

Table 3
Strategies for Achieving Trustworthiness

Strategy Description Data Source
M I R S D
Audit trail A detailed account of the methods, X X X X X
procedures, and decision points in
carrying out the study
Member checks  Taking data and tentative interpretations X
back to the people from whom they were
derived and asking if they are plausible
Reflexivity Critical self-reflection by the researcher X X X X

regarding assumptions, worldview,
biases, theoretical orientation, and
relationship to the study that may affect
the investigation
Peer review Discussions with colleagues regarding X X X X
the process of study, the congruency of
emerging findings with the raw data, and
tentative interpretations

Thick description Providing enough description to X X X
contextualize the study such that readers
will be able to determine the extent to
which their situations match the research
context, and, hence, whether findings
can be transferred

Note. M=Meetings; [=Interviews; R=Researcher Notes; S=Surveys; D=Document Reviews. Adapted from
Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation (Merriam, 2009).

Member checks were the next strategy I used to ensure trustworthiness of the
data. Merriam (2009) states that member checks occur when researchers take data and

their interpretations back to the people who generated the data and ask if they are

50



plausible. Iused this strategy to validate study data produced by AR sponsor and AR
team member meetings because I had ongoing access to both groups. I compared
meeting transcripts to the digital recordings and made the necessary corrections. Then I
compared the edited transcripts with my meeting notes to develop cumulative meeting
notes that the AR sponsor and each AR team member received by e-mail for review and
comment prior to the next meeting. Action research team members were also able to
access copies of the transcripts through Dropbox and e-mail. Subsequent meetings
included discussions of the data so that members could provide direct commentary,
which allowed me the opportunity to also triangulate the data.

As shared earlier in the Epistemological Framework and Research Approach
section of this chapter, I used reflexivity extensively throughout this study. By engaging
in critical self-reflection regarding “assumptions, worldview, biases, theoretical
orientation, and relationship to the study that may affect the investigation,” I was able to
uncover blind spots and biases (Merriam, 2009).

Becoming aware of and acknowledging my subjectivity guided me to seek input
from others about my interpretation of the data, which ensured the trustworthiness of the
data. Sharing the “process of study, the congruency of emerging findings with the raw
data, and tentative interpretations” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 259) moved me beyond
my way of “seeing” to accept the interpretations of others and acknowledge my biases. I
met regularly with a colleague to discuss my work and share data. As I talked about my
study and interpretations, she took copious notes. After a predetermined amount of time,

she would review her notes and ask probing questions that would challenge some of my
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thoughts and support others. We would review and discuss transcripts to determine if my
interpretations were substantiated by the data.

The remaining strategy I used was thick description, which refers to the
researcher’s use of detailed accounting of field experiences in which the clearly stated
patterns of cultural and social relationships are contextualized (Holloway, 1997). 1
applied this strategy by intentionally capturing what was occurring or had occurred
during my observations, discussions, and experiences, providing details to the readers of

the data so that they would be able to determine whether my findings were transferrable.
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CHAPTER 4
ACTION RESEARCH CASE:
THE TRAVELED ROAD
An African proverb states, “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go
far, go together.” This proverb indicates that collaborative efforts endure. Action
research is a practice of co-operative inquiry and co-construction of interventions to
address organizational issues (Heron & Reason, 2001). Collaboration is the foundation
of the AR process. Action research team members must engage in and embrace this
group process in order for viable interventions to be developed and implemented for
transformational change within an organization. In this chapter I will present the SRU
DAC development case, which was an AR approach to address one of the institution’s
issues related to diversity and inclusion. Details of the organization, the AR process, and
the AR team experience will be detailed, demonstrating the usefulness of AR and the
challenges and benefits that come with it.
Description of the Context
Southern Region University is a large four-year land grant university located in

the Southern region of the United States. It is recognized internationally as a high-level
research institution with over 34,000 students, 9,800 employees, and many faculty
members with international reputations for outstanding research in their fields. U.S.
News and World Report has consistently ranked the institution as one of the best colleges

in the United States.
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Beginning a New Chapter

Established during segregation, SRU was integrated by a few African-Americans
in the early 1960s amid the tumultuous Civil Rights Movement. While the
desegregation of SRU is noteworthy, it would take another 40 years for the University to
create and fill an associate provost position for institutional diversity and another five
years to establish a diversity advisory council (DAC) to foster diversity and inclusion at
the institution. In 2002, the Office of Diversity and Inclusion (ODI) was established to
lead a focused institutional effort to evaluate existing programs and develop new
initiatives to support diversity and equity at SRU. An integral part of ODI is its DAC.
The DAC was established to assist ODI in the creation and implementation of various
strategies designed to advance and enhance diversity at SRU.

The goal of SRU’s administration, as stated in the OID documents, was to
assemble a group of diverse stakeholders to identify and address barriers to diversity and
to advise the associate provost/chief diversity officer on issues related to diversity and
inclusion at SRU. The council, through its committee structure, would study literature
and research related to diversity and inclusion to identify best practices and develop
strategies that would improve diversity and inclusion at SRU. In addition, the council
would provide public campus forums for stakeholders to promote a campus dialogue
about diversity, with a particular focus on ensuring a sense of inclusion and
empowerment.

According to OID documents, the initial DAC was launched in 2008. A roster of
initial DAC members shows that the council was composed of 36 members representing

each major administrative and academic unit of SRU. The documents also state that
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DAC members’ terms would be limited to 12 months, at which time each member would
be replaced by another representative from his or her unit. These records also show that
the first charge to the group was to develop a five-year diversity plan for SRU.

The DAC began working on the five-year diversity plan, but the journey to
completion was challenging. Specific challenges and their effects were identified in the
data collected in this study (Table 4). Members were selected by their administrators or
supervisors in an effort to have representation from most units across the university. The
result was a DAC that included 36 members with varying degrees of interest in the
mission of the council. Member interest and the size of the group presented immediate
challenges. The size of the DAC made it difficult to convene members, communicate
effectively, and share information. Participation in the DAC began to decline as the
group experienced initial challenges. These challenges kept the council from working
effectively and delayed development of the diversity plan. During the original DAC
member terms, SRU had two university presidents, two provosts, and two chief diversity
officers. These changes in administration also delayed the DAC’s progress, as each new
administrator had different expectations of the DAC. Lastly, the one-year term limit for
DAC members was not enforced, which resulted in attrition and added to the frustrations
of the members.

Over the course of the next five years, the council worked to develop the
diversity plan. Institutional Diversity Office (IDO) documents and interview data show
that the DAC experienced many stops and starts to their work, and eventually a small

“working group” finalized the plan and presented it to the larger group. In spite of its
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challenges, the DAC produced a five-year diversity plan that was adopted by the

administration in April 2011.

Table 4
Challenges and Effects of Initial SRU Diversity Advisory Council

Challenge Effect
Non-strategic selection Participation dropped as those who did not have an
process interest in DAC disengaged

Too many council members Difficulties coordinating/convening 36 members
Inconsistent communication
Difficulties sharing information

Changes in Administration Slowed the council’s progress as members sought
direction on completing SRU’s five-year diversity plan

Term limit not enforced Attrition

SRU met its goal of convening a large group of representatives that were selected
by various means to represent as many areas of the institution as possible to create a
five-year diversity plan, but the institution had not fulfilled the mission of the DAC. It
was clear by the end of the diversity plan development effort that the original DAC
design would not meet the needs of the university as an advisory unit that was well
versed and educated in the latest diversity and inclusion research and best practices.
Former DAC members and the project sponsor indicated that the original DAC design
was not sustainable. The large number of members detracted from the mission of the
council. Eventually, a subgroup was formed to handle the majority of the work and
present it back to the larger group to move the council to the performing stage.
Although the project was completed successfully, the group realized that its current

structure was not effective and, consequently, it became dormant. One former DAC
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member commented during a conversation, “We could never get everybody together”
(Anonymous, personal communication, September 3, 2013). This statement and others
like it provide evidence that the group remained in the forming and storming stages for
extended periods of time and never formerly advanced to the performing and adjourning
stages identified by Tuckman (1965).
Adopting an Action Research Approach

Dr. Lawrence was named chief diversity officer in 2011, shortly after the
diversity plan was adopted. She was the third administrator in nine years to be
appointed to this role. After a brief period of time, Dr. Lawrence realized that her list of
priorities must include addressing the advisory needs of the university on matters of
diversity and inclusion. She stated, “On a campus this large we need more people
involved in the process of diversity and inclusion. We need to make sure that DAC is
functioning effectively and helping shape diversity and inclusion at SRU.”

After making an assessment of the council’s mission and spending time with the
group and most members individually, Dr. Lawrence further realized that working to
create an effective DAC would take time and resources that were not readily available to
her. She also realized that in order to move forward with this effort she needed the
support of the university’s president. She remarked, “Unfortunately, I have limited staff
and time to work on fixing DAC right now. My staff is working on other projects and I
can’t afford to pull them away right now.” I have spoken with the president about the
university’s need to have a diversity advisory council to provide recommendations on
matters related to diversity and inclusion and he agrees that an effective DAC should be

in place.”
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Selecting Action Research
Dr. Lawrence was seeking a way to redesign SRU’s DAC in the midst of taking
up her new role when I reached out to offer my support. During the course of our
conversation, I listened to the challenges of the DAC and recommended action research
as an approach that would help create solutions through collaborative inquiry, research,
ideation, and co-constructed interventions. I suggested the guiding change approach
described by Coghlan and Brannick (2010), in which “the direction is loosely defined
and the leadership points the way and keeps watch over the process” (p. 65). I believed
that this approach would allow for the AR team to take a constructionist approach as we
dialogued and planned for change. As an action researcher, I could see the potential for
success using this framework. After several conversations, Dr. Lawrence agreed that an
action research approach would be an effective way to address SRU’s issues and
engaged me in the role of convener of the AR team.
Action Research Team Selection
Once the contracting phase of the project was complete, Dr. Lawrence, Jean
Pierre (a member of her staff), and I began the task of identifying members of the AR
team. A key component in AR is the selection of the AR team members. This
component requires purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling in AR is the conscious
selection of participants based upon “the extent that individual is affected by or has an
effect on the issue of interest” (Stringer, 2007, p. 43). I shared with Dr. Lawrence the
critical requirement of selecting a manageable number of stakeholders who were
passionate about the project and had the ability to effect change. Dr. Lawrence agreed

that the AR team would consist of six members, including me. She immediately
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appointed Jean Pierre to the team because of his role within the ODI office and his
history with DAC.

I suggested the use of a decision tree as a strategic process to identify the other
four AR team members and serve as a method of purposeful sampling. A decision tree
was developed to enable us to assess and rank potential AR team members according to
criteria that were informed by Chait, Holland, and Taylor (1996), Thompson (2011), and
Williams (2013) and that was deemed essential by Dr. Lawrence and me (Appendix B).
The decision tree comprised seven criteria:

e Have an interest in and commitment to the goals and mission of OID

e Possess and be willing to use organizational influence for the benefit of the

AR team

e Possess skills, talents, and resources that can benefit the AR project

e Be willing and able to work with and participate in a group

¢ Be tolerant of others that have differing experiences, backgrounds, beliefs, etc.

e Be willing to commit time to the AR project through its duration

e Be willing to participate and give consent to participate in action research
Dr. Lawrence, Jean Pierre, and I independently used the decision chart to identify
potential AR team members. We then reviewed all the names and determined the top
four candidates.

Dr. Lawrence decided that she would make phone calls to each of the top four
candidates and invite them to lunch to discuss the project and the role of the AR team
members and to extend an invitation to join the AR team. Within a week, Dr. Lawrence

had met with three of the candidates, spoke directly and at length with a candidate who
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was out of town, and secured a commitment from each of the four candidates. Dr.
Lawrence’s participatory leadership style and ability to leverage her motivational
influence was crucial in the AR process and was a key factor throughout this project. She
artfully leveraged her motivational influence, which resulted in commitment and
dedication to the effort, as evidenced by each AR team member candidate accepting her
invitation.

It is important not only for action researchers to have a stake in the problem, but
also for external stakeholders to feel represented among the AR team (Stringer, 2007).
As a result of purposeful sampling, the AR team was composed of a diverse group of
administrators, faculty, and staff. The diverse attributes of the AR team include the
following:

* Three female and three male members

* Multiple sexual preferences/identities

*  Multiple races and ethnicities

» Three continents and four regions of the United States identified as places of

origin
» Ages ranged from mid-thirties to early sixties
* Two administrators, two faculty, and two staff members, all with varying

years of higher education experience
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AR Team Orientation

Dr. Lawrence convened the SRU AR team on the campus of SRU in September
2014. Each of the AR team members participated in the meeting. During the meeting,
members introduced themselves and shared why participation on the AR team was
important to them. Dr. Lawrence presented the history of the original DAC and the issue
facing SRU that the AR team would address. Dr. Lawrence then presented the charge to
the AR team to redesign SRU’s DAC.

After introductions were made, Dr. Lawrence shared the issue to be addressed and
provided a historical grounding of SRU’s DAC. She then eloquently told the team why
she chose to pursue AR as a method of resolving the issue. Her articulation of the
characteristics of AR and the iterative cycles of improvement was impressive. Had I not
introduced her to AR six months earlier, I would have thought she had extensive
experience with the methodology. As she spoke, I could see others in the room being
drawn to her, as though she was unfolding the solution to life’s greatest mystery. She
then spoke of her vision for a new DAC and how the new council would serve SRU. Her
final statements were a charge to the group and her definition of success for the AR team.

I followed Dr. Lawrence, providing an overview of the AR process that included
a description of my role and the roles of the other AR team members. Everyone appeared
eager to begin and quickly agreed to the requirements of the study and project. AR team
members received the results of the original DAC member survey to review and prepare

for our discussion at the next team meeting. The AR team had been officially launched.
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Action Research Phases

This AR study was conducted over the course of 24 months. The seven
interventions that were co-constructed by the sponsor, researcher, and AR team were
organized into three phases. Phase 1 of the study involved Intervention 1, which was the
decommissioning of the original DAC. The intervention developed in this phase was co-
constructed by Dr. Lawrence, a member of her staff (who later became a member of the
AR team), and me. Phase 2 of the study included Intervention 2, which was the AR
team’s research efforts and the development of the redesign of the SRU DAC. The
intervention in this phase was the co-constructed design of the DAC-dm model created
by the AR team. Phase 3 of the study comprised Interventions 3 through 8, which was
the introduction of the six interventions within the DAC-dm model into the SRU system.
Details of each phase are included in this chapter.
Phase 1 — Intervention 1: Decommissioning of Original DAC

Based on Dr. Lawrence’s assessment of SRU’s DAC, we concluded that
decommissioning the original DAC would be the first intervention. There were three
justifications for this intervention:

e The initial charge of the group had been met;

e There had been no formal individual recognition for the years of work done

by the members; and

¢ A new DAC structure and member selection process was needed.

SRU’s culture, much like most highly bureaucratic organizations in higher
education, has a strong political component that impacts meaningful faculty involvement

in complex matters (Ginsberg, 2011; Lamal, 2013). Dr. Lawrence wanted to
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decommission the original DAC before launching an AR team to redesign the council.
She wanted the decommissioning of the original DAC to focus on the work and
achievements of the past members and not be preempted by rumors of any kind that
would take away from the celebration. I worked with Dr. Lawrence and her staff to
develop a strategy to decommission the original DAC. We collaboratively planned and
executed a recognition luncheon for the DAC members.

The luncheon took place in August 2013, with 31 of the original DAC members
in attendance. During the luncheon, the Assistant to the President extended gratitude on
behalf of the president, thanked the members for their work on the University’s first-ever
five-year diversity plan, and acknowledged the sacrifices the council members had made
to make the diversity plan a reality. Dr. Lawrence acknowledged the work of DAC prior
to her appointment as chief diversity officer. She also thanked the members for their
support during her tenure, announced the launch of the AR study, and introduced me to
the group. I gave an overview of the study’s purpose, announced the survey to the group,
and made myself available for questions and answers after the luncheon. Many DAC
members expressed appreciation to Dr. Lawrence for recognizing their work in such a
nice way.

Several methods of data collection were used during each of the four AR phases
identified by Coughlan and Brannick (2010), which are constructing, planning action,
taking action, and evaluating action. Observation data were recorded in my researcher
notes, which included notes from sponsor meetings, planning sessions, personal diary
entries, notes taken during and after the luncheon about the event, and personal

experiences that DAC members shared with me. Additional data were gathered from a
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survey of the remaining 31 members (Appendix A). The ten-question survey had a 64%
response rate. Data from Phase 1 will be presented in greater detail in Chapter 5.
Phase 2 — Intervention 2: Development of the DAC-dm

Phase 2 of this study occurred over a 10-month period. During this phase,
the AR team engaged in collaborative inquiry, research, and intervention development to
address the charge given by Dr. Lawrence. Data were collected through document
review researcher notes, my personal diary entries, and transcripts from meetings and
interviews. The outcome of this phase was a six-phase Diversity Advisory Council
Development Model (DAC-dm) that was based on the governance board work of Holland
and Jackson (1998) and Brown (2007). The DAC-dm served as the redesign for the SRU
DAC.

Initially, the AR team met once per month. After the second meeting, the AR
team determined that meeting monthly was insufficient for the group to maintain
momentum and meet the milestones of the project within the academic year. The team
unanimously decided to hold bi-weekly meetings on the SRU campus. Team members
were engaged throughout the project, with the exception of one AR team member who
reluctantly resigned after contracting a serious illness that required multiple
hospitalizations. The process was challenging at times, but the team always resolved
conflict before the end of each meeting, as agreed to in the team’s initial meeting.

Reading over the e-mail messages, listening to portions of meeting and interview
recordings, reading portions of transcripts, and reviewing materials that were produced
during the AR team meetings brings up some emotions that [ would rather forget. I

remember how nervous I would get during the drive to the SRU campus to meet with
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other members of the AR team, these high-ranking individuals on campus who have
written books on diversity, led diversity initiatives on SRU’s campus, and served on
many SRU advisory councils or committees. Believing they must have felt that [ was
wasting their time, incompetent, rambling, etc. by the time I would pull into the parking
lot (an hour early), I would be so far up the Ladder of Inference that I would be nauseous
(Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994). By the end of the meeting, I would have
to go to my car and pull myself together for the two-hour drive back home.

Thinking back on the first few AR team meetings, I realized that I did the
majority of the speaking; acknowledging that my open-ended comments and questions
did not seem to engage the group was hard. The quietness of the room and the blank
stares were excruciating. The first meetings seemed endless, and the project seemed to
stall at the gate.

The imposter syndrome engulfed me. My Type A personality merged with fear of
being exposed as a fraud. There were the long hours of preparation for the AR team
meetings. | tried to make sure that everything was taken care of. The meeting room
reservation, email notifications, attachments, reminders, agendas, and meeting notes had
to be “perfect” because I had to “prove” myself to these highly esteemed AR team
members. This was exhausting—and defeating. I felt responsible for the entire project.

Then one comment from my major professor, Dr. Wendy Ruona, freed me from
my angst. She simply said, “Can’t someone else host a meeting?” That one question
punctuated the equilibrium of my thinking, causing a shift in how I viewed myself in
relation to this project and the AR process. [ was able to get out of the way and actually

let the group function as an empowered group.
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After I began to let go and trust the other members of the AR team, the group
began to gel and the process became less stressful. Once I let go of some of what I
deemed as my responsibilities, the team was able to advance through the stages of group
development. Each member eagerly offered to host meetings and bring in additional
resources. However, the administrative tasks remained my responsibility.

Document review. Being specific about the term used to label the challenge
facing an organization is vital in the early stages of an AR project. Rather than using the
terms problem or opportunity, which might have led to “convergent thinking”, the term
“issue” was intentionally chosen to describe the challenge to be addressed by the AR
team (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010). The AR team spent several weeks examining
documents created by the original DAC, listening to firsthand experiences of original
DAC members, and analyzing the data produced by the original DAC member survey.
The AR team framed the issue as SRU needing an effective Diversity Advisory Council
to help administration expand diversity and inclusion at the university. Having this co-
constructed goal before us throughout the AR process was helpful, as it kept the group
focused and moving forward when valuable, but distracting, subjects arose.

Having reviewed data, the AR team was able to confirm the issue, assess the
previous state of the DAC, and identify the desired future state of the council. The AR
team was prepared to enter the phase of planning action to address the issue. This
process required the team to gather information about councils dedicated to addressing
diversity and inclusion in higher education.

Literature review. There is a resurgence of interest in advisory boards in higher

education, “yet there is limited research on the topic” (Henderson, 2004, p. 60).
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Identifying a widely accepted model or practice related to developing DACs in higher
education was one of the AR team’s first challenges. Efforts to find empirical evidence
of emerging practices or other studies were not fruitful. The team had hopes of finding
best practices that could be considered for our project. An initial literature review
revealed that there was a gap in the literature related to diversity advisory groups. The
majority of the literature found was related to governance boards, which are significantly
different from advisory councils. The AR team was drawn to the governance board
research of Holland and Jackson (1998) and Brown (2007); both provided insight on
characteristics of effective governance boards and processes for developing effective
councils. Although those researchers did not provide best practices for developing or
maintaining an effective DAC, the AR team determined that an approach similar to theirs
could be applied to the redesign of the DAC at SRU. After initial team discussions about
the literature review, I sought out and met with Dr. Thomas Holland in April, 2013, to
discuss his work and get a better understanding of how he and co-author Jackson evaluate
and develop effectiveness in non-profit governance boards.

The team also gathered best practices and processes of other non-profit
organizations. The Sarasota County and National Alliance on Mental Illness advisory
board handbooks were key in this process. Both documents enabled members to compare
and contrast the differences between governance boards and advisory boards, as it was
important for us to be able to distinguish between the two as we developed appropriate
interventions and to gain information about the purpose, structure, and member

responsibilities of boards and councils.
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Environmental scan. The AR team decided to conduct an environmental scan
among peer institutions to further research best practices. The team looked for two key
factors: how institutions defined diversity, and what practices existed in peer institutions
across the region.

Defining diversity. Williams (2013) states, “Too often campus diversity
committees are stymied because leadership fails to provide a clear definition of diversity
and the committee is unable to clarify what diversity means in the context of its work as a
group” (p. 415). The AR team reviewed the original DAC’s definition of diversity and
agreed that it was inadequate to guide future work. We decided that before we could
begin redesigning the DAC, we needed to look at how the AR team defined diversity.
Our first task would have been to look at the chosen institution’s diversity statement, but
SRU did not have an institution-wide diversity statement. There was a Faculty Statement
on Diversity that was displayed on the undergraduate admissions page, which was
approved by SRU’s University Council in the early 2000s. However, this statement was
determined by the group to be insufficient. We then decided to look at diversity
statements and definitions from 12 other higher education institutions across the United
States.

After reviewing the diversity statements and definitions of these institutions, each
member was asked to submit his or her ideas about the group’s working definition of
diversity. The group discussed and debated all collected data and contributions before
coming to consensus on our working definition. The AR team developed the following
definition of diversity and inclusion: The pursuit of social justice, which requires

openness, collaboration, barrier removal, and creating an environment that all members
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of the University community, regardless of their backgrounds, can contribute and achieve
their fullest potential.

Peer practices. After coming to consensus on the definition the team would use,
we turned our efforts toward researching practices of peer institutions across the region.
Six institutions were identified. Dr. Lawrence agreed to invite her peers to participate in
one-hour interviews. [ was once again surprised at the willingness of the other CDOs to
participate in these interviews. Once again, the effective leadership of Dr. Lawrence
proved helpful, as shown by these comments:

“Sure, [ will participate! Anything to help Dr. Lawrence!”

“Whatever you need. I know Dr. Lawrence has been working on resolving this.

Hopefully, she can help me with my council.”

“Dr. Lawrence is awesome to work with. I look forward to speaking with you!”
All interviews were scheduled and held within 25 days.

Analysis of the interview transcripts revealed that each institution operated its
diversity advisory program differently. Practices ranged from creating committees
around diversity initiatives such as Black History Month to being part of the University
Council’s burdensome process. The interviews confirmed what the group found in the
literature—that there was no ideal model or identified best practice for developing or
maintaining a DAC.

DAC development model. Having no 