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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In the 21st century world-class universities will need to be much more focused on innovation, rather 
than on stability and standardization.  An innovative organization is different from a stable one.  It 
requires different skills from its participants, and it functions in a different way from a stable organiza-
tion. A focus on innovation will necessitate a different kind of university from what exists at most insti-
tutions today.  Those who want to create and maintain a world class university will need to develop a 
culture of innovation in their organizations. I first outline an organization’s barriers to innovation that 
retard creativity.  I then consider seven topics central for an innovative organization: 

The aim of tertiary organizations ought to be to build collaborative environments based on stable 
goals where individuals have the autonomy to pursue experiments that ultimately will improve the 
organization.  Universities that are able to build a culture of innovation are more likely to develop and 
maintain world class status than those institutions that use the past as a guide to the future.

1.	 risk-taking

2.	 personal autonomy

3.	 goal-setting

4. 	 decision-making

5.	 teamwork

6.	 fiscal and temporal resources

7.	 organizational excitement
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INTRODUCTION
All too often, observers of tertiary education assume that the way the academic world functions today 
is the way it always has been organized.  Nevertheless, colleges and universities have always have been 
in a state of change.  If “world class rankings” had been compiled in the late nineteenth century, no 
institutions in the United States would have likely made the list.  In the 2013 Shanghai Jiao Tong Rank-
ings of World Universities, however, American universities held 17 of the top 20 positions, in addition 
to 52 of the top 100 spots. 

With this constant state of flux in the academic world, the institutions that are most successful are 
those which are able to manage change and innovation. Those who adhere to a principle of “staying 
the course” are likely to run aground, due to the rapidly changing conditions of the larger environ-
ment. The challenge is to neither accept that a university must maintain the status quo nor assume 
that only entirely new universities will succeed. 

My purpose here is to outline what the conditions are for an organization to be innovative so that it 
might enhance the creative talents of its participants.  As I elaborate below, an innovative organization 
is different from a stable one.  It requires different skills from its participants, and it functions in a dif-
ferent way from a stable organization.  In talking about the importance of innovation, I am departing 
from some, such as Jamil Salmi (2011), who have offered insights about the “the road to academic ex-
cellence” (p. 323).  Although there is much to agree with about how excellence might be defined, I am 
aiming for a different focus and interpretation.  In the 21st century, my assumption is that world-class 
universities will need to be much more focused on innovation, rather than on stability and standard-
ization.  Moreover, a focus on innovation will necessitate a different kind of university from what exists 
at most institutions today.

Accordingly, I will first set the stage for why we need universities to be innovative and then consider 
what the conditions for innovation might be.  In doing so, I will not be concerned with a specific in-
novation (e.g. on-line learning); rather, I wish to consider how universities might achieve and sustain 
world-class status by creating what I shall define as a culture of innovation.
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ANALYZING THE CURRENT 
STATE OF TERTIARY 
EDUCATION
Organizations exist within states and national sys-
tems that, in large part, help determine their focus 
and framework.  Only a decade ago, bookstores 
were ubiquitous. Today, people order books on-
line, as well as from a bookstore. For those older 
than 30, newspapers and print publications were 
the way one learned to read and acquire informa-
tion, whereas today young learners use iPads and 
smartphones. The post office used to be the pri-
mary purveyor of information for friends, family, 
and businesses, yet today information comes at us 
via cyberspace.

Many of these recent changes have been tech-
nological in nature, but they speak to different 
capacities that are now enabled. Time is impor-
tant. Consumers no longer want to drive to a shop, 
find a parking spot, enter a store, look for a book, 
find that it is missing, wait in line, order the book, 
repeat the procedure when the book arrives, and 
finally return home weeks later with the purchase. 
A decade ago, readers were content to learn about 
the previous day’s news with the morning news-
paper.  Today, they want to know about events as 
they happen in real-time. Individuals no longer 
want to spend the time, energy, or cost in writing 
a letter to an individual when, with the click of a 
mouse, the sender can reach the individual in a 
matter of seconds.  

Higher education is not impervious to such 
changes. Why would those of us who work in uni-
versities assume that what has happened to the 
newspaper industry could not happen to us? Why 
should the definition of the public good (Tierney, 
2006) be maintained in one arena when it has 
changed in virtually every other? Why would a 

particular type or mode of work not be disrupted 
and transformed, just as it has been changed in 
other arenas? If the definition of expertise has 
shifted in the larger public sphere, then why 
would it not also shift within academe? When 
time, speed, and capacity become valued com-
modities in the larger society, then why should 
academics assume that academe is impervious to 
similar concerns?  

The sorts of changes I am referring to pertain to 
what I will call disruptive technology.  We are at 
a moment when disruptive technology has the 
potential to significantly change higher education.  
Such changes are out of the norm.

Traditional organizations, such as universities, 
generally try to adapt to the times and meet the 
needs of their customers. They do so by calling 
upon what Clayton Christensen (1997) has de-
fined as “sustainable technology.” A sustainable 
technology improves upon the current technol-
ogy that exists in a traditional organization. The 
clearest example of a sustainable technology is the 
electric typewriter. Anyone who can remember 
the days of manual typewriters will remember the 
excitement as electric typewriters were adopted. 
What we were doing suddenly got easier and 
faster. 

A sustainable technology improves performance 
for the existing market, and conceivably brings in 
additional customers who may desire the current 
product. The customer has a variety of companies 
from which to choose, and, if the product does 
not keep up to date, the company will find itself in 
trouble or out of business. The governing board of 
the company is likely to applaud improvements, 
especially if they expand the customer base. Obvi-
ously, a company that only sells manual typewrit-
ers a decade after its competitors have already 
introduced electric typewriters would find itself in 
trouble.  
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Although public and private tertiary institutions 
are lampooned for their perceived inability to 
change, universities adopted sustainable technolo-
gies throughout the 20th century. Chalkboards 
gave way to boards that utilized magic markers. 
Ancient gymnasiums morphed into student cen-
ters, with multiple activities and state-of-the-art 
fitness centers. Xerox machines replaced Mimeo-
graph machines. Slide projectors became more 
advanced audiovisual projectors, and then Power-
Point became the software of choice for display-
ing information. The faculty, administration, and 
boards each adapted to the times and their com-
petitors by utilizing sustainable technologies.

A disruptive technology is different. Although 
companies and their boards are trying to meet the 
needs of their customers, those who work on dis-
ruptive technology are likely, at first, to not have 
any customers. Two men who work in a garage on 
something called a computer are trying to invent 
a product that does not exist. Christensen has 
pointed out that whether the technology is in the 
steel industry, the car industry, or the telegraph, 
the pattern is similar. The initial technology ap-
peals to a very small group of individuals, the tech-
nology is expensive, and relationships to standing 
companies are not seen by those in the traditional 
industry or the start-up company. Steve Jobs did 
not set out to destroy typewriters.

However, the pattern is clear. The technology 
improves over time, the customer base expands, 
the costs of the invention drops, and, at some 
point, the disruptive technology swamps compa-
nies focused on sustainable technologies (Chris-
tensen, Horn, & Johnson, 2008). Boards focus on 
improving their product, not on inventing a new 
one. Frequently, traditional companies fail to 
see new technologies and their organizations as 
competitors not only because they are miniscule, 
but because they are after different markets. The 
result, however, is that in a matter of years com-

puters make typewriters obsolete, and the tele-
phone does the same for the telegraph. Traditional 
companies belatedly try to adapt, but they cannot 
compete. Apple and Microsoft drive Olivetti and 
Smith Corona out of business.  

Christensen and his colleagues argue that “the 
theory of disruptive innovation has significant 
explanatory power in thinking through the chal-
lenges and changes confronting higher education” 
(Christensen, et al., 2011, p. 2).  These challenges 
pertain not only to what needs to get done, but to 
who should be making change happen and how 
individuals ought to work together.  To be sure, 
when we think about failure and success, the dis-
cussion needs to begin with these items in mind. 

Who is responsible, for example, for a company 
going out of business? Ultimately, a Board over-
sees the operations of the organization.  To the 
extent that a company fails, one might plausibly 
blame the Board. Others might argue that the 
President should be held responsible. At the same 
time, many well-run Boards and successful senior 
administrators have focused on improvement 
through sustainable technologies. Disruptions 
are innovations that cost time, money, and focus. 
Not all disruptions are successful. When disrup-
tions take off, they also expand rapidly. One could 
conceivably claim that an administration ought 
not to be criticized for focusing on improving basic 
operations. Risky experiments could take the 
company in an entirely different and unprofitable 
direction.  

How those in higher education have spoken about 
and used online learning up to this point is in line 
with initial declarations about disruptive technol-
ogy and how senior managements and Boards 
have looked at such innovations. Even proponents 
of online technology initially thought of it as a 
poor imitation of the “real thing”: the model of 
the “sage of the stage.” The users of the nascent 
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technology were people who were overlooked by 
traditional institutions - perhaps the individual 
who was too far from a campus to take classes, or 
the individual who worked at times that most col-
lege classes were offered. The providers were not 
mainstream institutions but those on the periph-
ery - largely for-profit providers. Initially, the more 
prestigious the university, the more likely it was 
that the implications for distance learning were ir-
relevant.  From this perspective, World Class Uni-
versities need not be bothered with digital learn-
ing.  Just as with examples from the steel and car 
industry, leaders of successful organizations - in 
this case, the Harvard’s and Oxford’s of the tertia-
ry world - could not see how a peripheral provider 
had anything in common with the campus-based 
classroom experiences that students received.

By the second decade of the 21st century, how-
ever, online learning has started to follow the 
trajectory of other disruptive technologies. Just as 
computers became ubiquitous through improve-
ments in quality and performance, the growth in 
online learning underscores how a technology can 
quickly adapt.  Not only working adults, but the 
broad panoply of postsecondary students desire 
to use online learning. In 2003, about 10% of 
students took at least one online course; according 
to Fall 2012 data, 26% of degree-seeking students 
now take at least one online course (U. S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2012).

If I am correct about online learning being a 
disruptive technology, and disruptive technolo-
gies have forced changes with other products and 
services in other fields, then what other changes 
might come about that will impact tertiary insti-
tutions? For one thing, online learning is a model 
that changes the notion of “seat-time.” One might 
expect a greater emphasis on learning outcomes, 
rather than on credits earned simply because a 
student spent a specific amount of time attending 
a class once or twice a week over a set number 

of weeks.  Inputs, such as credit hours, are likely 
to be replaced by outputs, such as what has been 
learned. Even degrees may become less impor-
tant than what is learned. A collection of faculty 
assessments over a four- or five-year time horizon 
that attest to a student having a particular grade 
point average (GPA) has been, until now, a proxy 
for whether the student learned anything while at-
tending college. Ultimately, however, the mastery 
of the tasks graduates undertake tells employers 
and others whether the student learned anything. 
The other possibility with online learning is that 
costs could come significantly down as massive 

numbers of students 
use the disruptive 
technology.

The implications for 
faculty work, admin-
istration, and gover-
nance are significant 
but unclear. We know, 
for example, that the 

fastest growing faculty group is part-time and con-
tingent faculty. I do not envision that will change 
in the near future. If the cost for faculty is decreas-
ing, and online learning is able to tap into literally 
thousands of students, when previously institu-
tions were tied in a manner to Baumol’s cost dis-
ease (Brewer & Tierney, 2010), then the expense 
for faculty will go down. At some point, the ra-
tionalization for administrative costs also will no 
longer be tenable, even if that discussion has just 
begun; significant, unsustainable overhead costs 
are not viable as product costs decrease with one’s 
competitors.

My assumption is that most of our universities are 
wedded to sustainable change and are going to 
face a twofold problem. On the one hand, a state or 
nation is going to be unwilling or unable to fund 
institutions in a manner that they once did. Al-
though funding from new sources, such as private 

What other 
changes might 

come about that 
will impact 

tertiary 
institutions?
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donors, may help in part to close the gap, a public 
regulatory system that is neither efficient nor ef-
fective may slow down change precisely at a time 
when innovation and experimentation become 
paramount. 

On the other hand, disruptive technology is a 
challenge for institutions which are most immune 
from change. Disruptive technology has the poten-
tial to create significant change. My point here is 
neither to suggest the end of higher education nor 
to imply that these changes are all great and good.  
However, a commitment to the status quo or a 
lethargic response to the changing conditions per-
taining to technology, social media and the chang-
ing nature of the state and external environment 
will present significant problems for any univer-
sity and certainly will not enable the institution to 
improve or maintain its world class status.  

Building Creativity and 
Innovation into the 
Culture of a University
The concept of change is a topic that has long 
intrigued theorists and practitioners alike.  An im-
pressive number of scholarly treatises have exam-
ined how societies change, how cultures change, 
and how organizations change.  Their suggestions 
range from the notion that change can be man-
aged and purposeful (Peters & Waterman, 1982) 
to those that argue change is anarchic and whim-
sical (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972; March, 1984; 
Weick, 1982).  Leaders may be able to bring about 
change, or they may be irrelevant (March & Cohen, 
1974; Sample, 2002).  Change is most likely due to 
environmental conditions (Levinthal, 1991), or it 
derives from strategic decision-making.  Change 
may be destructive and bring about uncertainty 
and decline (Haveman, 1992), or it may unleash 
energy and renewal.

Given the wide swings in the research literature 
about how to think about change, one wonders 
what might be said with any sense of certainty 
- other than that there is a great deal of uncer-
tainty about how change occurs.  We do know that 
organizations have different needs and processes 
because of their foci and their lifespan.  Some 
organizations thrive on stability, and others have 
a greater need to change. Karl Weick’s work on 
loose-coupling (1976), in part, plays into the idea 
of stability and change.  Tightly coupled organiza-
tions are more top-down and directive; loosely-
coupled organizations are more decentralized, 
where one part of the organization may not know 
what the other is doing.  A manager of a McDon-
ald’s restaurant franchise, for example, is much 
more likely to know what his or her workers are 
doing and what the goals and outputs for the day, 
month, and year will be; the president of a uni-
versity may not know what or how a particular 
instructor is teaching in a class or what the “out-
put” will be.  

To be sure, a university produces graduates, and, 
to a certain extent, the institution may be direct 
with regards to estimating how many students are 
likely to be retained and eventually graduate.  Yet, 
the precision will be less than that of an organiza-
tion where stability is a given, even necessary, in-
gredient for success.  Both the research activity of 
the faculty and the hiring of new appointments are 
also much more likely to impact the organization 
than when a fast-food chain hires a new worker to 
replace someone else.

We also know that organizations have differ-
ent needs based on their timeframe.  Start-up 
companies operate in a different manner from 
long-standing institutions.  The transition of a 
long-time leader is likely to be different from an 
organization that experiences change at the top 
every few years.  A company that merges has 
different challenges than one that files for bank-
ruptcy, but stays in existence.
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Those who work in universities increasingly ac-
knowledge the importance of changing various as-
pects of academic work, even though colleges and 
universities have existed for centuries (Chaffee & 
Tierney, 1988).  Indeed, even though individuals 
like to criticize postsecondary institutions as re-
luctant and slow to change, a great deal of reform 
has occurred over the past generation.  
The manner in which we conduct research has 
been reconfigured.  How we communicate and 
interact with one another has moved in a man-
ner entirely unexpected only a decade ago.  What 
one means by the “library” and how we undertake 
scholarship and acquire knowledge has expe-
rienced a sea-change; technology, for example, 
makes a trip to the library today a rare occurrence, 
rather than routine.  How academe funds itself, 
the relationship between the state and public in-
stitutions, and the rise of for-profit institutions all 
signal an environment rife with change.  

One way to understand the environment is 
through mechanisms such as economic forecast-
ing and environmental scanning.  Although not 
always accurate, a concern for organizational ex-
ternalities or a consideration about future trends 
frequently can be useful when considering how 
an organization’s culture functions.  An additional 
way to think about change is by way of the inter-
nal structure of the organization and an assess-
ment of how well it is configured to deal with 
change.  Thus, we are not merely concerned with 
understanding change, but we are instead trying 
to put forward ideas toward positive and planned 
change.  We do not seek an explanatory model 
of why change brings about failure (or success), 
but instead consider how change might be able to 
engender successful outcomes.

Hence, I am interested in the idea of creativity.  
Creativity is a bit like other elusive terms such as 
leadership – its meaning is unclear, and its vari-
ables uncertain.  Just as some scholars old and 

new suggest that the traits of a leader are some-
thing with which an individual is born, creativity 
is frequently thought of as a unique characteristic 
(Carlyle, 1897; Sternberg & Lubart, 1999).  Cre-
ativity is seen as a positive asset:  “She’s very 
creative” has as positive a ring as does “He’s a 
great leader.”  “He’s not very creative” sounds as 
negative as “She’s a follower, not a leader.”  Such 
perspectives paint a picture of an individual.  The 
organization is irrelevant.  As Williams and Yang 
(1999) note, “the major focus in creativity re-
search has been on the individual creator and his 
or her personality, traits, abilities, experiences, 
and thought processes” (p. 378).  And yet, the 
individual’s creativity also exists in different intel-
lectual styles (Zhang, 2013; Zhang and Sternberg, 
2005). The challenge within an organization is 
how to enhance creativity across these different 
styles. 

When we consider organizations, a discussion of 
creativity most often is painted in negative terms: 
the organization stifles creativity or kills the 
creative spirit.  The assumption is that a creative 
individual enters the organization, but, through 
bureaucratic policies and procedures, the indi-
vidual is made to conform.  Creativity then dies 
(Whyte, 1956).

What if creativity is not a unique trait of an indi-
vidual?  What if an organization is able to foster 
creativity in its workers?  Such questions turn the 
lone wolf portrait of creativity on its head.  From 
this perspective, creativity can be enhanced in 
many individuals via the social environment (Am-
abile et al., 1996, p. 1155).  What would it mean 
if we referred not only to creative individuals, but 
also to creative organizations?  Woodman, Sawyer, 
and Griffin (1993) have defined organizational 
creativity as “the creation of a valuable, useful 
new product, service, idea, procedure or process 
by individuals working together in a complex 
social system” (p. 293).  The definition is useful, 



for it thinks of creativity as the development of 
something new by a group.  Sternberg and Lubart 
(1999) offer a slightly different interpretation by 
defining creativity as “the ability to produce work 
that is both novel (i.e. original, unexpected) and 
appropriate (i.e. useful, adaptive concerning task 
constraints)” (p. 3).  

From this perspective, the import remains on a 
new creation, but the expectation is not that it 
must come only from a group; organizations can 
foster creativity in individuals.  Such a distinc-
tion is useful for loosely coupled systems, such 
as a college or university, where a researcher or 
teacher may be working in isolation from other 
co-workers.  Thus, if we are to think of creativ-
ity in universities, we will look for organizations 
where individuals or groups are able to develop a 
new product, idea, or process.  One key aspect of 
the organization, then, becomes the development 
of talent.  As I will elaborate later, such an obser-
vation suggests that, from a cultural perspective, 
socialization is important.

Laird McLean (2005) makes the useful point that 
a creative organization also needs to be an innova-
tive one.  Creativity and innovation are related, but 
distinct, terms.  Creativity, as defined above, refers 
to inventions and breakthroughs.  Innovation 
pertains to the implementation of the new idea.  
McLean goes on to state the following:

The focus here, particularly, in the context 
of the organization, is on taking a creative 
idea and bringing it to fruition.  For example, 
in the life of an organization, many brilliant 
ideas never see the light of day.  To bring an 
idea from concept to market, it must be rec-
ognized for its potential (p. 227).

Amabile et al. (1996) follows this line of thinking 
by stating “we define creativity as the produc-
tion of novel and useful ideas in any domain.  We 

define innovation as the successful implementa-
tion of creative ideas within an organization” 
(p. 1155).  Such a point is important because it 
highlights some of the more critical issues facing 
postsecondary institutions.  A generation ago, the 
linkage of creativity and innovation would have 
been relatively unimportant.  In the 21st century, 
however, issues such as technology transfer, intel-
lectual property, and the relationship between 
postsecondary organizations and businesses have 
taken on increased importance.  Whereas a uni-
versity once may have been thought of as a reposi-
tory and conveyor of knowledge, the new stance 
suggests that colleges and universities need to 
be more engaged with the external environment; 
they not only create new products, but also help 
bring them to market.  

The inter-relationship between creativity and in-
novation, however, is different for a postsecondary 
organization than it is for a business.  When a col-
lege fosters an environment for experimentation 
in the classroom or a philosopher works on a topic 
in solitude, creativity is focused on an act (writing 
a poem) or an event (teaching a class).  Those who 
work at the cutting edge of biotechnology, neuro-
science, and even educational technology are like-
ly to find avenues not simply for the creation of a 
novel idea, but also for its implementation.  Those 
who write a series of poems may publish a book 
or start a publishing company, just as those who 
teach an innovative class may take the curricula 
design public.  Individuals also may be creative 
in their research or pedagogy, but their creativity 
does not generally go beyond the boundary of the 
campus or the printed page.

Richard Florida has detailed the importance of 
creativity for the country to maintain its economic 
and social well-being (2002; 2004).  He maintains 
that the university plays a critical role not merely 
in being creative itself, but in fostering creativity 
in the larger environment.  While Florida and his 
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colleagues (2006) acknowledge that a university 
should have a creative role to play in economic 
development, they argue that the creation of tal-
ent and the fostering of new ideas and diversity 
are also central activities for a university.  They 
conclude with the following statement: 

The role of the university goes far beyond 
the “engine of innovation” perspective.  
Universities contribute much more than 
simply pumping out commercial technology 
or generating startup companies...  In short, 
the university comprises a potential – and in 
some places, actual – creative hub that sits at 
the center of regional development (p. 38).  

Thus, the import of the university to be creative 
is not merely so that, as an organization, it can re-
main relevant.  The well-being of the country and 
region is, in part, dependent upon the ability of a 
tertiary institution to be creative.  Creative univer-
sities, then, are (a) places where an individual is 
creative; (b) where a creative act or invention may 
be implemented; and (c) where ideas and people 
help generate creativity in the larger environment.  
Such an observation moves us far afield from a 
portrait of a cloistered community that passes 
truths down from one generation to the next.
Most scholars of innovation will point out that, 
more often than not, creativity is stifled rather 
than supported (Amabile, 1998).  Their argument 
is that organizations function because of coordi-
nation, productivity and control – and those very 
measures frequently destroy creativity.  How, 
then, do we create an organizational culture of 
creativity and innovation?  Is such a question even 
appropriate, or as foolhardy as previous cultural 
questions linked to organizational performance?  
To answer these questions, I first turn to an over-
view of how we have thought about culture, and 
then consider what universities might do to create 
a culture of innovation.

Creating a Culture of 
Innovation
Considering an Organization’s Culture

Stinchcombe’s (1965) classic definition of an or-
ganization is a set of “social relations deliberately 
created, with the explicit intention of continuously 
accomplishing some specific goals or purposes” 
(p. 142).  Obviously, organizations have different 
formalized managerial and bureaucratic struc-
tures that enable tasks to get accomplished.  From 
this premise, I am suggesting that an innovative 
organization will function in a different way from 
a stable one.  Nevertheless, whether the organiza-
tion is stable or innovative, it still operates within 
a culture.  Although he studied firms rather than 
universities, Gerard Tellis (2013) has concluded, 
as have I, that “the internal culture of a firm is the 
most important driver of a firm’s innovation” 
(p. 7).  

Organizations have symbolic structures and 
interactions.  On the one hand, an organizational 
chart with lines of authority and decision making 
might be thought of as a formal structure, and, 
on the other hand, how individuals communicate 
with one another might be considered symbolic 
interaction.  We know, for example, that the United 
States Marine Corps has a formalized decision-
making structure that differs significantly from a 
Department of English at a small liberal arts col-
lege.  We also know that individuals in the Marine 
Corps are likely to use formal terms when ad-
dressing one another, and members of an English 
Department are not.  

Most students of organizational culture, however, 
will acknowledge that these formal and informal 
structures and interactions help define organiza-
tional culture in some manner (Tierney, 1988).  To 
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go much further and provide a concrete definition 
of organizational culture has proven elusive.  My 
purpose here is not to offer a history of organi-
zational culture, but it is useful to acknowledge 
that, at least since the early 1980’s, a great many 
theorists have been arguing about the meaning 
of culture in formal organizations (Hallett, 2003).  
Jelinek, Smircich, and Hirsch (1983) state that 
the quarrels and differences over the meaning of 
organizational culture in part reflect the tensions 
in fields such as anthropology, where structural, 
functional, and interpretive definitions of cul-
ture had vied for prominence since World War II.  
The preeminent anthropologist of the early 20th 
century, Franz Boas, proposed the idea of cultural 
relativism, which held sway for some time; cul-
tural relativism, however, was eschewed by the 

1940s, and no 
other singular 
definition of cul-
ture has taken 
its place. 

Conceptual 
confusion also 
pertains to what 
one studied in 
an organiza-

tion.  Most individuals acknowledge that symbolic 
forms, such as nomenclature, fall into the cultural 
column.  Symbolic artifacts, such as myths and 
rituals, also could be investigated from a cultural 
framework (Tierney, 1989).  Through such inves-
tigations, researchers have collected data about 
whether leaders used first or last names when 
they spoke with individuals, and if events, such as 
birthdays and retirement parties, have received 
attention.  But is an organization’s budgeting pro-
cess also part of an organization’s culture?  When 
the board develops a strategic plan, is that a cul-
tural act?  And if budgeting and strategic planning 
are part of an organization’s culture, then what is 
not? 

If we believe that colleges and universities need to 
move toward creativity and innovation, what sorts 
of actions might be proposed?  The strength of 
using a cultural perspective is to think about cre-
ativity neither as a set of instrumental activities 
that need to be developed, nor as a fool’s errand 
because it is impossible to orchestrate.  An inte-
grated approach suggests that change agents need 
to hold multiple points of view simultaneously, as 
they seek to bring about organizational transfor-
mation.  

Tim Hallett (2003) defines “organizational cul-
ture as a negotiated order that emerges through 
interactions [among] participants, a negotiated 
order influenced by people with symbolic power 
– the power to define a situation” (p. 135).  Hallett 
employs the work of Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 
1977; Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu, 1989) to sug-
gest that symbolic power is the ability to define 
a situation as it is contextualized and negotiated. 
Contextualization refers to the larger enacted en-
vironments in which the organization resides, and 
negotiation is an ongoing interaction that is often 
invisible and unclear, even to the actors who are 
involved in the undertaking.  Such a point of view, 
although clearly non-linear and non-functional, 
nicely captures a more protean view of culture.  
“We” exist in an organization, although how “we” 
gets defined is in constant rearrangement and 
re-articulation.  Beliefs are not necessarily shared 
as if everyone interprets an act or communicative 
message in the same manner; instead, different 
perspectives are viewed such that integration and 
conflict are in co-existence with one another.  In-
sofar as organizations have histories and enacted 
environments that are in constant reinterpreta-
tion, the researcher is more likely to come to grips 
with not simply stability at a point in time, but 
instead able to understand change processes.  Be-
cause the researcher acknowledges that symbols 
and interpretation are central to organizational 
life, an understanding of instrumental activities is 

If we believe that 
colleges and univer-
sities need to move 
toward creativity 
and innovation, 
what sorts of  actions 
might be proposed?



11 | pullias center for higher education

viewed as more than simply bureaucratic actions 
or segmented decisions.  

The result is that I return to what I stated at the 
outset of the text: colleges and universities are not 
static entities; they are in constant definition and 
redefinition.  The presumption that everyone will 
agree or care about a particular definition is as 
presumptuous as to conclude that differences are 
so significant that no one will understand or agree 
with one another. Bertalanffy, the founder of gen-
eral systems theory, posited that an end (rather 
than a goal) may be reached by various routes 
(1968).  To be sure, causality exists in certain sci-
entific, or empirical, situations.  If I turn the light 
switch on, light appears.  If it does not, something 
is wrong.  In culture, however, systems operate 
quite differently.  Different early experiences in an 
organization may have similar outcomes; similar 
experiences and interpretations by individuals 
may have different outcomes.  Organizational 
predictability becomes difficult, if not impossible.  
Cultural interpretations always have been mistak-
en when they have tried to create causal relation-
ships – as if when a manager walks around, then 
every employee will agree on its meaning.

However, the ability to take into account the con-
structed environments in which a tertiary institu-
tion exists also suggests clues for organizational 
transformation.  In Weick’s (1976) loosely coupled 
organizations where respondents have a sig-
nificant degree of latitude, the point differs from 
Goffman’s total institutions, where a strict chain of 
command exists.  A university is loosely coupled; 
a mental institution or prison is tightly coupled.  
Thus, I am arguing for a more complicated view of 
the organization - one that acknowledges constant 
reinterpretation, but also suggests that concerted 
action is possible.  

Steps for Creating and Maintaining an 
Innovative University

If innovation is a mixture of creativity, risk-taking, 
and experimentation, then, to a certain extent, 
some universities have had moments when they 
have enabled successful experiments.  But most 
analysts of tertiary education are likely to say that 
tradition, rather than innovation, is the prevailing 
cultural norm, whether a university is in Europe, 
Latin America or the United States.  And yet, soci-
ety needs good ideas to flourish. Universities need 
to be incubators.

Barriers for Innovation: Why, then, aren’t uni-
versities more innovative?  What are the problems 
that lead organizations to be wedded to cultural 
norms, rather than to take risks?  To be sure, from 
one perspective – that of an organization invested 
in sustainable technology – if the actions of yes-
terday have been successful, then there is little 
incentive to change.  Thus, a first barrier to change 
is a weak incentive structure that does not reward 
experimentation.

Further, organizations frequently adopt strate-
gies to penalize action.  Organizations, as well 
as the systems in which they are embedded, tell 
employees what not to do.  Regulation and stan-
dardized processes creative disincentives to be 
innovative.  Organizations are often more geared 
towards assuring that all individuals function in 
the same manner and obey the rules, rather than 
in fostering creativity.  The more rules and layers 
of bureaucracy that exist, the less likely it is that 
an organization will be innovative.

A corollary to regulation and standardization is 
micromanagement.  If an organization wants indi-
viduals to take risks but checks on them every day, 
or constantly evaluates them, then the conditions 



2
1

for creativity will be nil.  Evaluation is, of course, 
important in any organization, but a constant 
system of oversight lessens creativity.  Evaluation 
should enhance performance, rather than moni-
tor individuals for infractions or flaws.  A different 
sort of culture exists when evaluation is geared 
toward improvement rather than penalization.  
Individuals need a climate within the organization 
that rewards experimentation.  If supervisors are 
constantly checking up on individuals, then their 
behavior is antithetical to a culture that rewards 
high performance.

Table 1. Barriers to Organizational
Innovation

Weak Incentives to Change Regulation
Micro-Management Standardization

Conditions for Innovation:  To create an innova-
tive environment a university needs incentives to 
act – a culture of innovation.  Innovation suggests 
experimentation.  Based on my own research 
(Tierney, 2012, 1988) and that of others (Ama-
bile, 1998; Christiansen, 1997; Page, 2007; Tellis, 
2013), seven conditions for innovation within an 
organization’s culture seem to exist.

1. Develop a Culture of Risk and 
Enable Motivation

Gerard Tellis (2013) has noted that one of the 
largest problems for stable organizations is that 
they are risk-averse.  Although he does not employ 
the language of “sustainable technology,” he is 
working from the same vantage point.  He refers 
to the “deep cultural traits” that exist in stable 
organizations that create disincentives for change.  
The reward for innovation is modest, and the pen-
alty for failure is steep. The result is that innova-
tors and potential innovators alike shy away from 
taking risks.  

One particular challenge is to match people’s skills 
and abilities with the needs of the organization.  
To enable people to utilize their skills in an opti-
mum manner, supervisors must know individuals 
and know how to create an environment that is 
supportive, yet demanding.  The perception of a 
supportive environment will shift from individual 
to individual since not all individuals operate in 
the same manner.  Engineering professors, for 
example, think and work differently from faculty 
who are in the social sciences.  The point is not 
that the organization must get engineers to work 
more like social scientists, or vice versa.  Rather, 
an innovative culture is one where all of the orga-
nization’s actors understand the rewards associ-
ated with taking risks, and the line supervisors for 
individuals are cognizant of the communicative 
actions that need to occur to motivate and support 
individuals.

2. Provide Individuals the Freedom 
to Control the Means to an End

One of the curiosities of organizational life is 
the assumption made by many supervisors that 
to reach a goal they must control the means of 
production.  In an innovative organization, that 
premise is not true.  People need autonomy.  Do 
not create environments where people work in 
routine fashion.  Create a culture where people 
are encouraged to control the means to reach an 
agreed upon goal.

Innovation is not a singular act or entity.  A culture 
that encourages innovation empowers idea cham-
pions.  Universities need to create the conditions 
that retain and empower innovation champions, 
and the way to do that is not simply by monetary 
rewards, but also by creating a culture where risk 
is seen as positive.  
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3. Create Stable Goals   

If we are to enable individuals to think creatively, 
then the goals of the organization cannot change 
from day to day, leader to leader.  When a univer-
sity vice chancellor or rector says that community 
involvement is important, and then five years 
later a new president says that actually research is 
paramount, confusion is created.  When a dean or 
department chair says that teaching matters, but 
the provost says research matters, then a culture 
exists where individuals are unable to control the 
processes because the goals constantly shift.

When an organization is committed to entrepre-
neurial activity, the reward structure will be clear.  
And when the rewards are clear, individuals have a 
sense of what they need to do to succeed.  If senior 
leaders constantly shift goals from one idea to the 
next, individuals are less likely to be committed to 
participate in risk-taking.  

4. Enable Individuals to Have a 
Sense of Autonomy and 
Ownership

We want people to be invested in their environ-
ment and to care about what occurs on a daily 
basis.  An ethic of care and concern suggests that 
the culture of the organization matters.  In Ameri-
can higher education, we have coined the term 
“distinctive colleges” (Clark, 1992) because the 
basic processes of these organizations are distinct 
– they are different from other institutions.  A visit 
to a distinctive college conveys the sense that indi-
viduals care about their organization in a way that 
is different from a culture where an individual’s 
voice is irrelevant.

In loosely structured environments, individuals 
require a degree of autonomy.  As I noted with the 
previous point, however, individuals also require a 

sense of where the organization is headed.  These 
dual actions – strategic direction and personal 
autonomy – create a culture where individuals 
have a sense of what needs to get done, and they 
are responsible for creating the best possible 
activities to reach these goals.  Such an environ-
ment is fundamentally different from a production 
line mentality that has workers meet particular 
standards throughout their workday.

5. Ensure that the Fiscal and 
Temporal Resources Necessary to 
Accomplish Tasks are Available

Contradictory signals are sent when a task or goal 
is designated as “important,” but monetary sup-
port is not provided.  I am not saying that an orga-
nization simply needs to throw money at a project, 
or that all resources need to have been secured for 
an experiment to begin.  However, resource alloca-
tion is a potent signal about what is important.  
Incentives point people in a direction; they tell the 
organization’s participants what matters.  If an 
organization has an “innovation fund” that enables 
good ideas to get going, then individuals will likely 
view innovation in one way.  If an organization 
penalizes individuals who seek external funding, 
then they are likely to view innovation as second-
ary or unnecessary.

Another kind of resource is time.  Of course, time 
pressures and deadlines can stimulate creativity.  
They also can help individuals accomplish tasks.  
Research also shows that if people are constantly 
working under deadlines, they do not look for 
creative solutions; they are not innovative.  They 
‘satisfice’ – they simply choose a decision that 
will enable them to meet a deadline.  If innovation 
is important, then it should be factored in to the 
way the organization thinks about how individu-
als should spend their time.  A university that has 
individuals teach 100% of their time or finds that 
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the cheapest way to have teaching covered is by 
hiring adjuncts may be solving one problem, but 
they are not creating a culture of innovation.  A 
culture of innovation suggests that a particular 
part of an individuals’ work is geared toward in-
novative activities.

6. Create the Conditions for 
Teamwork

A conundrum of academic environments is that 
professors are often isolates and introverts.  In-
dividuals tend to work alone.  At the same time, 
the “academic community” exists as a composite 
group.  If we wish to create an organization geared 
toward innovation, then we have to pay careful 
attention to the kinds of communities we create, 
insofar as ‘group-think’ works against innova-
tion.  As Scott Page (2007) has noted, “distributed 
problem solving can be thought of as a form of in-
novation.  The opening up of innovation activities 
is sometimes called ‘distributed co-creation’” (p. 
xvii).  The organization needs various intellectual 
foundations and approaches to work.  Different 
expertise, different thinking styles, and different 
age levels enrich an innovative environment.  

We underestimate that a sense of a shared vision 
can be exciting, and that shared vision comes 
through a diversity of perspectives.  As Page has 
noted in his important work on organizations, 
“diversity means differences in how people see, 
categorize, understand and go about improving 
the world” (p. xiv).  From this perspective, the 
organization, on the one hand, needs to create the 
conditions for multiple perspectives and ideas to 
occur.  On the other hand, the organization also 
needs to be able to orchestrate those perspectives 
into a cohesive unit.  Some might liken this to an 
orchestra where individuals play different instru-
ments.  They have different tasks and interpreta-
tions, but ultimately they need to come together to 

create music.  From an organizational perspective, 
if people do not coalesce around a vision, then a 
commitment to innovation will lessen.  If we do 
not respect alternative styles or what a person 
brings to the team, then the organization ends up 
with an isolated culture where people go their 
own way. 

7. Develop a Sense of 
Organizational Excitement

In an environment where fiscal resources are in 
short supply, symbolic resources matter.  An inno-
vative organization needs to create a culture that 
applauds experimentation and risk-taking.  Hence, 
an organization’s leaders need to give verbal sup-
port to people who are innovators.  Organizations 
convey the kind of culture they want by what they 
communicate to one another.  

An additional complication to creating a culture of 
innovation in the university pertains to the point 
that individuals in tertiary institutions are trained 
in the art of critique.  It is not simply possible, but 
encouraged to tell someone what is wrong with 
his or her argument, what is wrong with some-
one’s research, what is wrong with an individual’s 
teaching and the like.  Critique and skepticism 
is the coin of the academic realm.  A culture of 
critique and criticism, however, leads to the status 
quo, a hesitation to invent or take risks. 

The point surely is not to avoid robust discussions 
and debates.  However, where a culture of innova-
tion exists, the sorts of discussions that take place 
are geared toward making ideas better, rather 
than toward trying to kill every one.  Overly criti-
cal commentary stifles creativity.
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Conclusion
I have suggested here that, in order to assume the mantle of a World Class University in the 21st cen-
tury, institutions need a different type of organization from what most of them have become.  Academ-
ic cultures are based on traditions that may have been centuries in the making.  Even relatively new 
universities function in a world where the model of excellence has been on building on traditions and 
improving the organization by way of what I have called “sustainable technologies.”

The 21st century, however, requires universities to develop a culture of innovation.  I have argued 
that innovation does not just automatically occur; instead it needs to be built into the culture of the 
organization.  Barriers exist that need to be overcome, and an organization’s leaders need to think 
about ways to create processes and procedures that reward risk taking.  The aim of an organization 
is to build collaborative environments based on stable goals where individuals have the autonomy to 
pursue experiments that ultimately will improve the organization.  Universities that are able to build 
a culture of innovation are more likely to develop and maintain world class status than those institu-
tions that use the past as a guide to the future.
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