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Impact Statement 

Project Title:
Departmental mergers within Land-Grant Colleges of Agriculture:  Four case studies 
Issue:

Leadership challenges in merging or eliminating academic departments within 





Colleges of Agriculture (and similar) at leading land-grant universities. Development of 



best practices. 
What has been done:
Case studies were developed in Colleges of Agriculture (or similar) at selected leading land-grant universities that had undergone departmental transitions (mergers and eliminations) within the recent past. Those selected for site visits were Michigan State University, College of Agriculture and Natural Resources; Penn State University, College of Agricultural Sciences; and University of California-Davis, College of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences. Each site visit involved one-on-one interviews with 5-8 individuals involved in the transition, generally at department head level or above. I also collected information from a recent transition at Cornell University, but not a site visit. It was not my purpose to develop a ‘360o view’ of issues related to these transitions, but to understand the challenges and outcomes from the perspective of those in leadership.
Impacts/New Partnerships:
I hope to develop suggested “Best Practices” for potential department mergers and consolidations into larger units (e.g. Schools). These practices may be useful to my college or other similar colleges contemplating such transitions. 
Outcome of Project (societal impact/ measure of increased quality of life)
Departments are the basic unit of organization within universities, and are typically composed of faculty having complimentary expertise, along with support staff employees. Usually, departments are the custodians of undergraduate and graduate academic programs. The efficiency and productivity of departments are crucial for the health and vitality of universities. A department also serves as the “home” and “identity” for dozens to hundreds of faculty, staff, and students. Healthy departments can boost productivity, and unhealthy ones can dampen productivity and job satisfaction. Merging departments into larger units may be a traumatic and destructive event. However, such transitions can also lead to increased productivity, efficiency, and new opportunities for individual faculty and staff employees. I have attempted to translate the lessons learned from four case studies into ten best practices. I hope these may be useful to others, and can improve outcomes of department transitions in the future. 
Ten Lessons Learned About Merging Departments (Best Practices): 
Why?

1.
There must be a solid rationale for the proposed change. The rationale must be logical, supported by objective measures of performance, contribute demonstrably to strategic goals, and not arbitrary.  Proposed mergers must “make sense”. 

2.
College leadership needs to consistently and repeatedly tell why changes are proposed. Staff employees tend to feel more vulnerable than faculty and need to be especially well communicated with.

How?

3.
Don’t waste people’s time. Lots of time involved in planning followed only by incremental change can backfire. Change is always difficult, so “get your money’s worth”.

4.
College and department leadership must simultaneously push for change and remain open to input--a delicate balancing act. College leadership must not be seen as 'playing favorites'

5.
The day-to-day lives of faculty must become better because of change. This may be because of new resources, facilities, and/or colleagues. Moving new colleagues together is helpful. Don’t push too much change at one time. For example, don’t merge departments while initiating significant changes in budget or HR practices. 

6.
Transitions will usually be more widely accepted if implemented and marketed as the genesis of new units rather than simply as mergers. 

7.
Effective communication is critical. Employees must feel that they have opportunities for meaningful input. Communicate the truth and be as reassuring as possible within the bounds of truth. Communicate with external stakeholders and alumni beforehand. Generally there will be little if any pushback from these groups if they feel communicated with and supported by the College.

When?

8.
 Mergers are often initiated during budget crises for the ostensible reason of saving money. However, they save little to no money in the short run (when the budget crisis occurs), though they may in the long run, which has little relevance to the present crisis. The best circumstances in which to initiate a merger are the absence of a budget crisis and when circumstances allow new units to be incentivized with new resources, facilities, faculty hires, and etc. 

9.
Once decisions about change have been made, they must be followed through to their conclusion. 

10.
Implementation should occur within a finite period, but should not be rushed unduly.

How has your project been aided by your FSLI experience?

My FSLI experience has helped me to better understand how and why people differ from each other in their motivations and reactions during times of stress or change. It has also helped me to understand how leaders can more effectively manage change to improve chances for success.  
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