PLANNING FOR LEADERSHIP CHANGE
A Tip Sheet from Revolutionizing Engineering Departments
(RED) Participatory Action Research

E

very academic change project requires planning, from the selec on of team members and iden ficaon of needed resources, to se ng project goals and crea ng metrics. Many academic change makers, however, neglect to plan for change in leadership on their projects. Leadership change can take many
forms; for example, the dean who is the project’s champion takes a posi on at another ins tu on, or the
department head who serves as the project’s principle inves gator decides to re re early. Planning for
leadership change should be a component of your planning process, since leadership changes are likely in
today’s vola le academic environment. This p sheet can help you prepare for leadership change by
planning for leadership succession, using research findings resul ng from focus group discussions, conference calls, and a survey with the Na onal Science Founda on RED grantees. Contact us at redpar@rosehulman.edu for addi onal informa on.

Leadership Change in RED Projects
In our work with 26 RED teams, we conducted a short survey to determine the frequency of leadership
change in RED projects. Of the 15 teams that responded, we found a high frequency of leadership change
at both the PI level and/or at the dean/provost level. This rate suggests that such change is common in
RED projects, and RED team members acknowledge in hindsight that leadership change was not something they an cipated or prepared for.
Type of leadership change

% (count)

PI change

46% (7 of 15 programs)

High‐ranking academic leadership change

86% (13 of 15 programs)

Change in both PI and high‐ranking academic
leadership

40% (6 of 15 programs)

Prepare for Leadership Succession
Based on our work with RED teams, we find that planning for leadership change can be a vital component of a project team’s planning process, specifically by preparing for leadership succession at the
start of a RED project. For example, by crea ng a full record of the project, the team relies less on the
memory of a single leader, like the PI, and can feel more confident that all aspects of the project are
being a ended to. In addi on, the project team can cul vate allies and champions beyond the limits
of current leadership, in order develop a broader range of support in an cipa on of a change in leadership.
TIP: At the start of your change project, prepare for leadership succession by documenting team roles, responsibilities, tasks lists/task status, in order to capture the operational dimensions of the project.

Align the Team with Shared Vision
A change in leadership within your project or department has a direct impact on both the immediate taccal direc on, as well as the long-term strategic direc on, of the change project. Change teams should
use the transi on period to ensure that the en re team and the new leadership are on the same page.
Realigning the team around a shared vision will lay the founda on for long-term success.
TIP: Revisit the shared vision document the team created at the start of the project and facilitate a conversation
that encourages all team members and the new leadership to share their thoughts, ideas, and perspective on the
change initiative. Having a common shared vision will help rally the team and provide a sense of mission for the
team to follow.
“When the proposal was funded, I had already stepped down from my leadership posi on… We had
new faculty, new leadership, and that really forced us to sit back and think about what we wanted to
do now that all the players had changed, and so we spent really a whole year just trying to redefine
what we’re doing.”
“The other deans, because they’re new, they’re excited to join this because it seems like something
that does align with where the university wants to go. Any new dean wants to have some new wins
under their belt. There’s a lot of good ming for what’s happening and that’s certainly a piece of the
structural eﬀects that are producing the change.”

Seek Potential Opportunities in Leadership Change
A change in leadership at the department, college, or university level can also provide an opportunity for
the team to expand the reach of their project. Teams must invest me and resources into cul va ng relaonships with the new leadership hierarchy. These rela onships can help sustain a change ini a ve by
making it part of the organiza onal culture. Teams must also be aware of challenges as they a empt to
spread their ini a ve beyond the ini al project boundary. Each department has its own microculture, and
teams need to be flexible as their eﬀort is adapted to other contexts.
TIP: Investing in relationships and partnerships with stakeholders and new academic leadership can help embed the principles of the change initiative as part of the rituals and cultures of the organization.
“It has helped us expand beyond [our department]. We had to be adaptable to make these transi on
in leadership. As we try to support other departments, ge ng them on board and making some of
these changes college-wide, we have to be adaptable because every department has a diﬀerent context. Our transi ons have been a learning experience in having to be adaptable.”
“I would say one unforeseen benefit has been the direc on that the ins tu on has taken. We have
hired a new President, and we had a strategic planning process unfold a er the grant was funded. In
our eﬀorts to align the goals of the grant with the direc on of the ins tu on, we were able I think to
achieve greater buy-in across the ins tu on.”
Check out other REDPAR Tip Sheets that can help, available at academic change.org
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