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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to examine the Board Mission Committee and its role in 

assisting the board of trustees and senior leadership in advancing religious mission and 

identity.  The aim of this study was to apply its findings, generated from the qualitative 

assessment of data for Catholic colleges and university boards, to the development of 

recommendations to guide Catholic colleges/universities in advancing their religious 

mission and their Catholic identity. This qualitative phenomenological research study 

was conducted using interviews as its method of data collection.  This study was rooted 

in the current climate of changing leadership amid a continued identity crisis facing 

Catholic colleges and universities today.   

The findings of this study recognize the value of the Board Mission Committee 

and its potential impact on religious mission and identity.  Findings from the study 

highlighted the importance of trustee formation, the critical role of senior leaders in 

shepherding the work of the committee, the fiduciary responsibility of the board of 

trustees for the religious mission and identity of the college/university whom they serve, 

and facilitated a proposed framework for an evidence-based solution of a 

recommendation guide for implementing a Board Mission Committee and some essential 

elements to ensure an effective committee. Furthermore, this study’s recommendations 

for implementation of a Board Mission Committee provide Catholic colleges and 

universities with a practical and viable approach to assisting the board of trustees in its 

fiduciary responsibility as keepers of the mission.  This study also provides a foundation 

for future study on mission and identity in Catholic higher education.  

Keywords: Mission, identity, leadership, board of trustees  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

To examine Board Mission Committees and their impact on mission and identity 

within American Catholic higher education today, we must begin by reflecting on the 

history of Catholic higher education and identify tensions regarding the very nature of 

these institutions.  At the root of this review is defining the Catholic college or university.  

As early as 1969, John Tracy Ellis strongly challenged the adequacy of the intellectual 

pursuit at Catholic institutions.  Ellis (1969) viewed Catholic higher education as nothing 

more than glorified seminaries.  Gleason (2001) asserted in A Half-Century of Change in 

Catholic Higher Education that the history of Catholic higher education has been riddled 

with tension for more than half a century (p. 1).  Likewise, Ferrari, Bottom, and Gutierrez 

(2010) highlighted the dramatic shift currently being felt in Catholic colleges and 

universities as religious orders turn leadership and control over to the laity.  Furthermore, 

they noted that many of the laypeople charged with leadership roles previously held by 

religious have entered their positions feeling significantly less equipped to maintain 

Catholic identity and mission (Ferrari et al., 2010, p. 64) than their religious predecessors.   

Previous studies reveal a clear and lengthy history of an identity crisis within 

American Catholic higher education.  According to Gleason (2001), “some of these 

studies further suggest that Catholic higher education will continue to face severe 

challenges in the future and that laypeople and religious leaders would do well to 

overcome their ideological differences and work together” (p. 20).  These tensions, 

coupled with the declining numbers of religious men and women within the 

founding/sponsoring orders of Catholic institutions (men and women who embodied the 
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religious mission and identity), frame the challenges of transition today as these 

institutions move to lay leadership both on their boards and within senior leadership.  

Because many Catholic colleges and universities perceive the founding religious order as 

inextricably linked to both the establishment and preservation of the institution’s identity 

and mission, this transition to lay leadership is both complex and uncertain.  

The following phenomenological study reflects on the above-mentioned issues to 

determine the critical elements needed by Catholic institutions of learning to ensure that, 

as they transition to lay leadership, they continue to advance the mission and identity of 

their founding order (i.e., that they remain true to both their Catholic identity and the 

charism of their founders).  Recognizing the challenges inherent in the shift to lay 

leadership, this phenomenological study examined the role of the trustee in assisting the 

Catholic college/university in advancing its religious mission and Catholic identity.  In 

particular, this qualitative research study examined the board of trustee Mission 

Committee as a tool to assist trustees in their responsibilities regarding mission and 

identity.   

Statement of the Problem 

Catholic colleges and universities have been undergoing significant changes in both 

governance and leadership over the past 50 years.  Namely, as members of the founding 

order have dwindled, increasing numbers of the laity have begun taking their places in 

senior leadership positions and on boards of trustees.  As Ferrari et al. (2010) highlighted, 

Catholic colleges and universities are feeling the repercussions of this dramatic shift at 

many levels (p. 64).  O’Brien (1997) noted that, 
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“For 30 years, these schools have lived with the consequences of separate 

incorporation, as religious orders passed control to mixed boards of trustees and 

the institutions sought to improve the quality of their programs. Now their faculty 

and staffs are lay, highly professional, and religiously diverse.” (p. 37).   

Since lay leaders often lack the training and/or preparation to further the college’s 

religious mission and identity, this transfer of power from religious to lay leader can 

result in an institution that lacks clear direction in terms of religious mission and 

identity.  

As Ferrari et al. (2010) noted, many members of the laity feel ill-equipped to 

maintain Catholic identity and mission, given their lack of training in the field.  However, 

new leaders in Catholic higher education today often find themselves simultaneously 

facing many other conflicting challenges, such as financial constraints, legal issues, 

fundraising, and curriculum reform (Cesareo, 2007), which can divert their focus away 

from issues of mission and identity that may appear less urgent.  Nonetheless, failure to 

address the questions of mission and identity can have a profound effect on the 

institutions involved.  For, as Cesareo (2007) asserted, “One of the most significant and 

important challenges facing any president of a Catholic college or university is 

maintaining and enhancing the religious identity and mission of the institution in the 

midst of the pluralism that exists” (p. 17).  

Not all of these institutions have overlooked the importance of mission and 

identity.  Indeed, a significant number of lay leaders at Catholic colleges and universities 

have made efforts to ensure the advancement of the religious mission and Catholic 

identity by forming a mission committee among the board of trustee committees.  By 
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establishing these committees within the board, the lay leaders acknowledge the notable 

responsibilities that the advancement of religious mission and Catholic identity entails.  

Thus there is a need for a set of recommendations for the implementation of Board 

Mission Committees to serve as a guide for Catholic colleges and universities as they 

continue to look to lay leadership.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative action research study was to 

examine Catholic college/university boards of trustees that use a mission committee to 

ensure the advancement of institutional mission and Catholic identity. 

Research Questions 

At Catholic colleges/universities, increasing numbers of laity are occupying 

senior leadership roles and serving on boards of trustees, positions previously held only 

by religious members.  These lay leaders, although strong in other respects, are often not 

trained or well prepared to lead the advancement of the religious mission with regard to 

its Catholic identity.  In an attempt to better address the issues of mission and identity, 

some Catholic colleges and universities have incorporated a mission committee among 

the board of trustee committees.   

The following research question guided the research for this study: How do some 

Catholic colleges and universities use a mission committee within their board to advance 

the religious mission and Catholic identity?  Additionally, this study examined the 

following sub questions: What is the charge of the mission committee?  Does the mission 

committee receive special training?  What are the topics specific to the work of the 

mission committee?  How does the mission committee interact with various 
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constituents—senior leadership, members of the founding order, the larger board, faculty, 

students, and so forth?  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to apply its findings, generated from the qualitative 

assessment of data for Catholic colleges and university boards, to develop 

recommendations to guide Catholic colleges/universities in advancing their religious 

mission and their Catholic identity. 

Methodology Overview 

This study was based on the articulations, perceptions, and experiences of trustee 

mission committee members, college presidents, and the institutions’ chief mission 

officer, obtained through multiple interviews conducted on the phone.  The interviews 

focused on the training of board members, the designated function of the Mission 

Committee, the Committee’s engagement of members of the founding order and their 

charism, and examples of the impact of the committee on the larger board, senior 

leadership, and the institution in the areas of mission and identity.  The study also 

included resource analysis of institutional webpages and public documents that addressed 

mission and identity, which allowed the researcher to cross-reference and compare for 

similarities and differences of each individual’s personal perceptions and articulations of 

his/her own experiences.  This researcher conducted a phenomenological qualitative 

research study by conducting interviews with key representatives of Catholic colleges 

and universities whose board has implemented a Mission Committee.  The researcher 

interviewed the president and/or chief mission officer, and member(s) of the Board 

Mission Committee at each of the institutions selected for this study.  The researcher 
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interviewed both lay members of the boards and board members who also belonged to the 

founding religious order.  The researcher studied a cross-section of Catholic colleges and 

universities in the United States, which included not only institutions from a variety of 

founding religious orders but also large and small institutions, as well as liberal arts and 

professional universities.  The initial plan was to select a maximum of 10 institutions.  

The total number of six institutions participated in this study.  

As previously stated, the interviews examined the purpose, role, and operating 

procedures of the Mission Committee.  In addition, the interviews examined each 

participant’s personal perception of the impact of the Mission Committee.  They also 

took into account each participant’s view of the impact that the Mission Committee had 

on the board’s ability to advance the institution’s mission and Catholic identity.  

Furthermore, in accordance with Robert’s (2010) suggested methodology, a review of 

reported data from annual mission reports, institutional webpages, and other public 

documents was also conducted to triangulate the data and ensure both its validity and its 

accuracy.   

Definition of Relevant Terms 

To ensure clarity regarding this research topic, this researcher identified a set of 

terms from which a shared understanding could be achieved.  Therefore, the following 

terms were used operationally within this study.   

Mission Committee: a committee of the board of trustees identified to address 

issues of mission and identity.  
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Catholic higher education: “More than 200 colleges and universities in the United 

States are designated by their religious congregations or bishops as Catholic institutions” 

(A Handbook for Trustees of Catholic Colleges and Universities, 2004).  

Religious order: a group of men or women who have taken solemn vows to a 

particular community that lives under the guidance and charism of a particular religious 

order (e.g. Benedictine, Jesuit, Mercy, or Dominican).  

Founding religious order: a religious order that has founded and/or sponsors a 

Catholic college or university under the guidance of its religious charism (e.g. 

Benedictine, Jesuit, Mercy, or Dominican).  

Lay/Laity: (Gr. laos, “the people”; whence laikos, “one of the people”) means the 

body of the faithful, outside of the ranks of the clergy (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 

1994).  For the purpose of this study, the researcher uses the broader definition of the 

laity to include non-Catholics.  

These definitions help to guide the reader by providing a shared understanding of 

the terms used throughout this study.  It is important to note that, in addition to the 

Catholic laity taking on leadership within Catholic higher education, non-Catholics are 

also assuming leadership positions both within the senior leadership and among 

institutional boards.   

Delimitations and Limitations 

The author anticipated that this study would be limited by several factors, 

including both delimitations and limitations.  The anticipated delimitations were (a) the 

number of participants interviewed; (b) the number of colleges/universities examined; 

and (c) the different stages of governance shift to lay leadership of each institution.  
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Delimitations  

The first delimitation was the number of participants within the study.  Interviews 

were conducted with up to four leaders at each institution in the study, including the 

president and/or chief mission officer and member(s) of the Board’s Mission Committee.  

The researcher recognized that the perspectives of these solicited individuals may not be 

representative of the experiences of all members on the committee at each institution.   

The second delimitation is the number of institutions included.  The initial 

intention of this study was to include up to 10 institutions, however in consultation with 

her committee the final number of participating institutions was 6.  Saturation could not 

be determined.  Additionally, this study looked at colleges and universities from different 

founding religious orders, which further delineated the pool of potential participants. 

The third challenge in terms of delimitation was the diversity or, in some cases, 

the lack of diversity of schools within Catholic higher education and the impact that these 

differences may have had on the data collected.  Although this study included Catholic 

colleges and universities from six different religious founding orders, it did not exhibit 

significant diversity in terms of location of institutions.  The institutions studied were 

mostly in the East North Central and the Northeast.  On the other hand, differences 

among institutions included the religious founding order, the size of the institution, and 

the religious mission as a professional, liberal arts, university system.  The author 

recognizes that such diversity between the institutions studied indicated that saturation 

could not be determined.  Furthermore, one might question whether this diversity (or lack 

thereof) might have influenced the data collected.   
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The fourth challenge resides in the fact that, as stated earlier, Catholic higher 

education has been experiencing this shift in governance for the past 50 years.  Therefore, 

potential differences in the stage of transition of each institution may have further 

affected the data collected.   

Limitations  

Some anticipated limitations, again, speak to the participant institutions 

themselves.  The primary limitations were (a) the selection process and (b) the 

willingness of institutions to participate.  The researcher selected participating institutions 

by first getting a list of Association of Catholic Colleges and University (ACCU) 

members, then grouping these institutions by religious founding order and region within 

the United States.  Next, institutions were highlighted that represented different locations 

and founding orders; however, when institutions were contacted to ascertain if they had a 

Mission Committee among their board committees, the desired differentiation of both 

founding orders and region were difficult to maintain.  Furthermore, institutions that did 

in fact meet the criteria cited were not always responsive and/or willing to participate in 

the study, further limiting the selection of participating institutions.   

The second important limitation was that qualitative research, as Creswell (2014) 

aptly notes, involves the researcher in an intensive experience with participants, and 

therefore, the interviewee’s responses and the subsequent interpretation of these 

responses could inadvertently be influenced by the inquirer’s own biases, values, and 

personal background.  The researcher acknowledges that there was potential for the 

interview questions to lead the respondent(s) in a particular direction or for the 

interviewer’s presumptions about the knowledge of participants prior to the interview to 
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affect the results.  Indeed, the researcher always considered the limitations of her own 

biases and the impact of these biases on the data collection.  

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

American Catholic higher education is experiencing a changing landscape in 

regard to its governance and leadership.  The diversity of these changes, noted in several 

studies, underscores the uncertainty regarding the impact of the laicization of leadership 

in American Catholic higher education and how to best address it.  This study examined 

this leadership shift and looks to the implementation of the Board Mission Committee as 

a viable tool to assist institutional leaders in navigating these changes in Catholic 

colleges/universities.  

In their study, Ferrari et al. (2010) stressed the importance of the formation of 

trustees, faculty, and administrative leaders in the area of mission and identity, 

emphasizing the tremendous impact that their leadership can have with regard to mission 

and identity.  Likewise, the intent of this study was to identify what is most essential in 

leadership and formation to ensure the advancement of the mission and identity of these 

institutions.  The results of this study will inform and influence any Catholic institutions 

seeking to address this issue, including the researcher’s own institution, which does not 

currently have a Board Mission Committee.  In addition, this investigation endeavors to 

further inform the work of the Association of Catholic Colleges and Universities 

regarding mission and identity.   

This research study examined leadership within Catholic higher education in the 

midst of a changing landscape.  It asked leaders to reflect on the unique role they 

embodied as trustees, or senior leaders, within Catholic colleges/universities and how 
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they would shepherd the religious mission and religious identity of the institutions that 

they served.  The researcher herself demonstrated a leadership role by embarking on this 

research topic and making recommendations grounded in her work.  In addition to the 

leadership demonstrated by this study itself, the researcher lays the groundwork for future 

study and leadership development.  Last, this dissertation in practice enabled the 

researcher to develop in leadership and in her desire to serve Catholic higher education in 

the area of mission and identity.  

Significance of the Study 

Although interest has grown substantially with regard to the research and 

reflection on the challenges that Catholic colleges/universities face in advancing religious 

mission and Catholic identity under lay leadership, according to Fr. Dennis Holtschneider 

(2015), the establishment of a Board Mission Committee to preserve and govern the 

religious purposes of faith-based universities is a relatively recent phenomenon.  

Furthermore, there has not yet been a significant study conducted within Catholic higher 

education regarding how the board is informed and how it serves the college/university in 

advancing its religious mission and Catholic identity.  The primary purpose of this study 

was to do just that: to investigate Catholic college/university boards of trustees that use a 

Mission Committee to ensure the advancement of religious mission and Catholic identity 

of the institution.  The secondary aim of this study was to apply its findings to the 

development and proposal of an evidence-based solution regarding the implementation of 

a Board Mission Committee for Catholic college and university boards of trustee to assist 

these institutions in advancing their religious mission and Catholic identity.  The results 
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will be shared with the Association of Catholic Colleges and Universities who will 

determine how to proceed with this material in the fashion which best serves their work.  

Summary 

Within Catholic higher education, leadership models have changed, both in senior 

positions and within these institutions governance structures, from those rooted in the 

religious men/women of the founding order to lay leaders.  Traditionally, these 

institutions had relied heavily on these religious men/women to embody the religious 

mission and identity.  However, with the decline of religious membership, the leadership 

has shifted to the laity, resulting in concerns about how Catholic colleges/universities will 

maintain their religious mission and Catholic identity under lay leadership.  This study 

examined the tool of the Mission Committee among the board of trustee committees in 

addressing this concern.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The following literature review delineates a history of tensions with regard to the 

primary purpose of Catholic higher education in an effort to provide a foundation for the 

necessity of this qualitative research study.  The literature review begins with a lengthy 

background of disagreement surrounding the definition of a Catholic university and 

underscores the heavy influence and lasting impressions of social and Church events on 

Catholic higher education.  Previous studies reveal that, traditionally, Catholic education 

has been shepherded by religious men and women, who established the vision of Catholic 

higher learning institutions and took the helm as senior leaders in the establishment and 

maintenance of these institutions.  The existing literature further identifies the dramatic 

decrease in members of religious orders in the 20th and 21st centuries, highlighting the 

impact that this decrease has had on the aforementioned institutions—including the 

resultant need for lay leadership.  The literature then notes that both the increase in lay 

leaders throughout Catholic colleges and universities and the continuing decrease in 

members of religious orders have led to significant changes in the governance of these 

institutions.  The literature review also reveals a growing concern that the shift to lay 

leaders might bring with it a decreased focus on the religious mission and Catholic 

identity of institutions.  Finally, the literature review reflects on the knowledge that can 

be acquired by studying similar experiences with transitions in leadership at three other 

types of faith-based institutions: Catholic parochial schools, Christian colleges and 

universities, and Catholic health care.   
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Background of Catholic Higher Education 

To address the current issues regarding mission and identity within American 

Catholic higher education today, we must begin by reflecting on the root of the problem: 

defining the primary purpose of Catholic higher education.  The state of American 

Catholic higher education has been a subject of debate for some time now.  Indeed, a 

number of questions and tensions were highlighted at the conclusion of the Second 

Vatican Council in 1965 and indicate an identity crisis of sorts.  Many argue about the 

meaning of a Catholic college or university, questioning whether the terms Catholic and 

higher education are in fact congruous.  Gleason (2001) noted that an internal conflict 

and a crisis of identity regarding how the definition of Catholic higher education emerged 

as early as 1969.  By 1990, Pope John Paul II saw the need to address Catholic higher 

education and promulgated a significant document, Ex Corde Ecclasiae that outlined the 

Church’s understanding of the Catholic university.  This document has increased the 

dialogue regarding the apparent contradiction between the terms Catholic and university.  

However, some question if a Catholic institution can truly provide academic freedom.  

The opposing responses to this question have led to divisiveness within Catholic higher 

education regarding what defines a Catholic college or university (Trainor, 2006, p. 14).  

These notable issues, coupled with the decline in members of founding religious orders, 

have led many institutions to turn to new structures of governance.  In particular, boards 

and senior administrative leadership are increasingly led by the laity (Trakman, 2008, p. 

41).  The laicization of leadership within Catholic higher education, along with the noted 

tensions referred to above, refocus us on the question of the role of mission and identity 

in Catholic higher education.  
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Identity Crisis 

As noted by Landry (1995), the debate over what defines a Catholic college or 

university began with a challenge from within, voiced by John Tracy Ellis.  Ellis (1969) 

famously questioned the role of Catholic higher education in the academy.  Here, Ellis 

strongly challenged the adequacy of the intellectual pursuit at these institutions.  In fact, 

Landry argues that Ellis saw Catholic higher education as nothing more that glorified 

seminaries.  Hence began the dialogue regarding how to define Catholic higher education 

in America.  Hassenger (1969) further clarified the issue by explaining that Catholic 

higher education was in a state of transition.   

Although the internal crisis of identity and conflict regarding defining Catholic 

higher education was documented as early as 1969 in the statements of Ellis and 

Hassenger, other influences outside of the Catholic institution also have played a role in 

this debate.  Gleason (2001) analyzed the official, progressive, and conservative 

responses to the question of Catholic higher education during these times, and he 

suggested that Catholic higher education will continue to face severe challenges from 

many fronts in the future, and that leaders would do well to overcome the ideological 

differences between the Church and the Academy to work together (p. 20).  Hassenger 

(1969) stated so many years ago that Catholic institutions cannot take for granted what is 

meant by the term a Catholic university.  Failure to agree on the definition of this term, 

Hassenger asserted, is the central issue behind much of the conflict in Catholic colleges 

and universities—and the key to resolving this issue.  Likewise, more recently, Trainor 

(2006) concluded that most faculty and administrators agree that being a Catholic college 

or university ought to mean something definite and that a gradual and unconscious slide 
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into secularism is something to be avoided.  As Trainor explains, maintaining both the 

Catholic and the educational mission of a Catholic college/university can require a 

“delicate balance”.  

Declining Founding Orders 

In addition to the tensions regarding the definition of what it means to be a 

Catholic college or university, within the past half-century these institutions have also felt 

the growing strain of declining numbers within the religious founding orders.  According 

to Stark and Finke (2000), in the early 1960s there were “181,212 nuns; 12,255 brothers; 

and 48,046 male seminarians in the United States. By 1995 there were 92,107 nuns, 

6,578 brothers, and 5,083 male seminarians” (p. 125).  These high numbers highlight a 

dramatic decrease to less than half the number of religious in the United States in the 20th 

century.  These numbers have continued to diminish sharply—and this steep decrease has 

had a dramatic impact on Catholic higher education, where the faithful religious had long 

been an omnipresent influence.   

Indeed, in many ways, the mission and identity of American Catholic higher 

education was, until the 1960s, inextricably tied to the direct leadership of the founding 

orders—due to the significant integration of religious men and women from the founding 

orders in leadership roles within many levels of administration, faculty, and governance 

of their Catholic colleges and universities.  Hassenger (1969) argued that the tight reign 

that religious communities previously held over the direction of their educational 

institutions accounted, to a great extent, for much of the subsequent conflict on Catholic 

campuses.  For, as Hassenger explained, these “patriarchal” (and in some cases, 

“matriarchal”) systems of governance tended to lack the flexibility needed for adaptation 
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to changing social structures.  In light of these decreasing numbers, congregations of 

religious were no longer able to provide the staffing or expertise necessary to run these 

increasingly complex organizations (Mudd, 2005).  Yet, although the reality of their 

rapidly declining population resulted in a need for the laicization of university leadership 

and governance (Poulson & Higgins, 2003), the religious orders found themselves ill-

prepared to facilitate this transition.   

The shift to lay leadership requires a shift in thinking not only for members of 

founding religious groups but also for lay leaders; as noted by Mudd (2010), lay leaders 

simply can no longer rely on religious men and women to provide the clarity about 

mission and identity.  This responsibility weighs heavily on new lay leaders, who often 

feel ill equipped to maintain Catholic identity and mission (Ferrari, 2010, p. 64).  

McBrien (2003) pointed out that many lay presidents genuinely struggle with their own 

lack of clarity about the Catholic intellectual tradition.  Furthermore, as Poulson and 

Higgins (2003) noted, the rising secularization of Catholic higher education includes 

increasing numbers of non-Catholic faculty, administrators, and students.  If leaders are 

not Catholic, that could, in theory, make it even more difficult for them to understand, 

articulate, and promote the original purpose of the founding congregation, thereby 

potentially adding to the loss of a clear understanding of the original founders’ mission.  

As the number of religious men and women belonging to the founding orders 

began to decline, the governance models within these institutions began to transition from 

religious to lay leaders.  The pioneer institution in this shift was St. Louis University, 

which in 1967 “became the first major Catholic institution of higher education to vest 

ownership, control, and legal responsibility in lay and clerical hands” (Reinert, 1967, p. 
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518).  Reinert (1967) went on to explain the primary reasons for this decision: Although 

the Second Vatican Council provided a strong mandate to engage the laity, St. Louis 

University also recognized that its leadership should reflect more completely the public 

trust.  In addition, the University realized the importance of selecting leaders with 

financial expertise to guide the university board regarding the institution’s financial 

stability, as well as the importance of the division of roles within good management.  

Thus, in order to comply with Vatican II mandates as well as to better meet their own 

financial and management needs, St. Louis University moved to a shared governance 

model.   

Trakman (2008) reported that colleges or universities seeking to change to a 

governance model have three primary options: shared governance, corporate governance, 

and trustee governance.  Because the needs of different colleges/universities may vary, it 

is reasonable to conclude that each institution needs to determine which model best suits 

it.  In any case, however, cautioned Trakman (2008), governance models are ultimately 

flawed in that they are created and governed by people; thus, the system put into practice 

will be only as good as the people who implement it.  Good governance, she continued, 

requires both timing and judgment—and if leaders fail to recognize the signs of the times, 

they will place their institutions at greater risk (Trakman, 2008, p. 43).   

Beyond selecting the best governance structure for a given Catholic college or 

university, there remains the concern of empowering lay leaders to have the confidence 

and skill to maintain their given institutions’ mission and identity.  Whitley, (2009) in his 

example of Caldwell College, noted that the new president, lacking the historical 

knowledge or appropriate guidance with regard to the mission of the institution, was 
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spending a disproportionate amount of her time reading various texts by or about the 

religious order of the institution in efforts to assist her in her responsibility to shepherd 

the religious mission. Thus, in order to make better use of a leader’s time, Sullins (2004) 

recommends hiring for mission—in particular, maintaining a significant proportion of 

faculty members who identify as Catholic.  His argument is that a critical mass matters 

when it comes to maintaining the Catholic vision, focus, mission and identity of the 

institution.  Similarly, Ferrari et al. (2010) stressed the importance of selecting and 

training trustees, faculty, and administrative leaders in the area of mission and identity, 

and the tremendous impact of their leadership through the lens of mission and identity.   

Business Focus vs. Mission Focus 

Many of the articles reviewed for this study detailed the historical circumstances 

that form the basis for changing governance within American Catholic higher education.  

However, although the urgent need for a change in governance at Catholic institutions 

due primarily to the decline in the number of founding members is widely recognized, 

there is little agreement regarding which system of governance provides the best model.  

As indicated earlier, part of the problem of selecting a new model of governance 

resides in the crises of identity that have plagued Catholic colleges/universities for 

decades.  As both Hassenger and Trainor firmly established, the question that most of 

these institutions still ask themselves today is: What is the value added when attending a 

Catholic college/university?  In other words, what unique benefit can a Catholic 

college/university offer its students?  Seen from a different angle, how can these 

institutions balance the concepts of being Catholic and being an institution of higher 

learning and, in the process, provide an enhanced learning experience?   
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The internal identity crisis evident in Catholic colleges/universities continues in 

the midst of many other tensions within higher education in general.  According to the 

Lawlor group (2014), five main factors are currently impacting all institutions within 

higher education: (a) the shift in demographics—the overall number of college-age 

students is decreasing and shifting geographically to the southwest, which is affecting 

recruitment and enrollment; (b) the prevailing poor economic conditions; (c) the close 

attention paid to the attitude and expectations of students as well as government officials 

regarding outcomes; (d) the tremendous impact of technology on the university; and (e) 

the increasing demand for innovative approaches to financial sustainability.  These 

challenges, though crucial to the health of all higher educational institutions, can 

sometimes distract leaders of Catholic colleges/universities from addressing the 

distinctive nature of their institutions.   

In addition, Mudd (2005) wrote of what he called organizational schizophrenia 

within modern Catholic higher education—a condition resulting from the belief that 

leadership should be divided between business types and mission types.  Mudd explained 

that traditionally, many institutions allocated fiscal concerns to the business types while 

reserving the issue of Catholic identity for mission types, which he defined as religious 

founders, chaplains, theologians, and philosophers.  The challenge contemporary 

institutions face is that, with the new shift to lay leadership, those who were previously 

placed in the business type category are now responsible for the Catholic identity and 

mission of the institution as well as for monetary concerns.  Furthermore, the state of 

Catholic higher education today is experiencing great pressure from financial constraints.  

As Markey explained in her 2007 article “Grappling with tensions between money, 
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mission,” today institutional leaders’ attention is being drawn to fiscal concerns and at 

times demonstrating tension between mission and money.  According to Markey (2007), 

these fiscal concerns range from high tuition rates to low endowments, and include salary 

issues as well.  The tension here asks those who bring a business lens to their trusteeship 

to shift to a mission-centric approach, which often is unfamiliar to lay leaders.  

A final concern expressed by many Catholic colleges/universities is the question 

of how the religious affiliation of senior leadership might affect their ability to be keepers 

of the mission.  Sullins (2004) argued that Catholic faculty show higher support for 

Catholic identity, and that institutions that have policies of preferential hiring for 

Catholics and/or a higher proportion of Catholic students demonstrate properties 

consistent with stronger Catholic identity.  Indeed, Sullins contended not only that 

schools with a majority of Catholic faculty most successfully maintain the school’s 

original mission and identity but also that the absence of integrating mission and identity 

throughout the institution inhibits the successful advancement of the institution’s mission 

and identity.  Sullins further asserted that the religious character of a university is not 

something that can be relegated to a particular component of the university or its 

curriculum.  Nor can administrators successfully promote such identity in the absence of 

faculty who are also devotees of the faith—who research, teach, and live “from the heart 

of the Church” (p. 100).  As Sullins’s study helps to exemplify, the mission and identity 

of a Catholic university must be integrated throughout the institution and should not be 

relegated to a few.   

While Sullins (2004) outlined clear benefits to selecting lay leaders with strong 

backgrounds in the Catholic faith, Ferrari et al. (2010) asserted that it is possible for a 
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faith-based university to take steps to prepare future (lay) leaders to understand, embrace, 

and “live” the mission.  However, they cautioned, strategic planning is needed to set 

mechanisms in place that create a new lay generation of mission-driven leaders (p. 71).  

The questions that arise include: What should be the key elements of such training?  Is it 

possible for non-Catholic members of these communities to fulfill this role with training?  

Also, beyond training, how else can the university leadership ensure that the mission and 

identity of the institution are embedded in all aspects of the university?  Do these studies 

regarding faculty and their religious affiliation tell us something about senior leadership 

and board members, and their religious affiliation?  Finally, how can these studies help 

colleges/universities to engage in issues of mission and identity with not only to Catholic 

lay leaders but also to those with other or no religious affiliations?  This is important to 

consider, as there has also been a marked across-the-board decline in the proportion of 

Catholics as faculty members at Catholic institutions (Gleason, 2001).   

Other Disciplines: Lessons Learned 

When reflecting on mission and identity at the Catholic university/college, it is 

fruitful to examine other religious institutions that have wrestled with a changing 

landscape and the resulting challenges in advancing religious mission and identity in the 

modern world.  In this spirit, the following study examines the difficulties faced and the 

lessons learned in three other organizations: the Catholic parochial system of K–12 

Catholic schools, Christian colleges and universities, and the Catholic healthcare system.  

The experiences of each of these groups (i.e., their successes and failures) can inform 

leaders of Catholic higher education as they work to advance religious mission and 

Catholic identity within their own institutions.   
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Parochial Schools 

When looking to the literature, we find that religious mission and identity have 

also been seen as critical elements in distinguishing Catholic parochial school education.  

O’Connell (2012) highlighted the centrality of knowing “who you are” and “what you 

do.”  She further concluded that when an institution knows who it is and why it exists, 

then it can guide how it conducts work with greater integrity and distinction, explaining: 

“What we (Catholic schools) do—our mission—is to educate.  The enduring effects of 

what we do, however, depend upon how we do it and that’s what makes us different, 

unique, and worthy of support” (p. 159).  Monsegur (2012) noted that most parochial 

schools agree that “the purpose of a Catholic school is to ensure academic standards and 

to provide for the spiritual formation and religious education of the school community.  

“This paraphrased imperative from Canon 806 states that the school is Catholic first” 

(Western Catholic Educational Association, 2009, p. 1).  Since what distinguishes these 

schools and justifies their existence is their Catholic identity and mission, Monsegur 

asserted, an integration of faith must permeate every aspect of the school—especially, she 

contended, in the cultivation of a community environment.   

Such a thorough integration of faith requires not only strong and capable 

leadership but also both extensive knowledge of and an enthusiasm for the main tenets of 

Catholicism. O’Connell (2012) asserted that to lead successfully,  

The administrator must understand and believe in the Catholic identity of the 

school; must see its mission determined, supported, and motivated by its Catholic 

identity; must lead the school effectively—its faculty, staff, students, parents, 

alumni, and benefactors—toward the accomplishment of its mission; and, must 
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motivate his/her collaborators in the process of institutional assessment or 

evaluation so that everyone will recognize that the school is what it says it is, does 

what it says it does, and is excellent at both. (p. 156)  

Christian Colleges and Universities 

Similar to the experience in Catholic higher education, Christian colleges and 

universities have been facing the tensions of maintaining their Christian identity in the 

midst of significant fiscal constraints, an increasingly secular society, and growing 

societal concern that academic success might be incongruous with their religious mission.  

With regard to economic issues, sometimes leaders in good conscience make 

decisions that, though fiscally sound, do not correlate well with the institution’s religious 

mission and identity.  This is an issue of common concern for both Catholic and 

Protestant institutions that seek to maintain mission (Dosen, 2012, p. 40).  The question 

raised in these literature studies of Protestant educational institutions is whether fiscally 

good decisions can still be considered good decisions for an institution if they come in 

direct conflict with the institution’s mission and identity. 

In addition to the challenges posed by current economic conditions, Christian 

colleges/universities also face the challenge of maintaining their Christian identity in an 

increasingly secularized society while simultaneously justifying their academic 

legitimacy.  Swezey and Ross (2012) claimed that the primary challenge to Christian 

universities resides in the question of whether they can maintain their identity while also 

seeking an academic reputation, or if these institutions will succumb to secularization.  

For the purposes of this study, the author, like Swezey and Ross, has adopted Arthur’s 

(2006) definition of institutional secularization as “a process of reducing the influence of 
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religion in higher education which renders the application of all or some religious beliefs 

and practices within higher education meaningless” (p. 24).  This secularization, claimed 

Burtchaell (1998), becomes inevitable once the sponsoring religious group’s decline in 

membership yields a reduction in members of the founding religious order holding 

administrative roles within these institutions—especially when representation on board 

governance and opportunities to serve as institutional presidents diminishes dramatically 

(or disappears altogether).  Indeed, loss of religious influence can be swift and severe—

especially if the religious community no longer can provide representatives to participate 

in the board governance or serve as presidents.  The corresponding natural shift to lay 

leadership to fill the positions left vacant by the decrease in people choosing religious 

vocations, coupled with the pressures of secularization that result, can threaten the ability 

of these institutions to maintain their religious/Christian identity and mission.  Last, 

according to Dosen (2012), Christian colleges and universities find themselves in a 

comparable situation with regard to “finding competent and faith-filled faculty” (p. 28).  

Thus, these institutions suffer a loss of members of the religious founding order and their 

guidance not only in leadership positions and at the administrative level, but also in the 

classroom.  

Although our increasingly secular society can foster an antipathy toward 

institutional identity with faith or religion, proponents of religious education still identify 

religiously affiliated institutions as offering something distinctive and indispensable 

(Pillay, 2015).  Thus, although those who have studied trends in religious higher 

education might equate these institutions’ increasingly necessary dependence on 

laypeople within the administrations and faculty of Christian colleges/universities with 
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the call to secularize these institutions—that is,  as the only route to ensuring institutional 

survival in an increasingly secular world—others have opted instead to seek ways to 

inform these laypeople of the unique and important role that religious mission can and 

should play in the educational mission.   

The assertion here is that a Christian education is distinctive and that students at 

these institutions can gain something unique and valuable from their education.  Indeed, 

rather than recant their Christian identity and mission, these institutions should celebrate 

them: “If Christian higher education is to survive in the 21st century, it must remain 

academically credible, financially viable, and perhaps most importantly, committed to its 

Christian beliefs” (Dosen, 2012, p. 39).  Pillay (2015) argued that an education from a 

Christian college or university is noteworthy in that it prepares its students not only “for 

the world of work but for the work of the world” (p. 15).  Dosen (2012) concurred, 

stating that the Christian institution encourages and enables students to engage in 

“critiquing the contemporary scene from the lens of faith and reason” (p. 28).  To those 

who question the academic legitimacy of religious colleges/universities, this emphasis on 

the idea that students might actually receive yet another set of tools for analyzing the 

world around them from yet another perspective provides a strong counterargument—that 

religious education might actually provide more, not less, of an education.  Thus, for 

those who believe that a religious education will broaden, rather than diminish, a 

student’s experience, then, the  

distinctiveness of purpose and intent of Christian higher education has to have 

clear outworking in the culture of the university, its structures, and climate in 

order to fundamentally affect the formation of the graduate and the graduate’s 
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discovery of vocation, not merely the acquisition of skills and employability; a 

sense of purpose and meaning. (Pillay, 2015, p. 15)   

As researchers like Dosen and Pillay have underscored, in order for a Christian 

college or university to maintain or advance its religious mission and religious identity in 

today’s world, it must integrate and reaffirm this mission and identity at all levels.  If the 

institution is to instill within its graduates a sense of calling, purpose, and meaning, then 

the work of mission and identity cannot be limited to a few and relegated to the side but 

must be a center of focus throughout the university.  Benne (2001) explained that to 

successfully achieve the unique mission of religious higher education, it is necessary for 

an adequate number of members of the board, administrators, faculty, and students to 

have a firm understanding of and commitment to the mission, identity, and charism of 

their institution.   

Experts Swezey and Ross (2012) warned that mission drift —that is, the 

secularization of Christian colleges/universities—does not happen overnight.  Therefore, 

they asserted, leaders of these Christian institutions must constantly remain vigilant for 

signs that the steps they are taking to ensure academic success and economic viability 

may have inadvertently compromised their religious mission.  Dosen (2012) wrote,  

It is key that administrators constantly and consistently apply to their work a 

mission lens, examining business decisions not only in the light of good financial 

policy, but also in the light of Gospel and ecclesial values.  If the policy of the 

institution, as laid out by Boards and senior executives, is not enlightened with 

Gospel values, it is not difficult to imagine that the institution, while Christian in 

name, could easily drift from its ecclesial moorings. (p. 41)  
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In an effort to assist these institutions in developing a systematic way of 

reviewing their status with regard to mission maintenance, Dosen (2012) recommended 

that they take the following three institutional measures:   

(1) recognize that Christian, or ecclesial, identity is not housed solely in the 

theology department or campus ministry; (2) acknowledge that no religious 

institution of higher education, no matter its size, is immune from the constant 

possibility of drifting from its Christian moorings; and (3) construct the 

overarching curriculum of Christian universities in a manner that integrates faith 

and knowledge. (p. 41)  

Another element that has played a key role in maintaining religious mission and 

identity at Christian institutions of higher learning is another area of institutional 

leadership and fiduciary responsibility: its system of governance that is established.  The 

term governance here refers to the “processes of decision-making within an institution 

which enable an institution to set its policies and objectives, to achieve them, and to 

monitor its progress towards their achievement” (Oxford, 2006).  In particular, most 

research investigates and promotes the use of boards as the essential resource of 

governance for college/university presidents.  Chait, Ryan, and Taylor (2005) asserted 

that the use of boards as a form of governance is essential to the maintenance and 

promotion of the religious mission at Christian colleges/universities.  They also argued 

that college/university boards should consist of three different types of governance to 

fulfill their responsibilities most effectively:  

(a) a fiduciary mode, primarily concerned with faithful stewardship of the 

organization’s assets in a manner that corresponds with its religious mission; (b) a 
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strategic-planning mode, working in partnership with executive management to 

set long-term plans and policies; and (c) a generative mode, that provides a crucial 

source of leadership for the organization.  In its oversight capacity, Board 

governance plays an indispensable role in risk management, asset protection, and 

stewardship of the organization’s mission, identity, and reputation. (p. 14)   

Indeed, Nussbaum and Chang (2013) noted that at all the Christian institutions studied, 

ultimate accountability for institutional effectiveness and long-term viability rested with 

governing boards (p. 12).  

Burtchaell (1998) claimed that, once the sponsoring church is removed from 

board governance, secularization becomes inevitable.  In an effort to mitigate the effects 

of well-meaning but ill-informed lay board members who might inadvertently drift away 

from the founding mission, Stoesz and Stiffney (2011)—who, according to Nussbaum 

and Chang (2013) were among the first to “venture into the largely uncharted territory of 

Board governance and spirituality” (p. 13)—recommended that board members strive to 

attain and promote “a higher level of spiritual consciousness in the board room” (p. 13).   

The landscape of Christian higher education, much like that of Catholic higher 

education, is under great pressure to secularize and has transformed a great deal over the 

past few decades in a state of constant fluctuation.  Thus, at both types of institutions, the 

role of governance has become all the more crucial.  With loss of religious leaders as the 

stewards of the institutions’ religious mission, boards of trustees now have 

responsibilities not only to keep the institutions economically viable but also to make 

fiduciary decisions that will advance and promote the institution’s mission and identity.  

In the end, as Benne (2001) expressed, “Those colleges and universities that have 
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maintained a robust relation to their religious heritage have a fighting chance to maintain 

it, and perhaps even to strengthen it, in the future” (p. 65).  

Catholic Health Care 

This portion of the literature review examines how Catholic health care has also 

wrestled with the question of maintaining religious mission and identity.  As of 1997, 

Catholic facilities comprised about 593 of the hospitals in the United States–constituting 

14% of the nongovernmental hospitals, nationwide (American Hospital Association, 

1997).  According to O’Rourke (2001), Catholic hospitals are engaged in the apostolic 

activity of the Catholic Church.  Given the close ties between these hospitals and the 

Catholic Church, it is not surprising that the vast majority of these institutions are 

governed by Catholic religious congregations (in a few cases institutions are governed by 

boards of lay trustees) (O’Rourke, 2001, p. 15).   

Like Catholic higher education, Catholic hospitals have experienced the impact of 

decreasing numbers of the founding religious order—namely, an increase in lay 

leadership both on their boards and in administrative positions, and the ambivalence that 

such a dramatic loss of religious guidance in leadership entails and the ensuing 

uncertainty about how or even whether to maintain the spiritual mission of the institution 

without the guidance of the traditional religious leaders.  O’Rourke (2001), when writing 

of religious mission and identity, noted that, to reach your goal, you need to know what 

your goal is.  He observed that the primary aim of a mission statement is to answer that 

all-important question: “Where are we going?—and this is why the establishment of a 

mission statement remains the dominating concept in modern management theory” (p. 

16). (This modern management focus exists despite the religious origins of the word 
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mission—according to the Online Etymology Dictionary, the word can be traced back to 

the Jesuits’ use of the Latin term missionem, which they applied to the sending forth of 

their missionaries to proselytize) 

Also similar to Catholic higher education, which has the directive from Pope John 

Paul II to Catholic education, Ex Corde Ecclesiae as its guiding document, the field of 

Catholic health care has developed its own foundational document to help guide its 

administrators and employees toward a more spiritually sound form of medical practice: 

the “Ethical and Religious Directives” (or ERD).  This document, according to O’Rourke 

(2001), consists of a collection of basic Church teaching, laid out and explained as it 

applies to medical and hospital practice.  This document was authorized by both 

prominent Catholic theologians and the Catholic Hospital Association (CHA)—an 

organization which, in its strategic plan for 1999–2002, presented as its number one 

objective “to strengthen our ability to understand, articulate, and act on Catholic identity” 

(CHA Board of Trustees, 1999).  Thus, by authoring and disseminating this document, 

the CHA and its constituents seek to engage the ministry “in developing a shared 

understanding of and methods of actualizing Catholic identity” (O’Rourke, 2012, p. 20).   

The act of delineating one’s identity, Shannon (2001) noted, is of critical 

importance for all institutions—for it not only defines the institution but also establishes 

how the institution should act (i.e., how it should present itself to others), and what 

characteristics and behavior it should expect from its members.  Although Catholic health 

care and Catholic higher education are two different fields, both institutions currently 

face serious questions regarding the role that their Catholic identity should play in 

contemporary society.  Thus, in both Catholic health care and Catholic higher education, 
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leaders both lay and religious are responsible for identifying how being a Catholic 

institution impacts the daily work of the institution and decision making of its leaders. 

(Shannon, 2001, pp. 49–50).  

Mission statements are a means by which institutions state their identity and 

purpose.  According to O’Rourke (2001) and Stempsey (2001), mission statements are 

the primary means by which institutions express their identity and can be seen as a way to 

assess if an institution is who they say they are, and that they living up to their identity? 

However, the mission statement in and of itself cannot guarantee that a Catholic health 

care facility will remain Catholic not only in word but also in action.  For, even if an 

institution expresses its identity sincerely, the institution may not be able to live out its 

ideals perfectly.  Thus, O’Rourke and Stempsey both call for the establishment of a clear 

and universally agreed-upon form of review that can ascertain whether the written 

statement of Catholic identity is implemented in reality.  

One step taken by many Catholic health care institutions to meet this need for 

self-assessment is to create the new administrative position of mission leader.  According 

to Gallagher and Reid (2015), a mission leader’s primary responsibility is to “promote the 

mission and values of the founding members and ensure that they are integrated into all 

aspects of the health care organization” (p.5) Like the mission leader, trustees also play a 

critical role in the leadership of Catholic health care.  Gallagher and Reid clarified that 

effective and ongoing reassessment and adaptation of the responsibilities of both mission 

leaders and trustees—and the tools needed for them to fulfill their duties most 

competently—are crucial to sustaining genuinely Catholic health care and for 

guaranteeing that the spiritual aspect of Catholic health care not be neglected.  Thus, 



BEST PRACTICES OF BOARD MISSION COMMITTEES 33 

sponsors, boards, and senior management need to ensure that mission leaders are well 

well-informed, well trained, and supported in their ministry.  Mission leaders, in turn, 

need to provide ongoing education regarding the compelling mission of the Catholic 

healthcare organization to the executive team, the board, and the entire staff (Gallagher & 

Reid, 2015, p. 68).  

According to O’Rourke, the need for employees at all levels to work together on 

this issue cannot be overstated:   

Above all, the internalization of the characteristics contained in the statement of 

Catholic identity must become a priority for Catholic health care facilities.  This 

must not be left to chance, and all persons, including physicians, associated with 

the facility must be involved in the process.  (p.26)  

Shannon (2001) concurred, stressing how, by including members throughout the 

institution in the quest to answer for themselves exactly how they conceive of their 

Catholic character and mission—rather than just compartmentalizing or confining this 

important issue within one department—the process will be more authentic and will 

better serve the particular needs of individual institutions (p. 56).  The writing of a 

mission statement can be quite simple but being true to this statement in the everyday 

work of the institution and the decisions of its leaders is quite difficult work. However, 

Catholic healthcare leaders both trustees and administrators have been sojourners in bring 

mission statements to life within their organization.   As O’Rourke concludes, “it is not 

unrealistic to envision Catholic hospitals of the future persevering for many generations 

to come” (O’Rourke, 2001, p. 26)  
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The Role of Leadership 

This study sought to identify what leadership qualities are essential for ensuring 

the advancement of mission and identity at Catholic institutions.  Schuttloffel (2013) 

asserted, in his contemplative model for Catholic leadership, that the character of a leader 

plays an integral role in how s/he leads.  Thus, if, as Schuttloffel maintained, leaders 

create within the institutions they lead an identity that is similar to their own, then the 

more closely that leader’s character corresponds with the tenets of Catholicism, the more 

successfully that person should be able to maintain the Catholic institution’s mission and 

identity.  Likewise, Ferrari et al. (2010) noted the tremendous impact that focusing on 

mission and identity can have on the leadership of an institution.   

Given the positive effect that a leader’s understanding of and dedication to an 

institution’s mission and identity can have on the progress of that institution, senior 

leaders and board members not equipped to articulate the religious mission and Catholic 

identity must be taught how to do so.  They also must be prepared to then empower their 

community members not only to subscribe to the religious mission but also to embody it.  

In order to educate him/herself on these matters, the leader will need to be willing to 

enter into the “unbounded, idiosyncratic, and slippery process of meaning-making” 

(Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2013, p. 137).  It will take “out-in-front leadership,” a 

heroic leadership that “is never ending, challenging work, [and] involves the willingness 

to continue questioning and probing one’s approach, tactics, values, and culture” 

(Lowney, 2003, p. 221).  Thus, the most essential leadership quality in preserving and 

promoting the foundational mission and identity of these institutions is a willingness and 

determination to work hard—with regard to both thoroughly investigating the founding 
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mission and continually reevaluating the status of one’s institution with respect to that 

mission.  Leadership must be mission-driven; and leaders must have the humility (i.e. 

willingness to learn), flexibility (i.e. willingness to re-adjust) and strength of character 

(i.e. diligence) to help keep the institution and its employees on course toward the shared 

mission.  

Summary 

The historical debate over what it means to be a Catholic institution of higher 

learning establishes the foundation for the significant challenges that these institutions 

face today with regard to maintaining religious mission and identity as they shift from 

religious to lay leadership.  Experiences of mission integration found in parochial 

schools, Christian colleges and universities, and Catholic health care also add wisdom to 

inform Catholic higher education as they undertake this critical issue.  The literature 

reviewed for this current study provides a clear and lengthy history of a longstanding 

debate within American Catholic higher education over whether the terms of Catholic 

and college or university are mutually exclusive or whether they can be complementary.  

In the end, most of the authorities who researched this topic suggested that “Catholic 

higher education will face severe challenges in the near future and that those in leadership 

positions at these institutions would do well to overcome their ideological differences and 

work together” (Gleason, 2001, p. 20) for the common good.  The age-old debate over 

the definition of Catholic higher education is further complicated by the significant 

decline in the numbers of men and women of the founding orders of these institutions.  

This decrease in the populations of founding religious orders has required the laity to take 

on leadership roles throughout the institution, and, in so doing, has brought the issue of 
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the mission and identity of Catholic colleges/universities even more to the forefront.  

Without the religious men and women who traditionally embodied the founders’ original 

purpose in establishing these institutions, how can these institutions continue to maintain 

and promote their religious/Catholic mission and identity?  The issue remains complex 

and the outcome uncertain.   

The vast majority of institutions have responded to the declining numbers of 

founding religious orders by turning to new structures of governance as well as looking to 

lay leadership on both the board and within senior leadership (Trakman, 2008, p. 41).  

The laicization of leadership within Catholic higher education brings to the forefront the 

historical tensions regarding how to define Catholic higher education and underscores the 

importance of addressing or revisiting the question of mission and identity at individual 

Catholic colleges and universities.  Recognizing the challenges inherent in the shift to lay 

leadership, this researcher examined the role of the trustee in assisting the Catholic 

college/university in advancing its religious mission and its Catholic identity.  In 

particular, this qualitative research study examined the Board of Trustee Mission 

Committee as a tool to assist trustees in their responsibilities regarding mission and 

identity.   

To ensure that Catholic colleges/universities continue to make their unique 

contribution to the academy, these institutions must maintain their distinctive missions 

while transitioning smoothly to lay leadership and governance.  One of the most 

prevalent ways in which many of these institutions are attempting to simultaneously 

adapt to modern conditions while remaining true to the original purpose of their 

institution’s founders is through the establishment of Mission Committees (within the 
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board of trustees) with an intentional focus on the organization’s mission and identity.  

By forming a subcommittee charged specifically with the responsibilities of (a) studying 

the founders’ original purpose in establishing the institution and (b) formulating a 

practical plan for transitioning to a new system of leadership (under laypeople), these 

institutions aim not only to survive the radical changes that they are facing in modern 

society but also to defend the unique and important role that they continue to play for a 

significant population of students.  This study investigated best practices, particularly in 

the area of governance, and formation of boards as “keepers of the mission.”  The hope 

was that this study would help provide a significant contribution to the maintenance of 

mission and identity within American Catholic higher education.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative action research study was to examine Catholic 

college/universities boards of trustee who use a Mission Committee; the researcher then 

assessed the data and used it to create recommendations.  These recommendations 

provide guidance for how to implement or restructure a Mission Committee as a means to 

inform and serve the board in advancing the religious mission and identity of a Catholic 

college/university.  The following section outlines the methodology of this dissertation in 

practice.  The study was grounded in a phenomenological style through the interviewing 

of presidents and/or senior mission officers, as well as members of the Board Mission 

Committee of the board of trustees of six Catholic colleges/universities.  The 

phenomenological style was selected because the study aimed to examine the unique 

impact of a Board Mission Committee.  Creswell (2014) defined phenomenological 

research as a design of inquiry typically involving interviews, in which the researcher 

describes the experiences and observations of individuals who have all undergone a 

particular phenomenon; in this case, the phenomenon or the shared experience was the 

functioning of the Board Mission Committee and observing its impact on the board’s 

ability to inform and serve the institution in advancing the college/university mission and 

identity.  

Research Questions 

This qualitative study examines the use of such Mission Committees—in 

particular, with respect to the following question that guided the research: How do some 

Catholic colleges and universities use a mission committee within their board to advance 
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its religious mission and Catholic identity?  Delving deeper, this study examined the 

following sub questions: What is the charge of the mission committee?  Does the mission 

committee receive special training?  What are the topics specific to the work of the 

Mission Committee?  How does the Mission Committee interact with various 

constituents—senior leadership, members of the founding order, the larger board, faculty, 

students, and so forth?  

Research Design 

In the case of the present study, the phenomenon was the establishment of a 

Board Mission Committee to inform and serve the institution in maintaining its mission 

and identity.  This study examined the understanding of and role of trustees regarding 

religious mission and Catholic identity.  Each participant’s articulation, perception, and 

experiences was gained via interviews and was later assessed.  In addition to interviews, 

resource observations were conducted of institutional webpages and public documents 

that address mission and identity; this allowed the researcher to confirm the validity and 

accuracy of these individuals’ personal perceptions of their experiences.  This researcher 

analized the institutional webpages of each selected institution as well as any additional 

materials referenced by the respondents during their interviews.   

Both interview data and the review of resources were coded, as Creswell (2014) 

delineated (i.e., into the general topic areas expected, based on the literature reviews and 

repeated appearance throughout interviews), and then patterns and categories were 

identified; first those anticipated, then those that were not anticipated but were not 

surprising, and last into groups that were unique or both unexpected and surprising.  
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These codes were then put into a table and interview data were crossreferenced with the 

the resource data.   

Participants/Data Sources 

The study intended to include as participants the president and/or identified senior 

leader of religious mission and Catholic identity, as well as 1–2 members of the board’s 

Mission Committee. Institution selection was based first on a listing of Catholic colleges 

and universities that were members of the Association of Catholic Colleges and 

Universities.  To begin the selection process, the researcher first contacted the president 

of the Association for Catholic College's and Universities (ACCU), to request a list of all 

Catholic college/university member institutions and the categorization of each of these 

institutions based on founding orders and location. Then the researcher worked to 

identify Catholic colleges/universities (ACCU member institutions) that had an active 

Board Mission Committee.  In an effort to get a diverse pool and to further guide the 

selection process, the researcher categorized the institutions with a Board Mission 

Committee by religious affiliation and location.  The researcher listed these institutions 

first by religious affiliation then by region within the United States.  Next, the research 

identified an institution within an affiliation and region, and randomly selected an 

institution with a mission committee within these categories.  The president of the 

selected institution was then contacted via e-mail, with a follow-up phone call.  This 

communication identifed the purpose and process of the study and asked for the 

president’s willingness to participate and identify board members.  Once one institution 

within a particular affiliation agreed to participate, the researcher moved to another 

affiliation, contacted an institution within this affiliation from a different region.  This 
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continued from affiliation to affiliation; when the researcher was unable to secure an 

institution from a region or affiliation she moved on to another region or another 

affiliation.  The final list of participating institutions was bound by the willingness of 

institutions contacted to participate.  Some institutions simply did not respond to email or 

phone call requests, others for a variety of reasons declined the opportunity to participate. 

The plan was to have a maximum of ten participating institutions, however in 

consultation with her committee, the final number of participating institutions was set at 

six institutions.  Upon compiling and comparing interviews, although many consistencies 

were found, true saturation of data could not be determined.  The institutions further 

represented six different religious affiliations:  Assumptionist, Holy Cross, Mercy, 

Marianist, Sisters of Charity, and Vincentian (see Table 1, p. 50).  These institutions did 

not vary significantly in region; the six participating institutions are located in the Eastern 

Central and Northeast of the United States.  Interviews with a total of twenty respondents 

who represented these six institutions were conducted via phone.  

This study investigated the impact of Board Mission Committees on both the 

larger board and the institution.  To properly assess the unique role of the Mission 

Committee, the researcher examined two different groups: (a) those within the institution 

who were specifically charged with advancing religious mission and Catholic identity—

primarily the president and/or senior mission officer, and (b) selected members of the 

board who had served or were serving on the Mission Committee.  In particular, the study 

examined the work of the Board Mission Committee—the key stakeholders of which are 

the president and/or the senior mission officer—and the trustees who had served or were 

serving on the Mission Committee.  This study included representatives from both of 
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these groups, thereby compiling a rich source of data that was researched and analyzed 

for the aim and purpose of this study.  This sample represented well the population 

studied.  

Necessary permissions were obtained and the necessary procedures followed to 

access and recruit this populaton for this study.  First, Internal Review Board (IRB) 

approval was requested.  An expedited exempt status was obtained from Creighton 

University’s IRB.  Exempt status as outlined by the Department of Health and Human 

Services Guidelines (45 CFR Part 46.101(b) and (c)) “defines research as exempt from 

further IRB review when the research involves no risk to the subject.  Research that is 

considered exempt from Committee review must still be filed with the IRB and screened 

for exempt status”.  Permission was thus granted to conduct the study.  In addition, 

approval from the college president at each selected institution was gained before 

reaching out to individual participants.   

Data Collection Tools 

The researcher used two tools to collect data for this study.  The first and primary 

tool was the conducting of personal interviews, as outlined above.  The second and 

ancillary tool was the observation and review of artifacts, which entailed the assessment 

and categorization of the data offered by respondents or found on the institution’s 

webpage.  This tool was used primarily to triangulate and thus, confirm and verify data 

collected via personal interviews.   

Data collection began in Autgust of 2016 and was completed by March of 2017, 

using the methodology outlined by both Creswell (2014) and Roberts (2010) for a 

qualitative phenomenological action research study.  Presidents at selected institutions 
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were e-mailed, recieved a follow-up phone call, and upon agreeing to participate were 

asked to connect the researcher with their institution’s chief mission officer and two 

members of the board of trustees who were either currently serving or had served on the 

Board Mission Committee.  Interviews were arranged, consent was gained, and data were 

collected via interviews and via observations of particular artifacts (see Appendix A) that 

had been recommended as resources during said interviews, as well as institutional 

webpages.  (Note: Interview Protocol can be found in Appendix B.)   

Data Collection Procedures 

All individual respondents were provided with both an oral and a written 

description of the intended purpose and methods of the study.  The study’s parameters 

regarding confidentiality were explained, and permission to tape record the interview was 

requested.  An informed consent document was e-mailed to each participant, requiring 

that each provide her/his electronic signature if s/he agreed to the terms of the study (see 

Appendix C).  Interviews were conducted via phone and took place from August 2016 

through March 2017.  Before beginning each interview, the reasearcher analzed the 

purpose and process of the study with the subject.  The researcher also reminded the 

participants that although anonymity could not be guaranteed, confidentiality would be 

maintained (see Appendix C).  Then, the researcher requested permission to record the 

session to ensure accuracy.  Finally, before initiating the interview, the researcher 

checked with the participant to see whether s/he had any questions or needed any further 

clarification (see Appendixes B and C).   

At the end of the interview, the researcher thanked the relevant participant and 

supplied him/her with contact information, in case s/he should have any follow-up 
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questions/concerns.  After each interview, the researcher analzed the institution’s 

webpage as well as public and/or shared reports on mission and identity and/or the role of 

the trustees.  This material verified the validity and accuracy of the interview data by 

providing what Creswell (2014) identified as the triangulation of data.  The analysis of 

these data was then cross-referenced with the themes generated by the interview data to 

authenticate the data and add validity to the study.  

Data Analysis 

Both Creswell (2014) and Roberts (2010) noted, with the support of several research 

experts, that when conducting a qualitative research study, data analysis happens 

simultaneously with data collection.  Thus, recording interviews, taking notes post-

interview, and reviewing artifacts such as institutional webpages were processes essential 

to this study’s data analysis.  Following the completion of interviews, the interview was 

transcribed using Rev.com (Rev.  (n.d.). https://www.rev.com/) an online transcription 

service.  The next step was to begin coding. Roberts (2010) asserted that this stage of 

research, coding, is about identifying and describing patterns and themes garnered 

through the participant’s perspective.  Following the interviews, each of the 20 tape-

recorded interviews was transcribed using Rev.com.  Next, transcriptions were uploaded 

to Dedoose (Dedoose. (n.d.)  http://www.dedoose.com/) —an online tool used to assist 

researchers with identifying themes and coding qualitative data; the researcher reviewed 

all the data three times, taking copious notes on salient information to develop a 

preliminary list of categories, themes, and patterns of interest.  Several key themes 

emerged from this initial reading.   
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For the process of coding and identifying themes, the researcher used Tesch’s 

Eight Steps in the Coding Process (Creswell, 2010, p. 198, table 9.4).  These steps require 

the researcher to read through each transcript multiple times; therefore each transcript 

was reviewed again as the researcher worked through each research question, classifying 

responses according to the research question to which they pertained, highlighting 

important information, and fine-tuning a master coding list of response categories (see 

Appendix D).  Using this master coding list, the researcher then coded the full transcript 

of each participant, noting when second or third references were made in a response 

category.  After finalizing the coding list, the researcher analyzed each interview 

transcript, focusing in particular on how each response to the research questions 

uncovered themes, patterns, and categories.   

The researcher then reviewed all of the transcripts one last time to ascertain 

whether the findings and the main themes and patterns identified were consistent with the 

raw data.  In addition, the researcher obtained further confirmation of these themes from 

data collected from each institution’s webpages regarding mission and identity.  The 

forms of data reviewed included institutional webpages; archival records such as meeting 

minutes, offered by respondents.  This material was reviewed to identify themes, patterns, 

and categories and was then compared to the coding of the interviews conducted.  Next, 

the material was reviewed again and re-coded accordingly to compare to the statements 

made by the individuals interviewed at each of the institutions.   

Ethical Considerations 

Since this Dissertation in Practice was based largely upon the personal interviews 

of a select group of individuals, the researcher took precautions to maintain impartiality 
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and ethical credibility.  First, the researcher followed commonly accepted and 

recommended practices for reducing the likelihood that her personal biases might 

influence the results of the interview.  Second, the researcher noted potential disparities 

between the interviewees—that is, differences in their skills and abilities to articulate 

their experiences—by identifying during data analysis if they were a layperson or 

religious and/or if their field of study was in the area of theology.   

Another important ethical concern for this study was maintaining the 

confidentiality of the individuals interviewed and the institutions that they represented.  

For all participants, confidentiality was ensured but anonymity was not.  It was important 

to make this clear in the documents they received before participating (see Appendixes A 

& B).  It was also essential that the researcher remind the interviewee of the parameters 

of the study immediately before the interview began.  In all documentation and when 

reporting data, the names of participating individuals and institutions were replaced with 

pseudonyms.  In an attempt to avoid bias, the researcher submitted all interview questions 

to her dissertation committee for pre-approval before conducting any interviews.  In 

addition, the researcher benefited from the impartial lens of the data analysis process, 

which helped to eliminate what might be seen as potential researcher bias.  Last, the 

observation and review of webpages and public/shared documents provided triangulation 

to address validity, accuracy, and researcher bias (see Appendix A). 

In addition to these methods of interview preparation and data analysis and 

verification, the researcher depended on the review of past and current scholarly 

publications regarding this research topic to provide a foundation for her study—and a 



BEST PRACTICES OF BOARD MISSION COMMITTEES 47 

basis against which to measure whether her study’s results accurately reflect and 

sufficiently build upon current research in this arena.   

Summary 

This phenomenological qualitative research study examined leaders at Catholic 

colleges and universities who had established a mission committee among the board 

committees.  The study researched the function of six institutions intended to represent a 

cross-section of Catholic colleges and universities with a board mission committee 

throughout the United States.  The study consisted of two collection tools: interviews, 

and the observation and analysis of artifacts.  Ethical considerations included accounting 

for researcher bias and providing subjects and participating institutions with 

confidentiality.  The reliability and the validity of the data collected were confirmed 

through the triangulation of data, the comparison of similarities and differences in the 

coding, and the analysis of artifacts.  While these artifacts were examined for 

triangulation and validation, examples were not included in the findings, in order to 

maintain anonymity of the participating institutions.  The data were analyzed first by 

using Rev.com to transcribe the interview tape and then by submitting the data through 

Dedoose.  Dated were coded and salient themes were then identified and put into a table 

for further analysis.  The entire dissertation in practice research process began with a 

successful proposal of the study and attaining IRB approval; then research was conducted 

August 2016 through March 2017. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

As noted in Chapter One, Catholic colleges and universities have been undergoing 

significant change in both governance and leadership since the 1970’s. Ferrari et al. 

(2010) highlighted the “dramatic shift being felt in Catholic colleges and universities as 

religious orders have begun to turn leadership and control over, more and more, to the 

laity” (p. 64).  Throughout Catholic higher education, as members of the founding order 

have dwindled, increasing numbers of the laity are serving in senior leadership positions 

and on boards of trustees.  This phenomenon (i.e. the increasing laicization of leadership 

at these institutions) has underscored the need to clarify the mission of Catholic higher 

education; yet Boyle (2010) demonstrates that instead of becoming more mission-driven, 

many Catholic schools have paradoxically become more market-driven and, in so doing, 

have strayed even further from the original purposes of their founding religious 

communities.  The resulting secularization of these institutions may be due, in part, to the 

fact that many of the new lay leaders have felt significantly less equipped to maintain 

Catholic identity and mission (Ferrari et al., 2010, p. 64).  The common challenges facing 

Catholic higher education in contemporary society that were highlighted by Cesareo 

(2007), such as financial constraints, legal issues, fundraising, and curriculum reform, 

coupled with a lack of knowledge and training of lay leaders regarding Catholic mission, 

has further diverted the focus of many institutional leaders away from mission and 

identity.  Thus, as Cesareo (2007) asserts for leaders within Catholic higher education 

one of the most critical and important hurdles amid the many pressures and pluralistic 

society in which these institutions conduct business today, is assuring the distinctiveness 
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of a Catholic college or university  found in the advancing of the institutions religious 

mission and identity.   

To address this shift in leadership, some Catholic colleges and universities have 

incorporated a Mission Committee among the board of trustee committees.  Those who 

participated in this study recognize the notable responsibilities of the board with regard to 

assisting the college/university in the advancement of its religious mission and Catholic 

identity.  As one trustee respondent explained,  

I think that the board has a special mission, especially in today’s world in a 

Catholic institution, to understand the Catholic identity and nature of higher 

education and to ensure that there’s a place in the academy for a Catholic voice.  I 

think the board… needs to talk about the Catholic identity and mission of the 

institution because the goal of the Catholic institution is not simply to become like 

others… [It’s] to be good stewards of resources, as is the fiduciary responsibility 

of any member of a board; but in a Catholic institution, it needs to engage those 

questions in light of Catholic values. (Respondent #19, interview communication, 

March 3, 2017)  

However, the participants also acknowledged the current lack of a well-established, 

accepted, demonstrated best practice to guide Catholic colleges and universities as they 

continue to transition to lay leadership.   

This section outlines a summary of this study’s findings and results; the data 

gathered and the themes that emerged are also reported here. This chapter is organized 

according to the steps the author took to answer the research questions posed in Chapter 

One.   
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Presentation of the Findings 

In presenting the findings of this research, this chapter reviews how this study was 

conducted and reflects on its processes and variables.  This phenomenological qualitative 

research study was based on a series of interviews conducted with 20 representatives 

from six Catholic colleges and universities.  Interviewees included the college/university 

president and/or chief mission officer, and 1–2 current or former members of each 

participating institution’s board of trustees who had also served or were currently serving 

on the board’s Mission Committee.   

Although the institutions that participated in this study were similar in that they 

were all Catholic institutions that had established Mission Committees within their board 

of trustee committees, they differed in that each was founded by a different religious 

order:  Assumptionist, Holy Cross, Mercy, Marianist, Sisters of Charity, and Vincentian.  

Religious Affiliation Founder Charism highlight 

Assumptionist Fr. Emmanuel d’Alzon Until Christ be formed in 
you 

Holy Cross Blessed Basile Moreau Educating the Mind and 
the Heart 

Mercy Catherine McAuley Bringing Mercy to the 
World 

Marianist Blessed William Joseph 
Chaminade 

Compassionate Hearts and 
Critical Minds 

Sisters of Charity St. Elizabeth Seton Committed to 
Transforming the World 
through Education 

Vincentian St. Vincent de Paul Service to the Poor 

Table 1 

 Indeed, not only did the founding communities vary with regard to the religious 

founder with whom they were associated but also in whether they were male or female 

religious communities.  In addition, selected institutions also differed in population size 
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and in whether they issued only undergraduate degrees or also had graduate programs.  

The pool of respondents also varied in that participants included both religious and 

layperson leaders in all categories: president, chief mission officer, and trustee.  Further, 

respondents represented varying lengths of service at the participating institution, from 1 

year to 20+ years, as well as varying lengths of time in their identified current position in 

Catholic higher education, from 6 months to 25+ years.  Interestingly, of the six 

institutions who participated in this study four of the six presidents were laypersons, all 

of the CMO’s were members of the religious founding order, and half of the trustees were 

laypeople while the other half were members of the religious founding order. 

Data were organized, coded, and subsequently themed as was outlined in Chapter 

Three, using Tesch’s Eight Steps in the Coding Process.  The researcher reviewed all the 

data three times, taking copious notes on salient information to develop a preliminary list 

of categories and patterns of interest by highlighting important information and fine-

tuning a master coding list of response categories.  Several key themes emerged.  The 

researcher obtained further confirmation of these themes from data collected from each 

institution’s webpages regarding mission and identity.  The forms of data reviewed 

included institutional webpages; archival records such as meeting minutes; and other 

such documents referenced, offered, and/or suggested by respondents, namely meeting 

minutes.  Finally, the researcher compared the results of this study with previous 

scholarship in this area to determine which findings were supported by earlier studies and 

which were not.  

The following categories were identified from the interviews conducted during 

this phenomenological qualitative research study.  All 20 respondents demonstrated a 
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personal and institutional commitment to the mission and identity of their 

college/university.  Consistent categories discovered throughout the responses, listed in 

the order these topics were addressed in the interview, included the following: (a) the 

basis and means by which a mission committee was created; (b) the purpose and/or 

charge/responsibilities of the Mission Committee and examples of how they executed this 

work; (c) respondents’ expression of the need for resources to conduct the work of the 

committee, as well as of the importance of trustee orientation; (d) the value of developing 

and maintaining a working relationship with the founding order; (e) respondents’ 

perception of the level of commitment of the institution administrators and faculty to 

preserving and promoting the mission and identity of their institution; and (f) a shift in 

type of governance structure.  

Category A:  Why a Mission Committee?  

When asked why an institution should create a Mission Committee, one 

respondent stated emphatically, “Just as we couldn’t imagine not having a finance 

committee [and] we couldn’t imagine not having an audit committee […] we can’t 

imagine going forward without having a Mission Committee” (Respondent 13, interview 

communication, Sept. 28, 2016).  The institutions surveyed consistently addressed the 

need to explore the issue of their institutional concerns regarding mission and identity, 

first by appointing a chief mission officer (CMO) and, subsequently, by creating a 

Mission Committee within the board of trustees committee.  Also, through the use of 

their CMO and Mission Committee, the leadership at these institutions overwhelmingly 

aimed to maintain not only the Catholic identity of their college/university but also, more 

specifically, the charism of its founding order.  Both the CMO position and the Board 
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Mission Committee were instituted in response to the challenges outlined in the 

literature—chiefly, an identity crisis within Catholic higher education that is rooted in 

shifting leadership due to the declining numbers of members of founding religious orders, 

highlighted by a shift in governance that has led to increased leadership by the laity and a 

tension between a business vs. a mission model of governance.  This dynamic is not 

unique to Catholic higher education, but has been seen in other areas as well; noted in the 

literature were the areas of Christian higher education, Catholic parochial schools (K–

12), and Catholic health care.   

One participant stressed the obvious advantages of a Mission Committee 

approach, emphasizing what a valuable resource these founding orders can provide:  

The premise [of creating the Mission Committee] was how [to] take advantage of 

these two decades’ worth of experience to really take our mission identity, our 

mission awareness, our values, our history, our culture, so embedded in the DNA 

of the institution that, when that day came [for us to hire] our first lay president, 

or when that day came when the last [member of the founding order] retired and 

walked out the front door, that the university would open for business [the next 

day] with no problem at all, having fully embraced […] on its own terms, what it 

means… the distinctive meaning, from our University’s perspective, [of] what [it 

means] to be a Catholic [Vincentian, Assumptionist, Benedictine … ] University. 

(Respondent 13, interview communication, Sept. 28, 2016)   

Another respondent speaking about the Mission Committee stated that the trustees  

also understand that [the presence of members of the founding order is seen] 

much less in the classroom, much less in the administration than it used to be.  
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Just thinking about that, our continuing forward, I think the committee really does 

need to, in a very active way, wrestle with that and be thinking today about 20 

years from now and 30 years from now.  There might be one [member of the 

founding order] on campus.  I think it’s that committee’s responsibility. 

(Respondent 11, interview communication, Aug. 19, 2016)  

These excerpts identify the notable impact of the changing numbers of founding religious 

members and the shift to lay leadership.  They also highlight that the Mission Committee 

is being implemented throughout these institutions as a direct response to these changes 

from religious to lay leadership to ensure the advancement of the institution’s mission 

and religious identity.  The shift to layperson leadership marks a time of significant 

change that speaks to the future of Catholic higher education.  These two presidents 

identified the magnitude of the role of a Mission Committee not only to advance the 

institution’s mission and identity but also to sustain the distinctiveness and very existence 

of these Catholic colleges/universities.  The distinctive charism of each institution guided 

by its founding religious order was evident but did not impact the categories or 

subsequent themes of this study.   

Category B:  Mission Committee Charge 

When examining the purpose and responsibilities of the mission committee, 

another respondent, a trustee, summarized what was being heard throughout the study 

when s/he offered,  

to put it simply, to keep in the forefront as much as possible those overarching 

questions of who are we as a college?  How do we understand ourselves?  How 

can we be faithful to the trust that has been given to us through our founders and 
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through the history of the college itself? (Respondent 5, interview 

communication, Sept. 6, 2016)  

However, when respondents were asked to share their understanding of the roles 

and responsibilities of the Mission Committee and to give concrete examples of the work 

in which their Mission Committee had been engaged, there was some variation, which 

may be attributed in part to the length of time the Mission Committee had been 

functioning at a given institution.  As one contributor explained, the mission committee 

may need to concentrate on certain needs at the beginning, and once those responsibilities 

have been fulfilled, it may then transfer its focus to other facets of mission and identity:   

Early on, we were just educating board members about all of this.  The early 

meetings, when we first started this, tended to be more informational.  Here’s how 

we actually measure mission… We wanted to get it up and running while the 

order was still here, so we could have a bunch of years of fumbling around a little 

bit until it got to a certain practiced, you know, sense of what it needs to 

accomplish and what its role is vis-a-vis the rest of the board. (Respondent 15, 

interview communication, Sept. 28, 2016)   

This highlights the evolutionary nature of the Mission Committee and reinforces the need 

for recommendations and guidance as more Catholic colleges/universities consider 

implementing a Board Mission Committee.  This also reinforces the importance of trustee 

orientation and formation echoed in the literature and within this study.   

However, the fundamental role of the Mission Committee was reinforced 

repeatedly throughout the interviews.  One respondent noted,  
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I think it's so important because a lot of the times the board always sees that it has 

a fiduciary responsibility from a financial perspective.  It also has a fiduciary 

responsibility for the mission of the college.  If the board does not focus on the 

mission or does not keep the mission front and center at all times, then it will very 

easily become something that is lost in the discussion.” (Respondent 9, interview 

communication, Nov. 11, 2016)   

The emphasis here is on the reality that at a Catholic college or university, the board is 

entrusted not only with the fiscal stewardship of the institution but also with ensuring the 

maintenance and advancement of the institution’s very nature—who it is and how it 

embodies this identity, namely the religious mission and religious identity of the 

college/university.  The board in fact are the “keepers of the mission,” and as is noted 

throughout this study, a Mission Committee is a viable and practical means to attend to 

this fiduciary responsibility.  

How the Mission Committee functioned also varied according to institution.  For 

example, at one institution where the board’s focus on mission was not new, a participant 

described the committee as  

Really working on that charge [the defined work of the committee] at this point.  

They went from being a task force, which kind of responded to issues, and now 

they’re moving to a committee.  The first major activity… I think is the entire 

[change to a] mission committee [from a] task force that I mentioned, this year the 

primary recommendation was to come up with a formation program for all of the 

various constituencies. (Respondent 16, interview communication, Oct. 15, 2016)   

Similarly, another respondent noted,  



BEST PRACTICES OF BOARD MISSION COMMITTEES 57 

They're no longer simply reporting committees where they’re just listening to 

reports.  They are really, together with the vice presidents, identifying what would 

be most strategically important as far as the board is concerned.  I think that’s a 

better use of time than all the time that we would spend listening to reports.” 

(Respondent 4, interview communication, Dec. 8, 2016)   

At most institutions, however,  

It’s very early in the life of the mission committee, so people are still trying to 

figure out what they do… what kinds of questions do we ask.  What kind of data 

do we ask for?  It’s hard. (Respondent 15, interview communication, Sept. 28, 

2016)   

In the end, as one respondent noted, “The Committee on Mission Identity is as strong as 

the kind of issues you bring to it” (Respondent 12, interview communication, Aug. 24, 

2016).  The respondent here was cautioning that if the Mission Committee is not 

wrestling with critical issues across the institution, the effectiveness of the committee will 

be weakened.  To truly advance the religious mission and religious identity, the 

Committee must be able to lead the board and thus the senior leadership of the institution 

in mission-driven decision-making in every corner of the college/university.   

Through this study’s research we can highlight some Mission Committee 

successes, including examples of how the Mission Committee addressed issues facing the 

institution with a mission-centric approach.  Each of the examples outlined below is from 

a different institution that participated in this research study.  Variations on these 

examples were noted at more than one institution.  
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Example One: Mission Integration Assessment 

This example outlines the importance of integrated mission throughout the 

college/university and how the Mission Committee can play a role in ensuring that 

divisions throughout the institution are using mission-driven decision-making to guide 

the work and leadership within their area of the campus community.  This concept of 

integrating mission throughout the institution was highlighted as an essential element in 

the literature review of Catholic health care.  One president respondent gave this 

example:  

One instance had to do with student affairs, and there emerged a couple of years 

ago a real question [about] whether or not student affairs was simply giving lip 

service to the mission as opposed to really engaging the mission and having the 

mission impact and influence both the policies and the practices of student affairs 

and those who were involved in student affairs in terms of when they were 

residents, such as resident directors, et cetera.  That was brought to the board by 

the mission committee, and as a result of that, I decided to begin a mission 

assessment review of all of our divisions. (Respondent 9, interview 

communication, Nov. 30, 2016)  

Example Two: Research Activity 

Another example spoke to asking questions regarding research being conducted at 

the institution and using a mission-lens to assess the college/universities contributions to 

this research.  This example highlighted the many activities of the college/university and 

its relationships through scholarship, research, even fundraising, and more.  What do 

these relationships and the college/universities contributions to these fields say about the 
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institution, particularly in light of the institution’s distinctive mission and religious 

identity?  Here is an example of how the question of what type of research a 

college/university should participate in when reflecting on the institution’s mission and 

identity unfolded at one of the participating institutions.  

I’ll just give an example.  Our research institution… [works with] the Air Force.  

People felt, “Well, Catholic university doing any work… Defense Department.” 

So, there’s three or four approaches to how Catholics talk about justice and war.  

Anyway, I think the board thought, “Here, we’ll write a policy and be clear about 

we don’t do this and we don’t do that.”… For example, we don’t do any work on 

nuclear weapons because they don’t fit the Just War theory at all ... We do some 

research on algae becoming an energy source… Actually, it happens that the 

Department of Defense is someone that… you’re working with a very 

complicated issue. (Respondent 12, interview communication, date)   

Another respondent added, “We had a real issue dealing with our research institute who 

were working for [the] Air Force on a bomber.  Our committee challenged that: Should a 

Catholic university be working on bombers?” (Respondent 5, interview communication, 

4, 2016).  

Example Three: Fiscal Decisions 

This third example highlights the sometimes courageous decisions that need to be 

made when leading from a mission-driven approach.  It identifies how a Mission 

Committee’s work can be embedded throughout the larger board, and how a mission-

centric approach may lead to significant risk taking.  A mission officer respondent 
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outlined a difficult decision with notable financial impact on the institution that was 

guided by this mission-centric approach.  

For example, this past year the state map program, which is the state scholarship 

program for in-state residents—the University gets $28 million… With no state 

budget, we had no guarantee that our students who are scholarship recipients 

would get their money from the state.  What our board decided to do was, in the 

end, if the state failed partially or completely to deliver scholarship funding for… 

the fiscal year, the board said, “Okay, we will spend our reserves to fund that.”  

The students who receive these funds are Pell Grant students; they are the 

neediest students, and those are exactly the students that our institution was 

founded for.  The board said, “Okay, obviously we can’t do this going forward, 

but until we figure out if the state is going to end this funding or are going to cut 

this funding back, we’re going to have to figure out how to replace it in some 

way.  In the meantime, we are not going to allow our students to suffer because of 

the incompetency of the government in the state.”  In the end, we got most of the 

money from the state, although it was a cliffhanger.  The board made a decision, a 

$20 million decision, which was on a mission basis, and were prepared to take the 

consequences.  That’s how seriously the board takes mission. (Respondent 13, 

interview communication, Sept. 28, 2016)  

Example Four: Curriculum Decisions 

The most common example given, noted by every participating institution, was 

the impact the Mission Committee could have on curricular decisions—particularly on 

how these decisions reflect the institution’s mission and religious identity.  Most often 
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these discussions highlighted core curriculum requirements.  A trustee respondent 

outlined how such a discussion unfolded at his/her college/university.  

We actually had a bit of a controversy, under the former president.  The faculty 

senate had been working on changing the core [curriculum].  It came to the board 

for some discussion, but it was hotly debated at our Mission Committee and then 

with the full board because the senate decided that it wasn’t important to have two 

required religious studies courses in the core.  They had one in there; they took 

one out, and it was not acceptable to the Mission Committee for a variety of 

reasons.  We really hashed it out.  Seriously, for a couple meetings it was the top 

priority of discussions.  We really worked at the committee level and took it back 

to the board, explained to the board why it’s not acceptable, was hashed out also 

at the board, but the board accepted the Mission Committee’s conclusion that this 

was not acceptable. (Respondent 10, interview communication, Nov. 1, 2016)  

The four examples outlined speak to how the Mission Committee addressed 

various topics of concern and how they interacted with the larger board regarding these 

important issues.  Additionally, these examples speak to the impact the Mission 

Committee had on mission-centric decision-making, as well as on the 

colleges’/universities’ work.  Last, these examples, although not exhaustive, do provide a 

sampling of the diversity of issues that may be addressed within a Mission Committee.   

Category C:  Trustee Orientation 

If the Mission Committee and the larger board are to effectively engage in these 

critical discussions, they must be competent in the areas of mission and identity is 

important.  The literature suggested that laypersons have a deficit in this area and often 
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feel a lack of confidence in addressing issues of mission and identity.  To address this 

deficit, all institutions within this study reported that they provided a trustee orientation 

that included an orientation on religious mission and identity.  However, when asked 

whether the time for this orientation and the financial resources allotted were as desired, 

all 20 participants responded that more of each dedicated to trustee orientation would 

significantly improve trustee capacity and competency regarding mission and identity 

integration.  One respondent’s comment on the state of resources dedicated to mission 

and identity at his/her college/university seems to encapsulate the perspective expressed 

by the majority of participants in this study:  

I think resources for more professional development, for lack of a better word, to 

really spend more time having more than just an annual retreat, but having other 

opportunities where we would engage in mission and bring people in to talk about 

mission—I think resources for that would be important.  I talked about how we 

just did this retreat, but ideally what I’d love to do is to do a pilgrimage in the 

footsteps of our founder. (Respondent 9, interview communication, Nov. 11, 

2016)   

Another important commodity that each participating institution would seek to 

increase to promote the mission on the board is the amount of time allocated to discuss 

the topic of mission on a regular basis. As one participant put it,   

It’s all related to how you do your board meetings.  It would seem to me that the 

board at every meeting should spend some time on this issue, because you don’t 

meet very often.  Three times a year, I think.  There should be a significant piece 

of that time dedicated to Mission and Integrity… In terms of time, I think that’s 
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probably the biggest challenge. (Respondent 14, interview communication, Oct. 7, 

2016)   

When reflecting on the importance of trustee orientation, participants repeatedly 

expressed the need for more time.  However, respondents also noted the many demands 

on the time of members of the board.  A surprising outcome of this question, which 

identified the increase need for both time and money, was the repeated desire to take 

board members on a founder’s pilgrimage of sorts, a retreat for trustees in which they 

would travel to a location specific to the college/university founder to reflect on the life 

and work of the founder and bring to life the religious identity of the institution.  This 

desire was identified by four of the six institutions; the other two institutions already 

provided this program but expressed a desire for more resources so they could take more 

trustees.  Last, the response to the need for resources went beyond the committee needs 

and reflected the need for fiscal resources within the college/university itself.  With the 

exception of the members at one institution, whose previous president had secured 

significant funds designated for the advancement of mission and identity within the 

college/university, all other respondents overwhelmingly expressed the desire for an 

increase in resources for the work of their institution’s mission office.  This desire 

identified a deep connection between the Mission Committee and the mission office of 

the college or university.  

The articulated desire for increased resources simply reinforces the challenges 

identified in the literature: that formation of the board, particularly in terms of the 

distinctive religious character of the community, was an important and often missing 

element.  How can Catholic college/university leaders expect board members who do not 
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have religious training and background to use the institution’s unique identity as a key 

lens for decision-making?  Board formation through trustee orientation and a 

redistribution of time and resources were needs expressed in the interviews conducted for 

this study.  

Category D:  Relationship with Founding Order 

The interview protocol then led respondents to reflect on the relationship of both 

the committee and the board with the founding order.  Fostering a close connection with 

the founding/sponsoring religious order was deemed important by all 20 respondents.  

When responding to the question about including members of the founding order on the 

mission committee, a respondent at the institution with the oldest established mission 

committee (from among the six) noted:  

Especially in the early days, we had a number of members of the founding order 

on that committee.  We still have some today, but especially at the outset, we 

wanted the expertise of those founding members there, because they know what 

questions to ask.  Other trustees can learn from them as they [are] trying to figure 

out: How does this committee work?  What do we ask?  What should we be 

concerned about?  The challenge, the balance, is that you don’t want this just to 

be another forum by which the religious order does it and the lay folks don’t have 

to, because that’s just not going to last. (Respondent 15, interview conversation, 

Sept. 28, 2016)   

Similarly, a trustee respondent attested to how much members of the founding order were 

valued by the board and the Mission Committee by stating, “They are very present and 

very astute in holding the board and the university accountable” (Respondent 10, 
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interview communication, Nov. 1, 2016).  Also, according to the responses of 

participants, in four of the six institutions included in this study, the founding or 

sponsoring religious community retained “reserved powers” in the area of mission and 

identity, defined as “the purpose of these powers is to ‘reserve’ or maintain for members 

of the sponsoring body authority over certain kinds of decisions” (Association of 

Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, Association of Catholic Colleges and 

Universities, and Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities, 2004, p. 55).  For 

example, at one institution, a participant noted, “They do have reserved powers in terms 

of mission.  They are the ultimate interpreters of mission, the ultimate stewards of the 

mission, so yes.  In terms of mission, they do” (Respondent 9, interview communication, 

Nov. 11, 2016).  In addition, as indicated in interview responses, five of the six 

participating institutions have pre-established bylaws requiring that the board comprise a 

specific percentage or number of members from the founding order.  At one institution, 

for example, “20% of our board of trustees has to be ordained [members of the founding 

order]” (Respondent 1, interview communication, Sept. 16, 2016).  At another institution, 

it was also required that “if the chairman of the board is not a member of the founding 

order (you know, the chairman is elected by the board), then the vice (chairman) 

president of the board has to be a member of the founding order” (Respondent 4, 

interview communication, Dec. 8, 2016).  Furthermore, this institution required that a 

founding religious member play a leadership role not only on the board but also “on the 

executive committee, which sets the agenda for the board.  That committee is made up of, 

according to the by-laws, half of that committee has to be members of the founding 

order” (Respondent 4, interview communication, Dec. 8, 2016).  Each institution had 
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slight variations of similar requirements regarding the presence of members of the 

founding order on the board.  Although none of the respondents noted a comparable 

requirement for the Mission Committee, personnel from all six participating institutions 

noted that, even though participation of founding members on the Mission Committee 

was not explicitly required in the bylaws, this committee had always included at least one 

member.  This notation, found throughout the study, emphasizes the value of a strong 

relationship with the founding/sponsoring religious community.  Since the founding 

religious order has been the shepherd of the institution’s mission and religious identity, 

the model echoed in all six institutions identified the shared governance, as well as the 

continued formation of lay leaders, as they collaborated with members of the religious 

founding order.   

Category E: Leadership Commitment 

Respondents consistently asserted that they believed that their institution’s 

administration was committed to fostering the founding mission and Catholic identity of 

their college/university, and most often they singled out the president, in particular, as 

embodying this commitment.  The impact of the president’s leadership and his/her focus 

and commitment, or lack thereof, to the institution’s mission and identity was an 

unexpected outcome of this study and was repeated at all six institutions as a determining 

element when it came to the work of mission and identity.  For instance, at one university 

lacking presidential commitment, a trustee noted, “We finally got the committee and had 

no influence because [of] the way the president felt about it” (Respondent 14, interview 

communication, Oct. 7, 2016).  In contrast, at another institution, a respondent mused, “I 

guess my read on that is that I think the president has… He has been a very important 
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voice for mission across the campus and on the board itself” (Respondent 4, interview 

communication, Dec. 8, 2016).  At another participating institution, a trustee noted:   

I think [the Mission Committee] it’s getting stronger.  I think it's probably 

because… [of] the strong emphasis that the new president has placed on it.  I 

really respect her; she’s very realistic and she told us when she came, that as the 

first truly lay, outside president, that the charism and the mission and identity 

would survive through her term, but if we didn’t do something concrete about it, 

most institutions lose it.” (Respondent 17, interview communication, Oct. 6, 

2016)  

Leadership has proved to be a critical element of addressing concerns regarding 

religious mission and religious identity of Catholic colleges/universities.  This is 

especially important to note because of the shift in leadership within Catholic higher 

education from religious to layperson in all areas of leadership: presidential leadership, 

senior administrative leadership, and governance in terms of board leadership. Also 

important and surprising to note, in this study four of the six presidents were lay people, 

in fact all three of the highlighted data were referencing lay leaders.   

Beyond administrative leadership, another set of key stakeholders in the life of 

any institution of higher education is the faculty.  Although this was not a prime focus of 

this study, the literature did reflect the importance of faculty commitment to the religious 

mission and religious identity of the college/university.  When asked about her/his 

perception of faculty commitment to mission and identity, one participant’s response was 

echoed throughout all of the interviews: “What I think varies is the commitment of 

faculty” (Respondent 10, interview communication, Nov. 1, 2016).  Likewise, other 
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respondents also noted that their perception of faculty’s commitment was mixed—

indicating that whereas some faculty were very committed to the mission and identity of 

the college/university, others seemed either ambivalent or unaffected, and still others 

appeared strongly averse to promoting the religious mission and Catholic identity of the 

community.   

Although many of the interviewee’s responses were quite similar, their replies 

differed slightly with regard to an additional categories: f) governance structure.   

Category F:  Governance Type 

As noted in Chapter Two, previous studies indicate that institutions seeking to 

transition to a governance model have three primary options: shared governance, 

corporate governance, and trustee governance (Trakman, 2008).  Although two of these 

governance structures—the shared governance model and the trustee governance 

model—dominated the interviews for this study, a third, not-previously-mentioned model 

also came to the fore: a board of fellows.  Since the needs of different 

colleges/universities may vary, one can surmise that certain models might better suit the 

needs of some institutions than others.   

In this study, participants who commented upon the shared governance model 

often referred to it as “dual boards.”  One respondent described this two-tiered structure 

as follows:   

We have two boards, not one.  That top board we call the members, and it's two-

thirds members of the order.  There’s some laity on it who are mostly like 

trustees, but the founding members appoint trustees and they could remove them 
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if they so choose.  And then [there is] the actual board of trustees. (Respondent 

15, interview communication, Sept. 28, 2016)   

Another respondent described this two-board or shared governance model as consisting 

of two parts: “Just for our purposes, a super board.  There are members, the majority of 

members are [members of the founding order].  Then there’s an actual board [of 

trustees]” (Respondent 11, interview communication, Aug. 19, 2016).  

The other dominant board structure noted in this study was the trustee governance 

model.  In this model, the board of trustees is, as one respondent noted, “the ultimate 

governing authority” (Respondent 3, interview communication, Oct. 11, 2016).  Within 

this model there is most often a requirement noted in the bylaws that either a certain 

number of or a percentage of the board must be members of the founding religious order.  

The percentage and/or number varies from institution to institution.  

Found at only one of the participating institutions, the third model was unique: a 

board of trustees, a dual board of members of the founding order, and what they call a 

“board of fellows.”  According to the interviewees (and as corroborated by the 

institution’s website), the board of fellows is a representative body composed of members 

of the faculty, the student body, and alumni.  “The sole power of the board of fellows is 

to elect the board of trustees” (Artifact 1) (Respondent 18, interview communication, 

Feb. 2, 2017).  Although participating institutions varied with regard to the governance 

model they had selected, the differences in governing type seemed to have little impact 

on the role of the trustee and their fiduciary responsibilities.  However, as noted above, 

the shifting to either a shared and trustee governance model does signal a change in 

Catholic higher education, in particular in the leadership of Catholic colleges/universities.  
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Although in this study the varying governance models did not appear to influence the 

Mission Committee and its work, as the membership within the founding religious orders 

continues to decline, these governance models will alter, leading to an even greater 

increase in layperson leadership.   

Another variation within this study included an institution which is about to move 

away from the Mission Committee to a new model that instead adds the responsibility for 

mission to the Executive Committee’s charge (Respondent 3, interview communication, 

Oct. 11, 2016).  This institution was implementing their new model, which called for 

restructuring their board committees and introducing a model with an Executive 

Committee and three other committees.  As one of this participating institution’s 

representatives explained,  

We need to change the structure to help us align with the focus on strategic 

issues… [the Executive Committee is] responsible to make sure mission is 

embedded in each of the standing committees… [and] the vice president for 

mission is a member of all of those three major committees, first of all.  [Then] 

we have provided tools to help try and facilitate the chairs and vice chairs.  Most 

of the chairs, with one exception, [are members of the founding order].  All the 

other chairs and vice chairs are lay-people.  We want [mission] present in all 

committees and that’s the way we did it.  We felt that having a separate mission 

committee was… We can’t let three quarters of the board wash the hands of 

mission, I guess, saying it in a negative way.” (Respondent 3, interview 

communication, Oct. 11, 2016)  
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This institution maintains much of the same philosophy expressed throughout this 

research study.  The shift to a new model speaks to the challenge facing Mission 

Committees of a silo effect, in which the work of the committee does not integrate with 

that of the larger board or with that of other board committees.  The change at this 

institution was to charge the Executive Committee with the work previously identified 

with the Mission Committee; it required that the three committees of the board have a 

mission lens, so as to function from a mission-driven decision-making model.  This 

model had just begun to be implemented in the fall of 2016.  

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

A final analysis of the data collected throughout this research study reveals a set 

of recurring themes within these categories highlighted above and building upon the 

literature review.  To recapitulate: First, the decline in the number of founding members 

actively involved in the leadership of these institutions due to diminishing populations 

within their communities has resulted in a shift to lay leadership.  Next, this laicization 

has, in turn, brought about the need for a Mission Committee, charged with studying the 

best ways to maintain and promote the religious mission and the identity of the 

institution.  Finally, this study reveals to best achieve the founding mission, they must: 

(a) define what it means to be a Catholic institution of higher learning—and clarify the 

mission of their particular college/university within this framework, (b) find ways to 

prepare lay-leaders for their “new” role as mission leader by providing opportunities to 

advance their knowledge of religious issues pertinent to this role, (c) regularly check in 

with lay leaders, to make sure that they are remaining true to the founding mission in 



BEST PRACTICES OF BOARD MISSION COMMITTEES 72 

their leadership decisions, and (d) make every effort to integrate mission throughout the 

institution.  

Theme One: Keepers of the Mission 

First, the interviews supported what previous studies had predicted with regard to 

the laicization of leadership: The declining numbers of members of founding orders at 

Catholic colleges/universities had resulted in a significant increase in lay leadership.  

Also, as respondents confirmed, this shift from religious to lay leadership, in turn, had 

prompted some Catholic colleges/universities to implement a Mission Committee among 

their board of trustee committees to facilitate the transition by assisting lay leaders in 

their enhanced role as “keepers of the mission.”  The board of trustees must recognize 

their fiduciary responsibilities for the religious mission and the religious identity of the 

college/university that they serve.  

The interviews also confirmed the need to address what previous studies 

characterized as an identity crisis in Catholic higher education—that is, a debate over 

how to define the Catholic University—“who we are and what we do.”  Hassenger (1969) 

stated so many years ago that Catholic institutions cannot take for granted what is meant 

by the term Catholic university.  Like Hassenger, Trainor (2006) pointed out that most 

faculty and administrators agree that being a Catholic college or university ought to mean 

something definite, and that a gradual and subconscious slide into secularism is 

something to be avoided.  Similar to Hassenger and Trainor, the participants of this study 

also agreed that how an institution defines itself, and how this definition determines what 

the institution does, are both core to the work of a Mission Committee.  As one 
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respondent explained, the objective of a Mission Committee and the reason for its 

existence is,  

to put it simply, to keep in the forefront as much as possible those overarching 

questions of: Who are we as a college?  How do we understand ourselves?  How 

can we be faithful to the trust that has been given to us through our founders and 

through the history of the college itself? (Respondent 4, interview 

communication, Dec. 8, 2016)  

Theme two:  Lay Leader Preparation   

The need to better prepare lay leaders for the role of mission leader was an 

important theme.  The transition to lay leadership requires a shift in thinking not only for 

members of founding religious groups but also for lay leaders, since lay leaders, as Mudd 

(2010) noted, can no longer simply rely on religious men and women to provide guidance 

with regard to mission and identity.  As one of the interviewees in this study explained, if 

the number of people who join religious communities continues to diminish at its current 

rate, then lay leaders will need to prepare themselves for the very real possibility that 

these communities may cease to exist altogether; as one participant put it, “I envision in 

10 years there might be one or two [members of the founding order] left on the campus.  

[We need] to figure out ways in which we can bring [the charism] into the life of the 

college” (Respondent 9, interview communication, Nov. 11, 2016).   

Furthermore, not only will lay leaders be losing a valuable resource of formal 

guidance from religious leaders, but also they themselves do not have in some cases the 

advanced level of religious formation necessary to drive the mission.  As one respondent 

found in her/his own study of Catholic leadership, a lack of religious preparedness on the 
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part of lay leaders was alarmingly widespread.  When asked, “When was the last time in 

your life you studied religion? […] for most of the lay presidents, it was [in] their 

Confirmation class” (Respondent 15, interview communication, Sept. 28, 2016).  

Concerns regarding the religious preparedness of lay leaders were echoed by other 

respondents throughout this study and underscored the pressing need for ongoing, high-

quality trustee orientation in the area of mission and identity.   

Surprisingly, when examining more closely the participants in this study it is 

interesting to note that four of the six presidents of participating institutions were 

laypeople.  Not one of these four lay presidents has a degree in theology.  One of the four 

is a historian with a background in Church history.  However, it was two of these lay 

presidents who were identified by other respondents from their institution as playing a 

notably positive and significant role in a mission-centric approach to their role.  The 

CMO’s of the institutions within this study were all members of the religious founding 

order, so this study cannot examine lay leaders in this particular position.  Half of the 

trustees however were laypeople, and there were lay trustees whose commitments to and 

articulation of the religious mission and identity were noteworthy.  While the language 

used to discuss mission and identity varied from their religious counterparts, many of the 

lay trustees demonstrated an equal commitment, understanding, and competency.  This 

may say something about who selects or is selected to be on the Board Mission 

Committee.  All respondents did resoundingly speak to the need for continued education 

and formation of the board on religious mission and religious identity. 
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Theme three:  Mission-Centric Model 

 A preoccupation that the many other demands of higher education might draw 

the attention of institutional leaders away from the issue of mission.  As one respondent 

explained, “The immediate almost always trumps the important.  Mission is almost never 

immediate” (Respondent 15, interview communication, Sept. 28, 2016).  In a similar 

vein, another respondent commented:   

[My] biggest concern would be the ability to get lay board members somewhat 

excited about the Catholic identity and the [founding order’s] identity.  They’re 

businessmen… they’re very successful people, and they support the university, 

they certainly do, they’re really helpful on the board, especially legal issues and 

things of that nature, fundraising… But, you know, the Catholic and [charism] 

thing is not, I would say, one of their top priorities. (Respondent 5, interview 

communication, Sept. 6, 2016)   

This theme warns Catholic college/university leaders of the tensions of a business model 

approach to governance and leadership versus a mission-centric model.  The caution 

heard here echoes the concerns noted in the literature and other studies.  It also 

emphasizes the reality of the external environment and its impact on Catholic higher 

education today.   

In contrast, however, those who felt invested in furthering the Catholic mission of 

the institution expressed the belief that mission is not simply one more factor to be 

considered by leaders but rather the central issue that should drive decisions regarding all 

other issues.  This mission-centric perspective is exemplified in the response of one 

participant to an invitation to join the finance committee.  As s/he explained, s/he replied 
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to the invitation by stating that s/he would serve on the finance committee only “if I could 

also serve on the Mission Committee, and the reason I said that was I told the president 

my deal was simple.  Finance is only relevant if the mission is right” (Respondent 3, 

interview communication, Oct. 11, 2016).  

Theme four:  Leadership Roles    

The critical role that leaders—in particular, the president and the board of 

trustees—play in ensuring the advancement of religious mission and Catholic identity.  

Thus, once lay leaders have been adequately trained regarding the religious mission of 

the institution, the Mission Committee must follow up with these leaders, on a regular 

basis, to remind them and perhaps sometimes to clarify how to keep the institution’s 

Catholic mission central in their decisions.  As one respondent explained,  

I think that’s why it's so important for the board to always keep its eye on the 

mission, because the board has to remind the leadership of the college of the 

importance of the mission, which in turn then moves to the leadership, making 

sure that the mission is very much alive and vibrant and actively present in the life 

of the institution.  If the board doesn’t engage in it, the rest of the institution isn't 

going to engage in it. (Respondent 5, interview communication, Sept. 6, 2016)  

In addition to the themes that recur through this study's interviews with 

individuals currently involved in Mission Committees, this researcher also identified 

some key lessons learned from other religious institutions that have also wrestled with a 

changing landscape and the resulting challenges in advancing religious mission and 

identity in the modern world.  One conclusion that can be drawn from the experiences of 

these other institutions is that the intentional integration of mission throughout all areas 
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of the institution is essential to its success.  As one respondent asserted, mission and 

identity “can’t just be words [but rather] must be seen in action” (Respondent 5, 

interview communication, Sept. 6, 2016).  Although the president, the board, and the 

founding order bear fiduciary responsibility for the religious mission and identity, if the 

institution is to truly be successful in advancing its mission and identity, the commitment 

to this vision must be embedded in every corner of the institution.  Ultimately, mission 

and identity cannot be and should not be left to a few but must permeate all areas of the 

institution.  After all, a mission statement not only explains why an institution was 

initially founded and justifies its continued existence but also inspires administrators, 

faculty, and students to action—by giving them a common goal to strive toward as a 

community.  

Summary 

The historical debate over what it means to be a Catholic institution of higher 

learning continues to resonate today.  Indeed, the steady decrease in the populations of 

founding religious orders that has taken place over the past 50 years has required these 

institutions to transfer a greater percentage of leadership roles to the laity, and, in so 

doing, has brought the issue of the mission and identity of Catholic colleges/universities 

even more to the forefront.  Without the religious men and women who traditionally 

embodied the founders’ original purpose in establishing these institutions, how can these 

institutions continue to maintain and promote their religious/Catholic mission and 

identity?  The issue remains complex and the outcome uncertain.  However, a significant 

number of Catholic colleges/universities have sought to address these concerns by 

implementing a Mission Committee among their board of trustee committees.  These 
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Mission Committees are a relatively recent phenomenon—and they are still developing—

but their presence is playing an instrumental role in bringing this important issue to the 

forefront of discussion on Catholic college/university campuses.  

This phenomenological research study examined six Catholic 

colleges/universities which had already established a Mission Committee among their 

board of trustee committees.  The themes that appeared in this study echoed many of 

those already outlined in previous research studies.  The results of this study not only 

confirmed many of the theories already articulated in earlier research but also provided 

some additional insight, based on real-world application and experience, as well as a few 

novel approaches to the issue.  The study also revealed that Mission Committees evolve 

over time.  The study underscored the important role that the institution’s president and 

his/her board play in the success of the Mission Committee and mission integration 

throughout the institution.  Most importantly, at all six of the institutions studied, the 

Mission Committee was found to be integral to mission-driven decision-making by both 

the board and institutional leadership.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This study examined the effectiveness of Mission Committees in advancing 

Catholic mission and identity at select colleges/universities.  Both a review of previous 

research regarding the state of Catholic higher education and an analysis of the data 

gathered through the interviews conducted for this study led the researcher to identify the 

value of a Board Mission Committee in advancing the religious mission and identity of 

the institution.  Because of the critical role these committees play, this researcher 

recommends that other institution adopt this approach.  It will be interesting to see how 

the new model of the Executive Committee taking on the charge of mission integration 

throughout the board (which one institution in this study just implemented in August 

2016) will unfold.  Thus, this study provides practical advice for addressing the growing 

challenge of advancing religious mission and religious identity within Catholic higher 

education by providing leaders within Catholic higher education with recommendations 

for how to best implement a Board Mission Committee or to revise their current 

committee.  Furthermore, this study makes an important contribution to the existing 

research in this area by incorporating the firsthand perspectives of administrators and 

trustees who have experimented with implementing such committees.  In this chapter, the 

researcher analyzes data taken from these interviews to lay out a series of 

recommendations and suggested methods for the implementation of such committees.  In 

undertaking this interview-based study, the researcher endeavors to develop a guide of 

recommendations for implementation of such a committee.  This study provides this 

researchers and others with opportunities for additional research in this field.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative action research study was to 

examine Catholic college/university boards of trustees that use a mission committee to 

ensure the advancement of institutional mission and Catholic identity. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to apply its findings, generated from the qualitative 

assessment of data for Catholic colleges and university boards, to develop 

recommendations to guide Catholic colleges/universities in advancing their religious 

mission and their Catholic identity. 

Proposed Solution 

To address the shift from religious to lay leadership, some Catholic colleges and 

universities have incorporated a Mission Committee among the board of trustee 

committees.  Such committees recognize the notable responsibilities of the board with 

regard to assisting the college/university in the advancement of its religious mission and 

its Catholic identity.  The purpose of this research study was to examine the use of 

Mission Committees at Catholic colleges/universities to ascertain whether such 

committees succeed in advancing the Catholic mission and identity of their institution.  In 

their responses, the participants not only identified many of the issues faced by the 

Mission Committee at their respective institutions but also made a clear set of 

recommendations for the betterment of such Mission Committees.  Because those 

responses were fairly uniform in nature, the researcher was able to provide 

recommendations for the establishment, maintenance, and advancement of such Mission 

Committees. The proposed solution generated from this study is the recommendation to 
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implement a Mission Committee as a viable means of assisting the board in its fiduciary 

responsibilities regarding the religious mission and Catholic identity of the 

college/university.   

Support for the Solution 

As noted throughout this research study, as well as in the literature, Catholic 

colleges/universities have been struggling to define themselves in the midst of a changing 

landscape.  This identity crisis is the result of a number of different elements, including: 

tensions between the college’s/university’s identity as a religious institution and its 

identity as a member of the academy; the decreased influence of founding members due 

to a lack of new members and the increasing age of those who remain; the resultant shift 

from religious to lay leadership; and subsequent changes in governance structures.  

Although the debate regarding what comprises a Catholic education has existed for some 

time now, current circumstances regarding the decrease in membership at religious 

communities and the subsequent laicization of leadership at Catholic colleges/universities 

have exacerbated the situation and made the search for a solution all the more urgent.  As 

one respondent observed,  

Priests and brothers and nuns are not exactly a growth industry.  What we need to 

do now is put a different structure in [...] to keep those in charge of the 

organization [on top] of the things that matter.  That’s why you have a finance 

committee.  That’s why you have an academic quality committee, because that 

way your president, your vice president, have to answer to those matters to 

somebody who matters to them.  You know, who has some sort of authority over 

their pay, their continued employment.  Since we don’t have a religious order 
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that’s going to do that in the future, we thought it was important to put in the new 

structure now, while the religious order is still here and can help shape it. 

(Respondent 15, interview communication, Sept. 28, 2016)   

This quote also acknowledges that the board of trustees has a fiduciary responsibility to 

maintain the religious mission and religious identity of the college/university that it 

serves —that is, its members are “keepers of the mission.”  As the Association of 

Catholic College and Universities asserts,  

The primary responsibility of the board is to preserve and foster institutional 

identity and mission—which includes the selection and support of a president 

who understands, appreciates, and is committed to Catholic identity and mission 

as the driving force of the institution. (Reid Group, 2011)  

The establishment of a Board Mission Committee, then, is one way of assisting the board 

in attending to the responsibility of advancing religious mission and religious identity.  

The interviews conducted for this study identified the following rationale and steps for 

the development of a Mission Committee.  First, this study supported previous research 

in finding that the decline in the number of founding members actively involved in the 

leadership of these institutions (due to diminishing populations within their communities) 

has resulted in a shift to lay leadership.  Next, this study demonstrated that the laicization 

of leadership at Catholic colleges/universities has, in turn, begun to prompt the 

establishment of Mission Committees (i.e., committees charged with studying the best 

ways to maintain and promote the religious mission and religious identity) at these 

institutions.  Finally, this research revealed that, to best fulfill their founding mission, 

these institutions must engage their senior leadership and their Mission Committee to: 
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(a) define what it means to be a Catholic institution of higher learning—and clarify the 

mission of their particular college/university within this framework; (b) find ways to 

prepare lay leaders for their “new” role as mission leaders by providing opportunities to 

advance their knowledge of religious issues pertinent to this role; (c) regularly check in 

with lay leaders to make sure that they are remaining true to the founding mission in their 

daily tasks and leadership decisions; and (d) make every effort to integrate mission 

throughout the institution.  

Through this study, the researcher also highlighted the success of some mission 

committees.  Chapter Four provides examples from institutions that participated in this 

research study.  A comparison of these examples reveals that the Mission Committees at 

all of these institutions had adopted a similar approach.  Each Committee first took up a 

particular area of focus and then researched and reviewed this area before finally bringing 

the issue and the Committee’s recommendations to the larger board for further discussion 

and final recommendations.   

Members of the participating institutions (cited in Chapter Four) also concurred in 

their identification of four primary areas of Mission Committee success.  These were 

curricular decisions, fiscal decisions, research questions, and mission integration 

assessment.  Although these categories represent areas of opportunity for future or 

fledgling Mission Committees at other institutions, they do not constitute an exhaustive 

list of areas for mission-driven decision-making.  

As noted earlier in this study, the mission committee is a relatively new addition 

to the Catholic college/university structure.  Therefore, it remains in the beginning stages 

of development and continues to face challenges.  Throughout the study, respondents 
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reiterated the importance of commitment to the religious mission and the religious 

identity of the administration, in particular within the senior leadership team.  Participants 

not only stressed the importance of garnering the commitment of such leaders but also 

noted that a failure to gain that support significantly reduced the impact of the Mission 

Committee in moving mission forward.  Another challenge to the effectiveness of a 

Mission Committee is the potential for a “silo effect,” in which the mission focus and 

mission decision-making approach are found only within the Mission Committee itself 

and do not integrate into the larger board or with other committees within the board.  

Similarly, the Mission Committee risks remaining limited to an educational function—

that is, relegated to simply reviewing and reporting, or interacting with only a few sectors 

of the college community, such as campus ministry, theology and philosophy 

departments, and the founding order.  The imposition of such limitations upon the 

Committee, as noted by the literature review and confirmed by respondents, handicaps 

the Mission Committee’s ability to create effective change throughout the campus.  

As highlighted in the literature review, lay people often have not had the benefit 

of ongoing formation in mission and identity and therefore may not be equipped to lead 

with a mission-driven approach. While those interviewed in this study demonstrated a 

level of competency in regard to advancing religious mission and identity, the 

respondents resoundingly identified a laps in trustee formation in this area.  Thus, 

additional and improved trustee orientation must be seen as a priority.  Orientation 

requires both fiscal resources and dedicated time—two commodities often in short 

supply.  Throughout the study, participants lamented the insufficient time allotted topics 

for discussion at board meetings, pointing out that, as a consequence, committees often 
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must “table” more complex, though equally important, discussions about long-term goals 

(and the steps needed to attain them) in order to focus on the simplest and/or most urgent 

needs. However, this dynamic could create the risk of removing the mission lens from 

decision-making, especially during these times of addressing pressing timely concerns.  If 

they do not prioritize mission by actively carving out the time to examine and address 

this topic, board members could put their institutions at risk not only of deviating from 

their founding purpose but also ultimately of losing their Catholic identity.   

Despite the differences in their institutional affiliations, vocations (religious or 

layperson), and administrative roles, the majority of the study participants interviewed 

made the same recommendations: Each participant recommended forming a committee 

comprising both lay trustees and religious trustees who belong to the founding religious 

order.  Respondents also resoundingly asserted that Mission Committee members must be 

willing to tackle difficult issues and pose challenging questions, and that the committee’s 

work should: (a) reach a cross-section of the campus community and/or affect a cross-

section of the decisions; (b) interface with that of other board committees; and (c) 

integrate the mission and mission-driven decision-making throughout the institution.  

Also, participants uniformly stated that if a Mission Committee is to succeed, the 

following steps must be taken: The board must invest in an improved orientation for all 

trustees (something that will require both time and fiscal resources); when vetting 

trustees, institutional leaders need to ensure that future/potential board members are open 

to a mission-driven approach to the work of the board; and when hiring a president, the 

board must make mission a central focus.  In the end, it is this mission-centric lens that 

will ensure a distinctive educational experience for the student—and enrich the academy.  
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

Each Catholic college/university considering the establishment of a Mission 

Committee or the modification of an existing one among their board committees has 

similar stakeholders.  However, the relationship with and commitment of each 

stakeholder group will vary from institution to institution.  One notable group of 

stakeholders who can be both supporters of and resources for a Mission Committee is 

members of the founding/sponsoring order—in particular, leadership within the founding 

order and those members of the sponsoring order who have served on the board and/or 

have worked at the college/university.  Another stakeholder is the institution’s chief 

mission officer, if the institution has one.  If it does not, then leadership in Campus 

Ministry can also serve as a resource and provide guidance. Members of the board of 

trustees are key stakeholders—particularly those who serve on the Executive Committee.  

The president of the college/university is also a key stakeholder, since leadership and 

support from the institution’s president is essential to the success of any institutional 

committee.  This reality was emphasized several times by participants throughout this 

study.  One institution’s experience revealed that when a previous president was not 

supportive of the Mission Committee, his/her resistance to the existence of such a 

committee and/or its work directly influenced the committee’s success (or lack thereof): 

“We finally got the committee and had no influence because [of] the way the president 

felt about it” (Respondent 14, interview communication, Oct. 7, 2016).  Other 

constituents are also stakeholders.  Faculty, staff, students, and alumni have chosen to be 

affiliated with a mission-focused institution.  This decision will affect their engagements 

as the institution provides a distinctive experience.  This characteristic both adds to their 
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personal experience and work and asks of them that they enter into the vision set forth by 

the institution.  

Establishing a Mission Committee among the board of trustee committees is a 

practical way to assist the board in its fiduciary responsibilities for advancing religious 

mission and religious identity.  This approach also dovetails neatly into the current board 

structure.  Indeed, one of the biggest hurdles is not the structure but rather the orientation 

and education of the board members and senior leadership of the institution, many of 

whom do not have experience in mission and identity.  The other big challenge is the 

danger of shifting to a more secular mindset, due to the fact that such a large percentage 

of the now primarily laicized board lacks familiarity with the religious mission and the 

religious identity of the institution.  Some leaders and board members may need not only 

to be educated regarding the founding religious mission of their institution but also to be 

convinced of both the need for and the value of reestablishing the religious mission as the 

primary lens through which all institutional decisions are made.  Although these are 

significant challenges to the implementation of a Mission Committee, they have practical 

and easy solutions.  These are primarily grounded in two areas: (a) the establishment of 

an effective orientation program, which educates leaders and board members about the 

founding mission, and how to best promote it; and (b) the selection of senior leadership 

—in particular, a president—who is able and willing to direct and support the founding 

mission not only as a College/University priority but as the central guide for all his/her 

work.   

Policies influenced/influencing the proposed solution.  Each Catholic 

college/university has its own set of policies/regulations.  Some respondents noted the 



BEST PRACTICES OF BOARD MISSION COMMITTEES 88 

review of bylaws as a step taken in establishing a Board Mission Committee. Thus, in 

efforts to successfully create and implement a Board Mission Committee, leaders/board 

members ought to review the bylaws of the board first.  Furthermore, if a Board Mission 

Committee is to succeed, it must exert an influence over the work of every other 

committee as well as over that of the larger board as a whole. Consequently, the Mission 

Committee must be given enough official power in the university bylaws to orchestrate 

such a shift in the institutional power structure, since otherwise members of the mission 

committee may meet with some resistance or even opposition from other longstanding 

groups or individuals when they try to exert new authority.  In addition, since the support 

and assistance of the institution’s sponsoring order can provide a positive influence on 

the direction and success of an institution, the Mission Committee should make every 

effort to strengthen the institution’s relationship with the founding order.  In sum, with 

the possible exception of some minor alterations to current bylaws, the implementation of 

a Mission Committee should require very few policy changes, whereupon the board 

should concentrate instead on a shift in practice.  

Potential barriers and obstacles to proposed solution.  This research study 

highlighted, in the findings in Chapter Four, that the disposition of these institutions’ 

leadership, in particular the presidents, could either make or break the implementation 

and success of a Mission Committee.  If an institution’s president and/or leadership 

within the board does not identify mission as the top priority and as a fiduciary 

responsibility of the board, the Mission Committee will lack the influence necessary to 

meet its charge and achieve its objectives.  In addition, the leadership of both the 

institution’s president and its board must be willing to divert some funds and dedicate 
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some time to board orientation—specifically in the area of mission and identity—and to 

allocate additional time for each member of the Mission Committee and of the board to 

reflect on or consider his/her role as keeper of the mission.  If these issues go 

unaddressed, the mission committee will remain ineffectual—and its existence will be 

perceived as merely symbolic.   

Financial/budget issues related to proposed solution.  Initially, one might 

conclude that there is not a significant financial or budgetary impact resulting from the 

implementation or refocusing of a Board Mission Committee.  Initially, a Mission 

Committee’s budgetary impact may appear small, and the start-up costs associated with 

its implementation may be minimal, thereby leading one to erroneously conclude that 

there would be no significant financial or budgetary impact from the creation or 

restructuring of such a committee at a given institution.  Nonetheless, if the committee 

function shifts as its goals continue to develop and its role within the university expands, 

the committee may require a greater allocation of funds to fulfill its objectives.   Once the 

Mission Committee has established the essential programs and resources for educating 

the campus community—that is, administrators, faculty, staff, and students—regarding 

the founding mission of the institution, the committee can then further the institution’s 

mission by establishing additional programs.  Although achieving the institution’s 

founding mission may ultimately require additional funding, respondents stressed the 

importance of constantly reevaluating any future programs in light of the 

college’s/university’s mission.  As one put it,  

Again, this whole point of whether it is a scholarship discussion or whether it’s a 

budget discussion or whether it’s a curricular discussion— all of those discussions 
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have to be framed, at their heart, as mission questions.  The budget is just as much 

[of] a mission statement as the mission statement. (Respondent 13, interview 

communication, Sept. 28, 2016)  

Ultimately, if the institution’s decisions are not mission-driven at the board level, then the 

institution ends up spending money that makes no sense in light of what its mission is.   

Legal issues related to proposed solution.  The legal ramifications of 

establishing a Board Mission Committee vary from institution to institution.  No 

respondent gave voice to issues of legality relative to their committee’s existence or its 

work.  However, the most common issues facing the Mission Committee and its work 

noted by respondents related to their institution’s governance structure and their 

relationship with the founding religious community.  These issues point us to two 

potential areas that may be related to legal issues: (a) the bylaws of the board; and (b) the 

particular canon laws regarding the founding order’s institutional responsibilities.  

However, these conflicts are very unlikely—and when they do arise, the obstacles are 

minimal.  Although the goals most commonly pursued by Mission Committees are 

unlikely to engender legal issues, decisions regarding how these goals will be achieved 

could be influenced by governmental legal requirements, for example, Title IX 

requirements or shifts in federal financial aid practices.  

Other issues or stakeholders related to proposed solution.  Any institution that 

implements a Mission Committee must consider the impact of its religious mission and 

its religious identity upon its student population.  Indeed, all leaders of Catholic 

colleges/universities should regularly review both the academic and the religious aspects 

of their institution, to ensure that the students are provided with the most enriching 
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educational and spiritual experience possible.  What is the value added by, or what are 

distinctive elements of, a Catholic (Assumptionist, Holy Cross, Sisters of Charity, Mercy, 

and Vincentian) education?  Furthermore, the implementation of a Board Mission 

Committee, as this study reveals, requires a commitment and a vision of leadership from 

the president of the college/university that sets a mission-centric approach as a priority 

throughout the institution and it’s decision-making.  The chief mission officer, then 

assists the president in executing this mission-driven approach and in providing the 

necessary education and resources to various college constituents to assist them in 

attending to this charge.  

Change theory.  As Burke (2014), an expert in organizational change theory, has 

explained, organizations are created and developed with the expectation that they will 

serve a given purpose consistently and will exist at length in this service.  Burke further 

noted that organizations do not live separately from their external environment, and that 

this environment has an effect on the organization.  The story of Catholic higher 

education as outlined throughout this dissertation in practice exemplifies how the external 

environment has influenced change.  From the longstanding debate over the purpose of 

religious academic institutions, to decreasing populations of founding religious orders, to 

the resulting laicization of the leadership and shifting of power in governance structures 

(to lay leaders), to the many demands of economic pressures, governmental policy 

changes, and changing technological impacts, among others, external worldly factors 

have affected these colleges and universities throughout history—and will continue to do 

so.  Change theory, however, addresses not only the causes of the challenges facing 

Catholic higher education but also the potential solutions to these challenges.  
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Throughout his work, Burke identified both “mission” and “strategy” as key elements in 

change theory.  He identified mission as “what the organization is all about, its purpose” 

(p. 230), and strategy as how the mission is to be accomplished.  As outlined in this 

dissertation in practice, these two components are reflected in the role of a Board Mission 

Committee, whose members continually strategize about ways in which to assist their 

institution in the advancement of their Catholic mission and identity.  

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

The initial steps for creating a Mission Committee, or improving upon an existing 

Mission Committee, can be as simple as developing and bringing a proposal to the 

Executive Committee, which then adds this committee and its charge to the board 

committee structure and identifies board members to serve on this committee.  Additional 

requirements may include an extra and sometimes more in-depth review of the board’s 

bylaws and an examination of the board’s current structure.  This review may lead to a 

reorganization of the board.  An additional step required for successful implementation is 

the expansion of the trustee orientation to allow trustees to dive deeply into their role in 

maintaining mission and understand how the impact of ensuring mission makes them 

keepers of the mission.  This structural reorganization and shift in focus can be difficult 

to effectuate—especially since humans, by nature, are averse to change.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

When implementing a Board Mission Committee, it is essential that key 

stakeholders actively support the process.  Some of the most influential parties include 

the president of the college/university, the chair of the board of trustees, 

influential/prominent members of the board, leaders within the founding religious order 
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(for example the abbot/chancellor at a Benedictine college/university), members of the 

founding religious order who serve on the board of trustees, and the institution’s chief 

mission officer.  These stakeholders can initiate the establishment of a Mission 

Committee, influence its development, and provide guidance and leadership during its 

development.  The chief mission officer, president, and members of the founding order 

will also likely play an important role in the development of a thorough and ongoing 

orientation program for trustees.  Additional stakeholders are the faculty, staff, students, 

and alumni. It will be important to also have by-in for the distinctiveness of the religious 

mission and Catholic identity of institution from these constituents who choose to attend, 

work at, and support the institution. 

Leader’s role in implementing proposed solution.  The successful 

implementation of a Mission Committee depends greatly on key leaders’ making the 

college/university’s mission and religious identity the primary focus of all of their 

institution’s work.  Leaders must remain keenly aware of their responsibility to steward 

the religious mission and religious identity of their given institution.  Some 

considerations identified in the themes of this study that these leaders will need to bear in 

mind throughout the implementation and development of this committee may include: 

how to ensure that the work of the committee reaches all sectors of the college/university 

community rather than remaining available and pertinent only to a small, isolated group; 

how this committee’s work will get integrated throughout the board and affect decision-

making; when hiring senior leadership, the president in particular, serious consideration 

about the candidates commitment to religious mission and the religious identity of the 

college/university as a top priority will be essential; reflecting on financial commitments 
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and a willingness to commit to the on-going orientation of its board; a priority to setting 

aside time commitments to dedicate to mission and identity training and/or issues and 

decision-making which reflects the institutions mission and identity; considering how this 

shift in process and thinking about the board’s work should impact the selection of future 

trustees; noting how this shift within the board will impact the daily life of the 

college/university;  identifying the lasting value added or distinctive nature of the 

education which is provided to students who attend their college/university;  naming the 

expected outcomes, particularly in the students whom they graduate; considering the risks  

they willing to take to ensure the institutions mission and identity are adhered to, evident, 

and advanced; and lastly, strategizing as to how will they assess—the committee’s 

impact, as well as the institution’s mission and Catholic identity.  

Throughout the implementation process of this committee include leaders will 

need to revisit: how to allocate funds and time to mission and identity training; how to 

integrate the mission committee’s work throughout the board so that it has a real impact 

on decision-making; how to evaluate candidates for senior leadership positions to 

ascertain whether they demonstrate a serious commitment to religious mission and the 

religious identity of the college/university as a top priority; how to select future trustees 

given this shift in process and thinking about the board’s work; how this shift within the 

board will affect the daily life of the college/university; how to assist the Mission 

Committee in disseminating its work throughout all sectors of the college/university 

community (rather than making it available and pertinent only to a small, isolated group); 

what should be the lasting value added or distinctive nature of the Catholic education that 

they provide; what the expected outcomes are, particularly in the students whom they 
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graduate; what risks they are willing to take to ensure that the institution’s mission and 

identity are strongly represented; and how to continually assess the committee’s impact 

and the institution’s mission and Catholic identity.  

Building support for the proposed solution.  To successfully implement a 

Board Mission Committee, those leading the charge must acquire the backing of those 

leaders and stakeholders identified above.  Reflecting on the literature and findings of this 

study, this research concludes that the best way to do this is to cite data that substantiates 

the unique value that a Catholic higher educational institution can provide.  In particular, 

this data should demonstrate how mission-driven decisions affect the academic and 

personal experience(s) of the students.  Also, one of the factors that causes the greatest 

amount of resistance to the implementation of a Board Mission Committee is concern 

regarding the fiscal viability of making such changes.  However, new leaders in Catholic 

higher education today often find themselves simultaneously facing many other 

challenges.  These factors such, as financial constraints, legal issues, fundraising, and 

curriculum reform (Cesareo 2007), were identified by respondents ranging from 

presidents, to mission officers, to trustees, who noted that these challenges are often more 

immediate in nature and require timely attention and response, which can divert their 

focus away from issues of mission and identity that may appear less urgent.  This 

distraction hampers institutional leaders in their ability to address the distinctive nature of 

Catholic higher education.  As one respondent asserted, “The immediate almost always 

trumps the important.  Mission is almost never immediate” (Respondent 15, interview 

communication, S).  Nonetheless, failure to address the questions of mission and identity 

can have a profound effect on the institutions involved.  Respondents in this study 
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overwhelmingly agreed with Cesareo’s 2007 assertion that advancing the religious 

identity and mission of the Catholic college/university is one of the most critical issues 

facing presidents today.  Thus, having in place mission-centric structures such as the 

Mission Committee is essential to support the difficult work of the Catholic 

college/university president today.  

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

The timeline for implementing a Board Mission Committee will be directly 

related to the rhythm and flow of the institution’s board of trustee calendar.  For instance: 

When does the board or institution bring new board members on?  Do they have their 

first board meeting based on the academic calendar, the fiscal calendar, or the calendar 

year?  Will a proposal to the executive be sufficient, or will a more in-depth review of the 

board’s bylaws be required?  What additional steps might be necessary at a given 

institution?  Prior to setting a proposal into motion, depending on the institution, 

implementers may need to spend significant time with each group of stakeholders to gain 

support for this recommended change.  Thus, depending on the level of support that 

exists at the leadership level, as well as on other factors such as the recommended timing 

and existing regulations regarding such procedures, implementation could take anywhere 

from as little as a few months to as long as a year or more.  

Once a committee has been established, its work and impact should undergo 

regular reassessment.  As implemented and recommended by two of the institutions in 

this study, an annual examination of decisions made and of whether mission and identity 

were considered—and in which ways or at what levels—will be important.  The 

evaluation process should include both an in-depth review of how senior leaders have 
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incorporated mission into their decision-making and a more general overview of how 

well mission has been integrated throughout the institution.  During these annual 

assessments, both the committee’s proficiency in using existing assessment tools and the 

committee’s actual findings will play key roles in measuring the success of this 

committee.   

Implications 

Practical Implications 

As Roberts (2010) reminded researchers, it is important to reflect not only on a 

study’s findings but also on the significance of these results; one must consider “who will 

likely benefit from the study, what they will learn from it, and why they will gain that 

knowledge” (p. 181).  This qualitative research study will offer the greatest benefit, first 

and foremost, to those Catholic colleges/universities that have not yet developed a Board 

Mission Committee or that presently have an ineffective one.  Moreover, since the Board 

Mission Committee is a fairly new phenomenon (having arisen as early as 2009), this 

study will also serve as a valuable resource for the Association of Catholic Colleges and 

Universities to consult in its efforts to assist individual Catholic colleges/universities and 

their boards in fulfilling their roles as “keepers of the mission.”  One might even go so far 

as to assert that, in proposing the implementation of a Board Mission Committee and 

delineating the most efficient processes for doing so, this study constitutes a practical 

solution for these Catholic institutions of higher education as they look to enhance the 

quality and distinctiveness of the education they provide to their graduates.   

Some of the significant challenges Catholic higher education currently face 

include the continuation of a decades-long identity crisis over what comprises a Catholic 



BEST PRACTICES OF BOARD MISSION COMMITTEES 98 

higher education; a decrease in the members of the founding/sponsoring order coupled 

with a shift from religious leadership to lay leadership; subsequent changes in governance 

models; tensions between a business-driven and a mission-driven approach from 

leadership, both at the senior administrative level and among the board; and a lack of 

training, education, and preparation for lay leaders in the areas of mission and identity 

along with pressing enrollment concerns, considerable government policy shifts, and 

demanding economic challenges. The establishment of a Board Mission Committee is not 

a cure-all but can help to address some of the challenges facing Catholic higher 

education. 

Implications for Future Research 

As was noted several times throughout this dissertation in practice, the 

development and implementation of a Board Mission Committee is a fairly new 

phenomenon.  Thus, this study not only serves as a foundation in this area of research but 

also to identify many opportunities for further study.  Possibilities include a study of a 

larger pool of Catholic colleges/universities with Board Mission Committees role in 

successfully advancing their religious mission and identity; a study which examines the 

successful advancement of an institutions religious mission and identity without a Board 

Mission Committee; a mixed-methods study; a study which examines outcomes of the 

existence of a Mission Committee relative to student impact and campus culture; and a 

review of previously studied Catholic colleges/universities with Board Mission 

Committees conducted 5–10 years later.  Additionally, Catholic institutions might benefit 

from future research that focuses on the assessment tools used by boards, Mission 
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Committees, and college/university leaders to measure the level of integration and 

promotion of Catholic mission and identity at their institutions.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

The literature review in Chapter Two presented a definitive listing of the myriad 

factors that have led to changing leadership in Catholic higher education.  These shifts 

have taken place in significant ways, in senior leadership positions and in the very 

governance structures that guide these institutions.  Within the changing models of 

governance remains much diversity and uncertainty regarding the impact of the 

laicization of leadership and its impact on the religious mission and religious identity of 

the college/university.  According to Haslam et al. (2013), one of the most powerful 

forms of collective appeal is to challenge group members to live up to their “real” 

identity.  This is the challenge of a leader, and it applies particularly well to the challenge 

facing leaders within Catholic higher education today.  How does an institutional leader 

who is not a member of “the group” (that is, the religious founding order) then represent 

the group and advance the group’s interest, challenging all other leaders within the 

organization to live up to the institution’s “real” identity?  This is why mission-driven 

leadership is critical to institutional sustainability.  How are leaders, that is the president 

and those who govern the institution, able to lead in a way that “lives up” to the 

institution’s “real” identity?  When reviewing the results of their study, Ferrari et al. 

(2010) noted the importance of educating trustees, faculty, and administrative leaders in 

the areas of mission and identity—highlighting the tremendous impact that their 

leadership can have on the promotion of these aspects of an institution’s culture.  The 

establishment of a mission committee and the improvement of trustee orientation are two 
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important steps in ensuring that mission and identity are guiding their leadership and their 

decision-making.  To keep mission and identity central to their work, leaders must be 

willing to enter into the “unbounded, idiosyncratic, and slippery process of meaning-

making” (Haslam et al., 2013, p. 137).  Promoting a mission-centered approach will take 

“out-in-front leadership,” a heroic leadership that “is never ending, challenging work. It 

involves the willingness to continue questioning and probing one’s approach, tactics, 

values, and culture” (Lowney, 2003, p. 221).  This out-in-front/heroic leadership is in 

alignment with mission-driven leadership.  Developing these skills within the board of 

trustees at large and by promoting a mission-centered culture throughout the campus, the 

Mission Committee will nurture a community with a shared identity grounded in mission 

and identity.  

Summary of the Study 

This Dissertation in Practice examined the fairly new emergence of the Board 

Mission Committee as a means of assisting Catholic colleges/universities in advancing 

their religious mission and religious identity.  The literature review and the 

phenomenological research study highlighted many challenges facing Catholic higher 

education today, with a particular emphasis on the impact that shifting leadership from 

religious to laypersons has had on religious mission and religious identity.  The research 

found that the Board Mission Committee serves as an effective vehicle to assist Catholic 

colleges/universities in the advancement of their religious mission and religious identity.  

This Dissertation in Practice offers the Board Mission Committee as a proposed solution 

to address the challenges faced by this shifting leadership, as well as the many other 

challenges facing Catholic higher education today.  The proposed solution identifies key 



BEST PRACTICES OF BOARD MISSION COMMITTEES 101 

and practical elements to ensure that implementation of a Board Mission Committee is 

successful.   

This proposal provides a practical solution to an urgent issue that many Catholic 

colleges/universities are facing today.  The Board Mission Committee can be easily 

implemented and, when executed as highlighted throughout this study, can have an 

enormously positive impact.  This study also provides a foundation for future 

development and research that could inform a best practice model of Board Mission 

Committees.  It is a valuable resource for Catholic colleges/universities that have not yet 

implemented such a committee and provides some guidance to those boards whose 

Mission Committee is struggling.  This research contributes to the current literature and 

provides both a strong foundation and an opportunity for future study of the relatively 

new phenomenon of the Board Mission Committee.  
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Appendix A 
Artifact list and Categories for review  

 

Artifact Institution Categories for 
review 

Web-page main page 1 through 6 Commitment to 
Mission 

Mission Office Page 1 through 6 Commitment to 
Founding Charism 

About Us section 1 through 6 Founding Order on 
Board 

Office of the 
President 1 through 6 Governance Model 

Section on Trustees 1 through 6 Leadership 
Campus Ministry 
Page 1 through 6 Unique elements 

Academics 1 through 6 Core Curriculum 
requirements 

Mission meeting 
minutes 1 & 5 Mission & Identity 

programming 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

Interview Protocol: Best practices of Board Mission Committees in advancing the 
religious mission and Catholic identity of Catholic colleges and universities. 
 
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project on Best practices of 
Board Mission Committees in advancing the religious mission and Catholic identity of 
Catholic colleges and universities.  I want to remind you that your comments will 
remain confidential and that our conversation will be recorded.  Please review your 
sign consent form.  During the interview, you can take a break at any time and can ask 
me any questions.  This project is examining the role of a Board Mission Committee in 
assisting the board in its role of advancing the religious mission and identity.  This 
study will attend to this aim through interviewing board members, and presidents 
and/or chief mission officers of Catholic colleges and universities.  
Questions:  
1) Please describe your particular role at the college/university.   

a) In this role, how have you supported the mission and identity of the 
College/University? 

2) What do you understand as the charge of the Board Mission Committee? 
3) In your opinion, how important is it that the larger board discuss and actively 

consider the institution’s mission and identity?  
a) Explain your perception of the board’s role in assisting the college in 

maintaining/advancing its mission and identity. 
4) Board members:  Have you talked about mission identity?  When you joined the 

Mission Committee did you receive an orientation on religious mission and 
Catholic identity?  
a) If yes, describe this orientation/training. 
b) Is an orientation/training provided for the larger board (non-mission committee) 

members?  
5) Take me to a time when the board discussed the mission and identity of the college.  

What was that like?   
a) Did you feel equipped to participate in this conversation?  Why/why not? 

6) What has been the influence of the founding order on the Board Mission 
Committee, the board and its focus on maintaining mission and identity? 

7) If funds were not an obstacle what resources would you/the mission committee 
need to assist the board in addressing issues concerning religious mission and 
Catholic identity?  How about the commodity of time? 

8) What’s your perception of the administration and faculty’s commitment to the 
mission and identity of the college? 

9) If there is something more you’d like to add about the board and its role in assisting 
the college in maintaining religious mission and Catholic identity that I have not 
asked, please describe that for me. 
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Appendix C 

Informed Consent Form 

 
Title:  Best practices of Board mission committees in advancing the religious mission and 
Catholic identity of Catholic colleges and universities.  

Purpose:  The purpose of this qualitative action research study is to study Boards that use 
a Mission Committee examining how these committees inform and serve the Board in their role 
of aiding the institution in advancing its mission and identity.  The aim of this study was to 
apply its findings, generated from the qualitative assessment of data for Catholic colleges 
and university boards, to develop recommendations to guide Catholic 
colleges/universities in advancing their religious mission and their Catholic identity. 
  It is anticipated that the results of this study will provide guidance to Catholic colleges and 
university Boards in assisting the institution in advancing religious mission and Catholic identity. 
Procedures: 
Time:  The interview will be conducted via phone and will take 45 to 60 minutes.  All interviews 
will be audio taped. 
Risks:  There are no known risks or discomforts associates with this study. 
Benefits:  Information gathered for this study will impact Catholic college and university best 
practice regarding their Board and their responsibilities in the area of religious mission and 
Catholic identity. 
Confidentiality:  The data collected for this study will not identify you or your institution by 
name.  The notes and tape of your interview will be transcribed by Rev.com and coded by the 
researcher using Dedoose software. 
Compensation:  You will not receive any monetary compensation for participating in this project. 
Opportunity to ask questions:  You may ask questions concerning this research and have those 
questions answered before agreeing to participate in this study.  Or, you may call the researcher - 
Susan Gabert at (603) 486-3039 to discuss your questions or concerns following the interview.  If 
you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study that have not been 
answered by the investigator, you may contact the Institutional Review Board at Creighton 
University.  
Freedom to withdraw:  You are free to decide not to participate in this study or to withdraw at any 
time without adversely affecting your relationship with the researcher or with the institution.  
Your decision will not result in any loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 
Consent:  Your electronic signature below after having read and understood the information 
presented above will indicate your consent to participate in this study and for the interview to be 
taped (audio). Please photocopy this document for your records and return the signed original to 
the investigator. 
Name (printed):  ____________________________ 
Signature: __________________________________ 
Date: ______ 
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Appendix D 
 

Master Coding List 

Title Description 

Trustee Orientation Mission & Identity Orientation of 
Trustees 

Commitment to Mission to what degree did interviewee express a 
commitment to mission & id of institution 

Commitment to institution Charism 
 

Commitment to Catholic ID 
 

faculty commitment 
 

administration commitment 
 

Great Quotes Quotes that should be noted 
express need for increase resources 

 

express need for increase time time with larger board to focus on mission 
significant relationship with founding 
order 

 

Committee membership significant number of committee 
members, chair are members of founding 
order 

reserved powers FO maintains reserved powers and 
significant control of mission and identity 

productivity of council to what degree is the MC making an 
impact 

Data mainly data driven 
tough questions addresses tough questions 
Status Quo just a place for reporting 
Governance Structure 

 

Trustee only model 
 

FO majority on exec committee or on 
board 

 

Dual boards 
 

Relationship with Diocese 
 

felt competent 
 

ID info 
 

Why MC Why is MC necessary 
decreasing number of FO 
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