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Abstract 
 
Community colleges remain an important component of higher education in the United 

States, offering readily-accessible education and career training to a diverse array of 

students from different backgrounds.  During the 2007-2009 economic recession, 

community colleges experienced enrollment increases.  Simultaneously, however, 

community colleges experienced cuts in government funding.  The aim of this 

dissertation was to employ a grounded theory approach to examine chief business 

officers’ (CBO) leadership at Iowa and Nebraska community colleges.  The research 

question was as follows: How do community college CBOs develop and use leadership 

skills to navigate through disruptions in government funding?  Interviews with three top 

administrators of 10 Iowa and Nebraska community colleges were conducted to gain an 

understanding of CBO leadership when faced with financial difficulties.  Findings 

suggested that five themes emerged from the data analysis: (a) revenue difficulties 

required CBOs to act as leaders, (b) changes in revenue sources required leadership, (c) 

funding disruptions changed CBO interactions, (d) CBOs with leadership skills 

successfully dealt with changes, and (e) avenues by which CBOs attained leadership 

attributes varied.  Moreover, the grounded theory model suggested that CBOs need 

transformational leadership skills.  The proposed solution to the evidenced-based 

problem was the involvement of the American Association of Community Colleges in the 

development of a training program with a variety of tools dedicated to community 

college CBO leadership.  CBOs must be prepared to face a continued onslaught of 

financial difficulties for the institutions they lead.  Therefore, CBOs’ transformational 

leadership skills may be critical to the survival of community colleges, overall. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 

Introduction and Background 
 

According to Christopher Mullin and Kent Phillippe (2013) of the American 

Association of Community Colleges (AACC), “America’s community colleges are the 

brokers of opportunity for a stronger middle class and more prosperous nation” (p. 4).  

Indeed, these institutions serve both individuals and society.  For instance, they provide a 

critical entry-point for students seeking a four-year bachelor’s degree through the 

completion of low-cost, basic coursework; they serve as partners for community-based 

workforce development; and, they provide lifelong educational opportunities through 

continuing education courses.  However, more recent financial constraints placed on 

these institutions have created an environment where community college leaders must 

justify choices between cost-cutting initiatives and their academic mission. 

Community college leadership usually consists of three key officers: Chief 

Executive Officer (CEO), Chief Academic Officer (CAO), and Chief Business Officer 

(CBO).  The CEO or president maintains the overall responsibility for running a 

community college and works directly with a governing board.  This governing board 

often includes a mixture of elected and appointed individuals representing different 

interests, for example, the community, government, business, and education.  The CAO 

oversees the academic mission of the college, working most directly with the academic 

deans and department chairs.  The third key community college official, the CBO, 

exercises leadership over the wide-range of financial dealings of the college, primarily by 

working with the other main officers, as well as the college’s board.  When financial 

resources become limited, the President, CAO, and CBO must work together to develop 
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and present the board with different choices for consideration.  Together, these three 

officers have the responsibility for overseeing community college operations, overall. 

Richard L. Alfred (2012), the founding director for the Center for Community 

College Development, stated, “We know that countervailing forces of growth, resource 

decline, and accountability are changing the playing field for community colleges” 

(p. 115).  For instance, community college growth has been driven by the availability of 

cost-effective college coursework, expectations for local workforce development, and 

providing students with the opportunity for developmental education (Boggs, 2010).  

This growth intersects with funding.  Although community colleges serve nearly 50% of 

undergraduate students in the United States, they only receive about 20% of state tax 

appropriations (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013).  Moreover, Mullin and Phillippe (2013) 

indicated that funding for higher education remains at the lowest level in the last two 

decades (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013).  However, when community colleges have 

demonstrated a strong return on investment, they were likely to receive additional state 

funding (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013).  One consequence is that limited funding can pit 

economic considerations against educational values.  Therefore, unique leadership skills 

are needed for CBOs to understand and balance the financial and academic missions of 

community colleges. 

Statement of the Problem 
 

The business model for community colleges relies on public funding and student 

tuition and fees to cover operating expenses.  Sutin (2012) pointed out that “the enterprise 

costs at community colleges have increased dramatically during the past 25 years, while 

public funding has not kept pace with enrollment” (p. 2).  Government and community 
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financial resources have been the subject of intense scrutiny to ensure that the limited 

resources available have been invested in places with the best return.  However, the 

returns on investment for community colleges has been challenging to calculate because a 

high proportion (62%) of students are only enrolled transiently (Boggs, 2011) and 

community colleges receive no recognition for students who transfer to four-year 

colleges to complete their degree.  Community colleges have also been increasingly 

required to re-educate students who failed to attain competency in high school, have 

significant disabilities, or immigrants with language difficulties, all of which slow down 

their progression to achieving a degree (Sutin, 2012).  If judged on the merits of granting 

associate degrees, the 22% graduation rate reported by community colleges (Juszkiewicz, 

2016) means that they may be misjudged as a poor return on taxpayers’ investments.  It is 

likely that community colleges may be at risk for continued scrutiny for access to 

government funding, and college CBOs play a key role in addressing financial shortfalls 

and balancing scares resources. 

In a 2011 survey of community college presidents, 49% reported that they were 

uncomfortable with their ability to manage finances (McNair, Duree, & Ebbers, 2011).  

The CBO must, by necessity, be the financial maven of the college, facilitating those 

plans that are feasible, and revising (or squelching) the untenable ones to ensure financial 

solvency.  A study examining the leadership skills needed by CBOs to achieve this 

mission appears quite timely because of the daunting and increasing complexity of 

formulaic state and local funding.  The recession of 2007-2009 was a stark reminder that 

enrollment spikes coupled with financial downturns can become a reality for community 

colleges in this global economy (Alfred, 2012; D’Amico, Katsinas, & Friedel, 2012; 
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Fernandez, 2011; Frederick, Schmidt, & Davis, 2012; Katsinas & Friedel, 2010; Mullin, 

2010; Mullin & Phillippe, 2009; Polonio & Conner, 2011).   

When community colleges were largely funded by state appropriations, the 

CBO’s job was internally focused on ensuring compliance with rules and regulations 

(Goldstein, Miller, & Courson, 2014).  However, CBOs have now been asked to recruit 

and oversee increased funding from businesses, community partnerships, grants, and 

philanthropic donors.  This new responsibility requires CBOs to have an external focus 

and a different set of skills (Cejda & Jolley, 2014; Copus, Lagarde, & McKay, 2017; 

Drummer & Marshburn, 2014; Eddy, 2008; Finkel, 2017; Marzano & Sobek, 2010; 

Phelan, 2014; Simpson, 2017).  In addition, CBOs must make the case to community 

college employees for why changes in the business model are needed and why schools 

are being held more accountable for how they spent their funds (Braxton, Doyle, & 

Lyken-Segosebe, 2015; Dowd & Shieh, 2014; Harbour & Day, 2009; Mullin, 2014; 

Shulock & Boilard, 2007).  A detailed study examining the leadership skills needed by 

CBOs to succeed in these new roles could provide critical information for financially 

struggling schools.  This research also helps inform community colleges attempting to 

develop better recruitment strategies and training programs for future CBOs. 

Purpose of the Study 
 

The leadership qualities of CEOs and, to a lesser extent CAOs, have been studied 

and reported in the literature (Appiah-Padi, 2014; Campbell, Syed, & Morris, 2010; 

Duree, 2007; Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 2012; Hert, 2013; Martin & Samels, 2015; 

McNair, 2015; McNair et al., 2011; McNair & Phelan, 2012; Ottenritter, 2012; Thomas, 

2013; Wallin, 2012).  However, as shown in Chapter 2, the leadership attributes of CBOs 
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and how they use these skills when interacting with other college leaders to navigate 

troubling financial circumstances has not been examined.  The need for scholarly 

leadership research remains pressing.  Phelan (2014) remarked that traditional business 

methods were no longer sufficient in dealing with the funding crisis and that community 

college leaders need to embrace future realities when revisioning their institutions.  Baker 

(2012) enumerated leadership roles expected of community college CBOs, including 

financial planning, workplace safety, implementation of control systems, political 

awareness, project management, and a variety of community relationships.  This 

dissertation focused on the leadership skills needed by community college CBOs to 

successfully manage current financial challenges based on an unpredictable future. 

Purpose Statement 
 

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation was to employ a grounded theory 

approach to understand the leadership qualities and skills that helped Iowa and Nebraska 

community college CBOs manage financial challenges.  Open-ended interviews with 

CBOs, as well as with CEOs and CAOs of the same institutions, were used to derive 

common themes that emerged from the data.  The grounded theory developed in this 

study may be useful for training and recruiting community college CBOs while 

enhancing our understanding of their interactions with leadership teams.  This theory can 

be tested among CBOs during a future recession or economic downturn that may affect 

the finances of community colleges in the United States. 

Research Question 
 

Many challenges have faced public community colleges, not the least of which is 

the tentative nature of revenue streams.  In light of these financial uncertainties, 
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community college CBOs have been tasked with maintaining the solvency of their 

institutions.  In dealing with interruptions in college revenues, CBOs have used 

leadership attributes in various internal and external contexts.  The following research 

question guided this qualitative study: 

 How do community college CBOs develop and use leadership skills to 

navigate through disruptions in government funding? 

Aim of the Study 
 

The aim of this study was to generate a theory of the leadership traits needed for 

current and future community college CBOs to manage the uncertainty of government 

financial support.  Secondarily, information derived from this grounded theory research 

could be utilized in the development of leadership training programs for community 

college CBOs, potentially implemented through existing organizations.  

Methodology 
 

The qualitative research methodology employed in this dissertation was a 

grounded theory approach.  This approach was considered appropriate because of limited 

research examining CBO leadership at community colleges.  Themes emerged from the 

data analysis of interviews conducted with community college leaders.  Semi-structured, 

free-flowing interviews allowed CBOs to provide extensive information and insight 

regarding their leadership experiences and interviews with the CEOs and CAOs of those 

same institutions helped triangulate the data for trustworthiness.  Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) suggested the use of in-depth interviews was well-suited for uncovering pertinent 

themes.  The themes revealed during the course of this inductive analysis were used to 

generate an overarching explanation CBO leadership.  This theoretical construct, 
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generated by “continuous interplay between analysis and data collection” (p. 273), met 

Strauss and Corbin’s (1994) definition of grounded theory. 

The population studied in this dissertation was Iowa and Nebraska public 

community college CBOs.  Sampling was done initially by email with the CEOs of 

prospective institutions.  Once permission had been granted, CEOs, CBOs, and CAOs at 

those same institutions were contacted and interviews were arranged.  The sample 

included community college CBOs (n = 10), CEOs (n = 10), and CAOs (n = 10).  Data 

triangulation was used to increase the trustworthiness of the findings.  No firm consensus 

exists on the number of interviews necessary to achieve saturation for grounded theory 

research.  However, a literature review of 100 studies that used a grounded theory 

methodology showed that the average sample size for this type of research was 25, and 

the author of the study recommended 30 interviews (Thomson, 2011). 

Definition of Relevant Terms 
 

Definitions of key terminology have been provided to assist readers by helping to 

clarity their understanding of concepts to avoid misinterpretation (Nenty, 2009). 

 Community College: A two-year postsecondary educational institution 

offering affordable education and/or career-oriented training 

 Urban: A city/metropolitan area with a population in excess of 100,000 

people 

 Rural: Low-density population areas that are not considered urban 

 Board of Governors (Trustees, Directors): An elected or appointed body of 

individuals, generally responsible for establishing college policies, budgets, 

and strategic direction 
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 President/CEO: The President, Chief executive and administrative officer of 

the college, acting as an arm of the Board; responsible for recommending, 

then executing or delegating actions approved by the Board 

 Chief Business Officer (CBO): Official responsible for oversight of the 

college’s financial accounting, reporting, and compliance with regulations 

relating to financial matters, often in close concert with the president and/or 

Board 

 Chief Academic Officer (CAO): Administrative head with responsibilities for 

the academic affairs of the college; variably known as academic dean, vice 

president for academic affairs, or vice president for instruction 

 Faculty: Instructional (teaching) staff of the college 

 Financial challenge / shortfall / disruption: A situation where costs at the 

community college exceed revenue received from government funding, 

tuition, and other sources 

 Leadership: Ability to effectively interact with members of an organization, 

contributing to the organization’s success 

This list of key terminology reflects the nature of the population included in this 

dissertation, as well as the words of participants who were interviewed.  Because one of 

the main goals of this research was to uncover leadership themes in community college 

CBOs, terms relating to groups and individuals with whom they would typically interact 

have been included. 

  



LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY COLLEGE CBO 9
 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 
 

There were some limitations, delimitations, and personal biases of this 

dissertation that should be acknowledged.  The limitations of this research were created 

by the methodology.  The participants were limited to 21 public community colleges in 

Iowa and Nebraska.  The participants may not have been entirely forthcoming in their 

responses or may not have accurately recalled past experiences.  The participants may 

have also differed in their understanding of the interview questions.  For example, they 

may have had differing interpretations of leadership, and this may have influenced their 

interview responses. 

This dissertation had delimitations that may make the findings not generalizable 

to a larger population.  Administrators at public community colleges in Iowa and 

Nebraska were examined during the spring of 2018.  Results may not be representative of 

other groups of administrators in other locations or at other times.  Due to sampling 

across the states of Iowa and Nebraska, some of the participants examined were 

associated with community colleges in urban areas while others were associated with 

community colleges in rural colleges.  Even though the sample included nearly one-half 

of the population (i.e., 10 out of 21 schools), there may have been nuances specific to the 

demographics of the sample’s region or timeframe. 

With respect to the researcher’s personal bias, I have taught full time at two 

different community colleges, one in Iowa and one in Nebraska.  In addition, I have 

taught biological sciences for two summer sessions at a third community college, also in 

Iowa.  To control for any possible bias, interview questions followed a script, with a 

predetermined protocol along with follow-up questions.  Non-verbal cues or judgmental 
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responses that might have influenced the participants’ openness or responsiveness were 

minimized.  I introduced myself as a graduate student at Creighton University, who was 

working on a dissertation that examined the leadership experiences of community college 

CBOs, but I did not go into detail about other aspects of my background until the 

interview processes was concluded.  In the coding and analysis of data, I used 

triangulation and member checking.  Triangulation was used to evaluate the validity of 

the themes derived from the interviews with the three leaders from the same institution—

the CEO, CAO, and CBO (Creswell, 2014).  Member checking was used to validate the 

preliminary findings.  This member checking was accomplished by follow-up 

interactions that allowed the participants to comment on their interview transcripts 

(Creswell, 2014). 

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 
 

The role of leadership was pivotal for this dissertation.  The dissertation addressed 

the development and use of leadership skills among community college CBOs and the 

organizational changes that were warranted as a result of the research findings.  Cawsey, 

Deszca, and Ingols (2016) described organizational change circumstances, where leaders 

know that action was necessary but remain unsure of the nature of that action.  To plot a 

course toward transformation, a leader must first determine appropriate interventions and 

potential roadblocks.  Burke (2014) listed four qualities of transformational leadership: 

(a) charisma, (b) inspiration, (c) intellectual stimulation, and (d) consideration for the 

individual.  The proposed research uncovered opportunities to develop leadership training 

programs for future CBOs and may be used for recruiting CBOs with skills for dealing 

with financial disruptions and shortfalls. 
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Significance of the Dissertation to Theory and Practice 
 

The findings of this dissertation were significant for both theory and practice.  

From a scholarly viewpoint, the outcome of this research contributed the to the leadership 

literature by: 

  providing new data and a grounded theory on the leadership skills of 

community college CBOs;  

 developing information on the leadership interactions of community college 

CEOs, CAOs, and CBOs; 

 publishing the similarities or differences between financial leadership skills of 

CBOs and other community college leaders; and  

 addressing the leadership attributes of a group previously underrepresented in 

the research literature. 

This dissertation in practice provided new scholarly contributions to the community 

college leadership literature.  In particular, this study helps to improve practice by: 

 developing a list of leadership attributes desired of CBOs that can be used to 

establish training programs; 

 articulating the leadership skills most relevant to financial challenges that can 

be used for recruiting CBOs; and 

 uncovering methods for positive synergy (for handling financial difficulties) 

among CEOs, CAOs, and CBOs. 

The findings suggested the need for altered roles and responsibilities and improved 

interdisciplinary processes to enhance financial management.  Findings provided insights 

for effectively managing changes to government funding policies.  Lastly, the interviews 
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revealed the leadership qualities important to managing new funding sources from 

business partnerships, foundation grants, and bonds.  These practical applications were 

the most important. 

Summary 
 

This chapter reviewed the current situation regarding the financial challenges for 

community colleges and the need to examine the leadership skills that CBOs should 

possess to manage an uncertain financial future.  This grounded theory study examined 

the development and use of the leadership skills necessary for CBOs to interact with all 

parts of the community college and, to do so, in an effective manner in the face of 

financial challenges.  Chapter 2 of this dissertation in practice presents a three-part 

review of the literature.  In the first section of Chapter 2, the current literature on 

community college leadership by the CEO (or president), the CAO, and the CBO is 

examined.   The second portion of the literature review looks at funding disruptions to 

public community colleges, and how such perturbations have affected the leadership 

skills needed by CBOs.  A third section of the literature review in Chapter 2 examines the 

origins and emphases of transformational or change leadership, and its applicability to 

business and educational leaders. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Introduction 
 
 The study was aimed at developing a grounded theory regarding how community 

college CBOs develop and use leadership to ensure the financial sustainability of their 

institutions.  The first part of the literature review examines community college 

leadership, specifically related to college presidents, CAOs, and CBOs.  The second part 

of the literature review examines the need for this study—that is, the impact of 

government funding disruptions on community college financing.  In addition, four 

subareas have been presented in this second section, including state and local funding 

situation, the effects of economics on community college tuition, the lingering impact of 

the economic recession, and efforts to tie accountability measures to government funding.  

The 2007-2009 recession led to what appeared to be permanent changes in how 

community colleges were funded, which was a difficult paradigm shift for the 

management of these institutions.  This shift has dramatically changed the role of 

community college CBOs.  A gap in the literature exists because limited research has 

examined how CBOs develop and use the leadership skills that have been needed to 

transition from an emphasis on accounting for government funds to the oversight of 

diverse teams that managed alternate sources of revenue.  A third area of examination in 

this literature review focuses on transformational or change leadership, and its contrasts 

with transactional leadership.  The dynamics of performing as a community college CBO 

may require the skills characteristic of transformational leaders, so literature describing 

the traits of such leaders is reviewed here. 
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To determine whether the leadership of community college CBOs had been 

examined in peer-reviewed studies, a review of previous literature was conducted.  

Queries were conducted for the years ranging from 2007 to 2018 using the Creighton 

University Library databases (i.e., Google Scholar, Chronicle of Higher Education, 

ProQuest, EBSCOhost, ERIC, JSTOR, LexisNexis Academic, and NBER).  A variety of 

Boolean search terms were used (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1.  

Search Terms for Locating Relevant Literature 

Search description  Leadership of community college CBOs 
Keywords Business 

Business office 
Chief business officer 
Chief financial officer 
College 
Community college 
Finance 
Financial 
Funding 
Funding crisis 
Leader 
Leadership 
Skills 
Training 
Transformational leader 
Transformational leadership 
Change leader 
Change leadership 

 

When searches no longer turned up new or pertinent articles on the leadership skills or 

training of CBOs of community colleges, the search process was deemed to have reached 

saturation.  Peer-reviewed articles from this search that addressed CBO leadership 
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development were reviewed.  The review of this research has been presented in the 

following portion of Chapter 2.  

Community College Leadership  
  

The 1947 Truman Commission report encouraged a broad range of policies and 

programs that encouraged access, affordability, and participation in higher education that 

led to the expansion of community colleges after World War II (Kallison & Cohen, 2010; 

Katsinas, D’Amico, & Friedel, 2012).  Community colleges, unlike other institutions of 

higher learning, are place-based institutions committed to develop their local and state 

economies.  These institutions are also the portals of entry to higher education for 

millions of minorities, low-income, first-generation, and adult students for job training 

and pursuit of baccalaureate degrees (American Association of Community Colleges 

[AACC], 2017; Braxton et al., 2015; Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Dassance, 2011; Katsinas et 

al., 2012).  Today there are at least 1,100 community colleges in the United States 

(AACC, 2017; Baker, 2012) that serve an estimated 8 million students in credit-bearing 

courses (representing greater than 40% of undergraduates) and an additional 5 million in 

non-credit classes (AACC, 2017; Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Irwin & Patrick, 2016; 

Kelderman, 2011; Lassiter, 2013; Mullin, 2010; Mullin & Phillippe, 2013; Tollefson, 

2009).  The importance of community colleges to the U.S. economy was evident because 

they have been mentioned in every State of the Union Address except one since 1996 

(Katsinas et al., 2012). 

College Presidents 
 
 Community colleges were typically led by a President or CEO, who works with a 

Board of appointed and/or elected community members to set the direction for the 
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institution (Adelhoch, 2015; Kelly, 2011; White, 2011).  The core mission of these 

institutions is education; therefore, a CAO (also, variably called the Provost or Vice 

President for Academic Affairs) typically reports to the president.  These leaders work 

together to oversee all instructional programs and related strategies (Appiah-Padi, 2014; 

Gulley, 2017; Keim & Murray, 2008; Martin & Samels, 2015).  The CBO (also known as 

the Vice President of Business, Operations, and/or Administration), is charged with 

management of the financial resources of the institution (George & Hignite, 2007; 

Goldstein et al., 2014; Martin & Samels, 2015; Murphy & Katsinas, 2014; Myran, 2013; 

National Association of College and University Business Officers [NACUBO], 2013; 

Palmer, 2014).  Although reporting structures vary, these three leadership positions tend 

to interact with and oversee all aspects of community college operations (Goldstein et al., 

2014; Troop, 2104), including educational programs, workforce development, student 

services, financial aid and advising, facilities management, marketing, finances, and 

institutional effectiveness (Drummer & Marshburn, 2014). 

The 2006 prediction that 84% of community college presidents would retire by 

2016 (Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Weisman & Vaughn, 2007) contributed to significant 

studies of the leadership skills that would be needed by the next generation of leaders.  

The American Association of Community Colleges coordinated studies that identified six 

key leadership competencies for its presidents: organizational strategy, resource 

management, communication, collaboration, advocacy, and professionalism (Wallin, 

2012).  The development and use of these leadership attributes have been studied by 

numerous academicians (Campbell, Syed, & Morris, 2010; Duree, 2007; Duree & 

Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 2012; McNair, 2015; McNair et al., 2011; McNair & Phelan, 2012; 
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Ottenritter, 2012).  Subsequently, the AACC (2013) revised the list to include five key 

areas: organizational strategies, resource management, communication, collaboration, 

and advocacy.  Duree and Ebbers (2012) reported that the skills required to lead two-year 

colleges are different from four-year universities because of significant departures in their 

mission and value. 

Surveys of community college presidents have confirmed that most felt well-

prepared in the AACC competencies due to training associated with graduate school, 

external leadership programs, community college-based leadership forums, mentoring, 

and special project assignments completed prior to taking their leadership role (Duree & 

Ebbers, 2012; Ebbers, Conover, & Samuels, 2010; Eddy & Rao, 2009; Friedel, 2010; 

Hull & Keim, 2007; McNair, 2015; Shults, 2001).  In fact, 90% of community college 

presidents hold doctoral degrees, with a predominance of Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) 

degrees, which tend to include a strong leadership education component (Duree & 

Ebbers, 2012; Eddy & Rao, 2009; Hull & Keim, 2007).  However, the available data 

indicated that the majority of community college presidents arise from senior academic 

positions (Amey, VanDerLinden, & Brown, 2002; Appiah-Padi, 2014; Duree & Ebbers, 

2012; George & Hignite, 2007; Hornak & Garza Mitchell, 2016; Jacobs, 2012; Weisman 

& Vaughn, 2007) and only 5% to 15% of CBOs aspired to the role of community college 

president (NACUBO, 2016; Weisman & Vaughn, 2007).  It is not surprising that 

community college president leadership studies found deficiencies in their leadership 

related to the management of financial matters that are most likely overseen by CBOs. 

Research has suggested that presidents of two-year colleges felt the least prepared 

in the resource management competency (Duree, 2007; Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 
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2012; Hert, 2013; McNair et al., 2011; McNair & Phelan, 2012; Thomas, 2013).  The 

AACC (2013) Resource Management competency encompassed five subsets, including: 

 In-depth knowledge of finances and alternative approaches to address 

shortages in fiscal resources 

 Entrepreneurial stance in seeking alternative funding sources that align with 

the institutional mission 

 Accountability in reporting and mining of data to make informed operational 

decisions 

 Employment of organization and time management plans 

 Management conflict and change in ways that contribute to the long-term 

viability of the organization 

Therefore, financial management was a key component of this competency, and there 

was a recognized need for leaders to be able to implement changes in response to funding 

conditions.  Deficiencies identified by community college presidents included lack of 

knowledge about fundraising (Boggs, 2011; Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Hert, 2013; McNair 

& Phelan, 2012), managing finances (Boggs, 2011), implementing financial strategies 

and entrepreneurism (Duree, 2007; Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Li, Friedel, & Rusche, 2011), 

legislative advocacy (Thomas, 2013), and managing physical assets (Li et al., 2011). 

Eddy (2012) pointed out that the increased complexity of today’s community 

colleges requires elevated levels of adaptability and a more holistic view of the 

competencies.  Eddy clustered the AACC competencies into situational contexts that 

comprised (a) inclusivity (i.e., communication and collaboration); (b) framing meaning 

(i.e., organization strategy, communication, collaboration and advocacy), (c) attention to 
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the bottom line (i.e., research management, organization strategy, and advocacy), and (d) 

systems thinking (i.e., organization strategy, communication, and professionalism).  In 

addition, Adelhoch (2015) identified five key themes for community college leaders: 

communication skills, engagement of faculty, effective interactions with the board, fiscal 

responsibility, and political intelligence.  Adelhoch concluded that this position required 

a combination of transformational and transactional leadership. 

In a survey of 415 community college presidents, over 80% identified themselves 

as transformational leaders (Duree, 2007; Thomas, 2013), a finding that was confirmed 

by Jacob’s (2013) survey of 176 Midwestern community college presidents.  Price, 

Schneider, and Quick (2016) concluded that the current leadership style of two year 

college presidents was driven by three financial challenges—maintaining student access 

during times of increasing educational cost, managing enrollment increases during times 

of decreasing state funding, and lowering costs without damage to academic quality—

each of these challenges requires a new approach to the community college business 

model.  Price et al.’s survey of 58 college presidents in North Carolina led to the 

conclusion that a team approach to leadership was key to implementing changes in 

response to financial challenges that community colleges experience. 

Chief Academic Officers 
 

The second critical member of the community college leadership team was the 

CAO.  The CAO was viewed as a position with potential to ascend to the presidency and 

was often viewed as the second-in-command at community colleges (Appiah-Padi, 2014).  

The top three responsibilities for CAOs were reported to be (a) oversight of academic 

programs and curriculum, (b) supervising and managing faculty and support staff, and (c) 
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overseeing accountability, accreditation, and assessments (Martin & Samels, 2015).  

More than 50% of CAOs were promoted from positions as the associate or assistant 

deans of instruction or a similar title (Amey et al., 2002).  Sirkis (2011) noted that 

community college department chairs were often selected from among the faculty 

members with no regard for leadership, budgetary, or management skills.  The CAO 

served as the key connection between the faculty and the administration of the 

community college (Keim & Murray, 2008). 

This role as an interface required that CAOs have effective working relationships 

with the president, CBO, vice presidents, faculty, and other members of the community.  

They must collaborate upward, downward, and horizontally within their organization 

(Martin & Samels, 2015).  Appiah-Padi (2014) pointed out that while the CAO provided 

leadership for the CC’s mission of teaching and learning, few reported any administrative 

leadership training in preparation for assuming their current position.  Therefore, unlike 

community college presidents, there has been limited research on how CAOs acquired 

and used their leadership skills. 

Chief Business Officers 
 

The third key member of the community college leadership team was the CBO.  

Baker (2012) noted that CBOs at two-year colleges were different from their counterparts 

in other higher education institutions because of the level of hands-on interaction.  The 

CBO was responsible for all aspects of finances at the community college, which 

included long-term strategic planning, projecting and tracking of operating and capital 

budget projections, compliance with regulatory requirements, reporting to government 

agencies, analyzing data, and supplying reports as needed at the request of leadership 
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(Perry & Associates, 2016).  The CAO and CBO must work together to ensure that the 

CBO understands the rationale behind instructional approaches that could impact the 

budget (NACUBO, 2013).  In addition to close work with the leadership team, the CBO 

also played a key role in translating academic financial considerations for board members 

who may be more familiar with considerations in the context of a money-making 

business (Goldstein et al., 2014). 

As pointed out by Myran (2013), today’s community college CBOs had operated 

under the premise that the school would continue to charge low tuition and would receive 

largely or exclusively public (rather than private) funding.  Myran (2013) explained that 

the reduction in property values during the 2007-2009 economic recession caused a 

reduction in state and local tax revenue that affected community college revenue.  Phelan 

(2014) referred to the current funding of community colleges as a crisis situation, 

exacerbated by simultaneous enrollment declines, state aid reductions, and unfunded 

educational initiatives.  Moreover, the current negative view of United States higher 

education led Phelan to conclude that pre-recession financial support was unlikely to 

return.  Considering the financial circumstances facing community colleges, it seemed 

important for community college CBO to have strong grounding in a variety of 

leadership skills.  As pointed out by Conover (2009), community college leadership 

development had largely focused on college presidents, with additional studies devoted to 

CAOs, mid-level administrators, deans, and faculty.  There was a lack of scholarly 

research examining the roles of other community college leaders like CBOs. 

Since the national economic downturn of 2007-2009 (National Bureau of 

Economic Research, 2010), a drop in state and local funding adversely affected 
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community colleges via lower employee salaries (Dowd & Shieh, 2014), lower per-

student spending (Fernandez, 2011), reductions in educational quality (Jenkins & 

Belfield, 2014), increased faculty workloads (Joch, 2011), increased tuition (Katsinas & 

Friedel, 2010; Kelderman, 2011), elimination of programs (Polonio & Conner, 2011), and 

cuts in personnel (Tschechtelin, 2011).  As the person ultimately responsible for the 

financial solvency of the community college, the CBO must be equipped to use 

leadership skills in relating to the variety of interested stakeholders.  Support for these 

leadership responsibilities was provided by Richard P. West (2000), who stated that the 

chief financial officer of an educational institution must carry out the traditional roles of 

advisor and manager but must increasingly be a change leader.  In this last role, the CBO 

must be able to integrate the business of the college with the fulfillment of its academic 

missions. 

CBOs spend less time doing accounting and more time on planning and assessing 

costs, efficiencies, and expenditures (Goldstein et al., 2014).  In Goldstein, Miller, and 

Courson’s (2014) interviews with 14 sitting presidents, all said that the CBOs role had 

changed more than any of their other cabinet members.  A key issue facing community 

college administrators was how to allocate scarce resources equitably while staying true 

to long-term goals of the institution (Murphy & Katsinas, 2014; Myran, 2013; Palmer, 

2014).  They were also asked to be more entrepreneurial in helping the college find 

unique sources of funding (e.g., from partnerships with local businesses and workforce 

development groups, grants from philanthropic or government agencies, and donations 

from alumni or community members; AACC, 2012; Cejda, 2012; Cejda & Jolley, 2014; 

Copus et al., 2017; D’Amico et al., 2012; Drummer & Marshburn, 2014; Finkel, 2017; 
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Hurley, 2002; Irwin & Patrick, 2016; Marzano & Sobek 2010; Myran, 2013; Phelan, 

2014; Simpson, 2017).  These financial challenges caused CBOs to step into roles as 

transformational leaders (Hert, 2013; Hurley, 2002; Sutin, 2012; Tschechtelin, 2011). 

Hawkins (2009) pointed out that CBOs were traditionally trained in business 

leadership skills based on metrics to drive financial decisions.  Unfortunately, two 

community college presidents pointed out that business language and approaches were 

not embraced by academic faculty and led to disengagement of this segment in change 

efforts (Myran, 2013).  Goldstein et al. (2014) reported that CBOs needed to develop 

high-level communication skills, become more transparent, and increase collaborations to 

help the entire campus understand the institution’s financial challenges and work together 

to make changes.  Goldstein et al. pointed out the key characteristics that presidents were 

looking for in their direct reports (e.g., business savvy, problem-solving skills, ability to 

manage teams, exceptional communication skills, and commitment to the team) all 

seemed apropos for CBOs in today’s community colleges. 

CBOs often arrive at their position through a financial career path progression that 

includes previous roles as business managers, accountants, controllers, auditors, and 

analysts (Amey et al., 2002).  Strom, Sanchez, and Downey-Schilling (2011) pointed out 

that individuals trained in rigid business accounting practices found it challenging to 

adjust to the open and flexible decision-making processes used in higher education.  But, 

where do CBOs learn and how do they develop their leadership skills?  The National 

Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO, 2016) reported that 

only 13% of community college CBOs had a doctorate degree.  Amey, VanDerLinden, 

and Brown (2002) reported that 7% of community college leaders had a Master’s in 
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Business Administration (MBA) degree.  NACUBO (2016) reported that only 2.8% of all 

member institutions had a written succession plan for CBOs and only 5.5% of those 

surveyed identified leadership training as a top priority for this role.  Lastly, CBOs 

reported about 50% lower participation in external professional development activities 

than presidents and CAOs (Amey et al., 2002).  Therefore, the methods that presidents 

and CAOs used to hone their leadership skills may not be the same as those used by 

CBOs. 

Community College Funding 
 

The Great Recession of 2007-2009 was the longest recession since World War II 

(National Bureau of Economic Research, 2010).  The recession resulted in surges in 

community college enrollment driven by workers seeking to retrain in new careers after 

job loss, young adults going to college because they could not find employment, and 

increased numbers of college-bound students choosing to do basic coursework for a 

lower cost (Alfred, 2012; Boggs, 2011; D’Amico et al., 2012; Frederick et al., 2012; 

Mullin, 2010; Mullin & Phillippe, 2009).  This surge was predictable.  Betts and 

McFarland (1995) reported that a 1% increase in unemployment resulted in a 4.5% 

increase in community college enrollment.  By 2009, national unemployment levels 

reached 10% (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012) and community college enrollments 

increased by 24% (Mitchell, Leachman, & Masterson, 2016; Mullin & Phillippe, 2009; 

Tschechtelin, 2011).  Typically, increased enrollment would be a positive indicator for 

community colleges.  However, during this recession, it was accompanied by dramatic 

cuts in state funding that fueled revenue shortfalls at these institutions. 
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State and Local Appropriation Cuts 
 

Historically, most operational funds for community colleges had come from state 

and local government appropriations.  Katsinas, D’Amico, and Friedel (2014) reported 

that for 1981 fiscal year (FY), 38 states (76%) had supplied at least 50% of the operating 

funds for their community colleges.  This level of funding remained constant through 

2001 when state appropriations accounted for 44.6% of community college revenue 

(Tollefson, 2009).  This situation had dramatically changed by 2011, where states on 

average only supplied 30.5% of the operating revenues for community colleges 

(Fernandez, 2011).  To make matters worse, local funding accounting for 19.5% of 

community college revenue in 2001 was cut due to lower property tax revenues caused 

by depressed real estate values (Tollefson, 2009).  Therefore, these colleges were faced 

with the perfect storm of increasing enrollments and cuts in revenue. 

Numerous publications reported the funding crises at community colleges due to 

decreased state and local appropriations that emerged between 2007 to 2011 (Dowd & 

Shieh, 2014; Fernandez, 2011; Jenkins & Belfield, 2014; Joch, 2011; Katsinas & Friedel, 

2010; Kelderman, 2011; Murphy & Katsinas, 2014; Polonio & Conner, 2011; 

Tschechtelin, 2011).  Katsinas and Friedel (2010) reported mid-year budget cuts in 

FY2009-10 by 56% of states that resulted in a 7.6% reduction in revenues for community 

colleges.  They further pointed out that these colleges’ cuts were larger than for any other 

segment of higher education that year.  In FY2011, there was a $1.3B decline in total 

state and local support for higher education that burgeoned to a $5.8B decrease by 2012, 

with 44 states reporting reduced funding (Fernandez, 2011; Katsinas et al., 2012).  For 

the school year 2011, the states with the highest budget cuts for community colleges were 
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Hawaii (23%), Iowa (13%), Arizona (12%) and Massachusetts (12%) (Tschechtelin, 

2011), which showed the wide geographic spread of the impact.  The most severe impact 

was reported for the Dallas district (Texas), which experienced a reduction from 83% 

state funding in 1985 to only 29% in 2011 with $33M in cuts to leading to an annual 

budget of $407M from 2007-2009 (Lassiter, 2013).  In the Midwest, the Eastern Iowa 

district reported an 18% reduction in state funding over a four-year period when they 

were experiencing double-digit enrollment increases (Polonio & Conner, 2011).  The 

impact of reduced funding on community colleges can be better understood when 

translated to a per student impact. 

Community colleges received just 27% of total federal, state, and local revenues 

for public degree-granting institutions in 2007-2009 while serving 43% of undergraduate 

students (Mullin, 2010).  Cuts to these colleges’ funding affected more students than cuts 

in other segments of post-secondary education.  When measured in constant dollars, state 

appropriations to post-secondary education per full-time-equivalent (FTE) student were 

25% lower in 2009 than in 1999 (Jenkins & Belfield, 2014).  For the period between 

2000 and 2010, Murphy and Katsinas (2014) reported that community colleges 

experienced a 19.5% decrease in state and local appropriations per student FTE.  As a 

result, drastic measures were required for community colleges to manage more students 

with fewer dollars available per FTE.  There were two short-term responses to 

unexpected state budget cuts—either reduced costs or increased revenue. 

Expense Reductions in Response to Budget Cuts 
 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012), there have been 10 

recessions since 1948.  Consequently, funding cuts in response to decreased state 
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revenues were not new to community colleges.  In order to remain true to their mission of 

student accessibility at a reasonable cost, colleges first looked for opportunities to cut 

costs as a response to declining revenue.  Numerous publications have reported that 

community colleges responded to the recession by offering early retirement to faculty 

(i.e., to reduce full-time headcount or replace older faculty with less expensive staff), 

increasing the use of adjunct instructors, decreasing the number of class sections (i.e., to 

ensure all classes are full), eliminating expensive programs like healthcare or technology 

programs, decreasing non-instructional staff (e.g., financial aid, registration, and 

academic advising), and delaying building maintenance costs (Alfred, 2012; Jenkins & 

Belfield, 2014; Katsinas & Friedel, 2010; Kelderman, 2011; Polonio & Conner, 2011; 

Tschechtelin, 2011).  This literature review did not find any details on the methods used 

to decide on the cuts or leadership tactics for implementing these difficult scenarios. 

Tuition Increases to Address Budget Cuts 
 

The mission of community colleges has been to provide accessible post-secondary 

education to under-represented groups and, as such, they educate the highest percentage 

of low-income students (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010; D’Amico et al., 2012; 

Frederick et al., 2012; Friedel, D’Amico, Katsinas, & Grant, 2013; Joch, 2011; 

Tschechtelin, 2011).  Therefore, increasing tuition was the least desirable choice for 

community colleges, because it was likely to decrease enrollment for a large segment of 

their population.  However, in response to recessionary budget cuts, tuition increases 

were implemented in two-year colleges in 86% of states (Katsinas & Friedel, 2010).  

Murphy and Katsinas (2014) reported that community college tuition per student FTE 

increased by 40.7% from 2000 to 2010.  Public college tuition increased by 10.8% in 
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Iowa and 19.3% in Nebraska between 2007-2009 and 2016 (inflation adjusted), which 

was lower than the 39 states that increased tuition by more than 20% (Mitchell et al., 

2016).  Unfortunately, these tuition increases were at five-times the rate of inflation 

(Katsinas & Friedel, 2010).  The result was a reversal from student fees and tuition 

funding about 20% of community colleges in 1988, to bearing the burden for about 48% 

of these schools’ revenue in 2017 (Mitchell, Leachman, & Masterson, 2017).  D’Amico, 

Katsinas, and Friedel (2012) suggested that community colleges must prepare for “a more 

permanent privatized model of higher education” (p. X).  Therefore, it was unclear from 

the literature as to whether community college funding would return to pre-recession 

levels. 

Lingering Effects of Economic Downturn 
 

Kallison and Cohen (2010) stated that support for higher education after a 

recession rarely restored college budgets to pre-recession levels.  While the Great 

Recession technically ended in 2009-2010 (Blinder & Zandl, 2010), it continued to affect 

financing at community colleges (Jaschik & Lederman, 2017; Lassiter, 2013; Mitchell et 

al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 2017; Mullin, 2014).  Jaschik and Lederman (2017) reported 

that 80% of community college presidents reported that financial matters were a major 

challenge for their institutions.  Funding for public two-and four-year colleges is nearly 

$10 billion below what it was just prior to the recession (Mitchell et al., 2016) and 44 

states spent less per post-secondary student in 2017 than 2007-2009 by an average of 

16% (Mitchell et al., 2017).  In particular, Nebraska spent $22 more per student in 2017 

than in 2007-2009 (inflation adjusted), but Iowa spent $1959 less per student during the 

same timeframe (Mitchell et al., 2017).  Current opinion was that state funding levels for 
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higher education were unlikely to recover because of competition with other programs in 

need of funding. 

In the competition for state dollars, public post-secondary education funding often 

lost out to the rising costs for K-12 education, healthcare (e.g., Medicaid), social 

programs (e.g., foster care and combating poverty), and the criminal justice system 

(Kallison & Cohen, 2010; Katsinas et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2016; Mullin, 2010; 

Tschechtelin, 2011).  In fact, current data indicates that states have not fully recovered 

from the recession with 30 states reporting budget deficits in 2017 or projected for 2018 

(McNichol & Waxman, 2017).  Because most states were required to balance their 

budgets, spending for priority programs coupled with plans to cut tax rates made it 

unlikely that college funding from states would increase in the near future (Mitchell et al., 

2016; Perlman, 2009).  Jenkins and Belfield (2014) pointed out that poor completion 

rates at community colleges fuel the argument that investment in this segment of higher 

education was a poor use of taxpayer money.  Therefore, these colleges would need 

metrics to show their worth to compete for the dwindling state funding resources 

available. 

Accountability Measures and Ties to Funding 
 

At least 30 states have enacted legislation that linked community college funding 

to student outcomes and at least eight other states have been considering such rules 

(Dowd & Shieh, 2014; Friedel et al., 2013).  These changes marked an end to the era 

where community colleges had touted access—enrollment statistics—as a key measure of 

their success (Tschechtelin, 2011).  The new accountability measures included transfer 

rates and graduation/certificate achievement data (Boggs, 2011; Kallison & Cohen, 2010; 



LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY COLLEGE CBO 30
 

Mullin, 2014; Myran, 2013; Tollefson, 2009; Tschechtelin, 2011).  This accountability 

measurement does not bode well for two-year colleges because recent data indicated that, 

although 80% of community college students intend to transfer and earn a bachelor’s 

degree, only 25% transferred within five years and 17% earned a bachelor’s degree 

within six years of transferring (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  Additionally, community 

colleges had trouble tracking students who transferred to four-year colleges, their high-

risk population often took longer to complete programs, certification programs were not 

always included, and workforce development programs were difficult to measure (Boggs, 

2011; Kallison & Cohen, 2010; Olson & Labov, 2012; Tschechtelin, 2011). 

The funding crisis that started with the 2007-2009 recession left community 

colleges facing the prospect of reduced government funding for the foreseeable future.  

Surviving and staying true to their mission of providing affordable college to under-

represented and low-income students requires a change in business model.  The available 

literature indicates that most community college presidents have reported a lack of 

financial preparation and skills.  These skills were also not expected to be present in 

CAOs.  Therefore, the CBO was presumed to play a very important role in developing 

strategies and implementing changes to ensure the survival of these institutions.  What 

has remained missing from the literature was what leadership skills were most critical for 

CBOs, in their expanded role, to manage funding cuts. 

Transformational Leadership 
 
 The concept of transformational leadership was first introduced by Burns (1978) 

based on his studies of political leaders.  He used the term “transforming” leaders, 

because the leaders and the followers were transformed in the process that he described.  
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In this original work, he contrasted the transforming leader with the transactional leader.  

The concept of transformational leaders was embodied in the styles of political leaders 

such as John F. Kennedy, Mahatma Gandhi, and Nelson Mandela (Burns, 1978).  These 

leaders mobilized followers to cause social change without any “transaction” (clear-cut 

benefit or punishment if they did not participate).  Instead, he concluded that these 

leaders inspired their followers to a sense of mission and in the process of making 

change, both the followers and the leader were transformed. 

Transformational Versus Transactional Leadership 
 
 Transactional leaders, on the other hand, were embodied by the Roman emperors 

who rewarded their friends and cruelly punished their enemies with crucifixion (Pearson, 

2012).  These emperors had no long-term bonds with their followers and were eventually 

overthrown.  Transformational leaders, by contrast, led enduring social change such as 

the Civil Rights Movement and the end of Apartheid.  According to Burns (2003), 

“transformational change flows not so much from the work of a great man who single-

handedly makes the history, but from the collective achievement of a ‘great people’” (p. 

240).  Transformational leaders were involved in complex, interactive processes that 

included relationships with their followers (Pearson, 2012) 

 Bernard Bass (1985) extended the work of Burns by applying Burns’ principles to 

organizational leadership, not just politics.  Bass (1985) explored the psychological 

features of transformational leaders.  In his view, for leaders to inspire others, they 

needed to have influence over them.  This influence was motivated by an inspiring 

mission or vision that gave them a shared identity.  However, the leader needed to 

possess qualities that invoked trust, admiration, loyalty, and respect, in order to motivate 



LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY COLLEGE CBO 32
 

the followers to action (Bass, 1985).  His description of idealized influence replaced the 

term charisma that had historically been associated with the charm and skills of 

motivational leaders. 

 House and Howell (1992) differentiated charismatic leadership from 

transformational leadership by associating the purpose of the leader; charismatic leaders 

achieved personal gain, while transformational leadership resulted in social gain.  In 

these authors’ view, personalized charismatic leaders like Adolf Hitler used power in 

combination with their charisma for personal gain.  Leaders like Nelson Mandela and 

Mahatma Gandhi, on the other hand, used their transformational leadership to empower 

others to achieve social change.  These researchers argued that both types of leaders were 

charismatic, but that only socialized leaders should be considered transformational 

(House & Howell, 1992). 

 Burns (1978) distinguished transactional leaders as power-based and 

transformational leaders as purpose-based.  He argued that leaders perceive the need for 

power to motivate people and constrain them.  Transactional leaders used their position 

of authority and their power to dole out rewards or punishments in order to motivate 

followers, to comply with the leaders’ demands.  In the business world, the tangible 

benefits of compliance have been pay raises and promotions, while the punishments 

could result in losing one’s job.  Burns insisted that leadership should be more about 

relationships with people than power over them.  Leaders’ true power comes from 

relationships driven by a common purpose that is consistent with the motives, needs, and 

values of followers and the leader (Burns, 1978).  Leadership driven by relationships and 

purpose did not need power and coercion to achieve action from followers. 
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 In their study of the use of power by leaders, Lovaglia, Lucas, and Baxter (2012) 

identified five types of power that leaders possess: 1) reward power (the ability to provide 

benefits), 2) coercive power (the ability to punish), 3) legitimate power (power from 

position in authority), 4) referent power (power derived from followers’ identification of 

them as a leader), and 5) expert power (based on the leader’s special knowledge).  This 

work extended Burns’ view of transactional leadership based on the power derived from 

rewards or punishment.  This group argued that reliance on power creates resistance and 

can lead to undermining the leader if the outcome of the work is not deemed as fair.  In 

addition, transactional leaders often relied on symbolic rewards (such as job titles) that do 

not build lasting relationships.  Despite these limitations, transactional power was still 

heavily relied on in most managerial positions (Lovaglia, Lucas, & Baxter, 2012) and has 

been argued to be the essence of management (Fairholm, 2001). 

 Burns (1978) viewed transformational and transactional leadership as mutually 

exclusive styles; however, other authors suggested that both styles were needed by 

leaders (Bass, 1985; Lovaglia, Lucas, & Baxter, 2012).  Lovaglia et al. (2012) argued that 

the positions with the most transactional power were also those with the most 

transformational influence.  They argued that the leaders’ high status in the organization 

was necessary for them to have the influence required to engage followers to match their 

personal goals with the needs of the organization (Lovaglia et al., 2012).  Fairholm 

(2001), on the other hand, argued that transactional methods were just acts of 

management and should not be confused with the actual art of leadership.  Pearson 

(2012) stated that transactional leadership was a societal failure because self-interest 
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enslaved leaders to market forces, opinion polls, and special interest groups, rather than 

connecting them with the people who could make a difference. 

 Transformational leadership is based on relationships between leaders and 

followers based on shared motives and values (Fairholm, 2001).  Motivating factors can 

be personal, individual, and powerful desires and wants that cause individuals to act 

(Fairholm, 2001).  However, Fairholm (2001) pointed out that desired actions will not 

occur without engagement of values.  He stated that “values are those inner drives and 

commitments that shape or enable us to act in certain ways or towards certain end-states” 

(p. 4).  In Fairholm’s (2001) view, recent literature on leadership is too focused on 

checklists and measures that are tools of “management”.  He stated that Burns’ service 

was to elevate leadership to a “relationship between people who share common purpose, 

motivations, and values.” (p. 4). 

 Pearson (2012) pointed out that Burns developed his theories by studying political 

figures who led in difficult times.  Therefore, it should not be surprising that many 

studies of transformational leadership focus on the value of this style for driving political 

change.  Lovaglia, Lucas, and Baxter (2012) suggested that transactional leadership 

cannot be successful in complex, rapidly-changing organizations.  In their view, the value 

of transformational leadership has been that the followers would likely produce 

innovations that could not have been foreseen by the leader (Lovaglia et al., 2012).   

Pearson (2012) built on this sentiment by pointing out that transformational leaders were 

not taken aback by continuous change and global disruptions, but instead were able to 

view these circumstances as opportunities for change and improvement. 
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Skills Characteristic of Transformational Leaders 
 
 Experts in organization change emphasized the importance of transformation 

leadership as a key to success (Cawsey, Deszca, and Ingols, 2016; Burke, 2014).   

According to Burke (2014), “without leadership, planned organizational change will 

never be realized” (p. 277).  For successful leadership of change, Burke (2014) stated that 

leaders must be self-aware, articulate clear motives for change, align change with the 

organization’s values, establish the need for change, and provide organizational vision.  

The features of motivation and values were well-aligned with Burn’s concept of a 

transformational leader.  The specific skills of these leaders that make them strong agents 

of change have been derived from Bass’s (1998) Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire. 

 The four key components of Bass’s (1998) MLQ were 1) idealized influence, 2) 

inspirational motivation, 3) intellectual stimulation, and 4) individual consideration.  The 

idealized influence (or charisma) of leaders came from their status as role models, 

individuals to be admired, respected, and trusted.  Role models displayed high standards 

of moral and ethical conduct, but were unafraid to take risks.  Together, these features 

made these role models individuals with whom followers could identify; moreover, these 

charismatic people inspired followers to emulate them. The inspirational motivation of 

these leaders came from their ability to cultivate team spirit, communicate clear 

expectations, and induce a strong commitment to goals.  The role of intellectual 

stimulation in these leaders came from their encouragement of followers to identify new 

ways of doing things, while refraining from criticism of the followers if the proposed 

innovations failed.  Lastly, transformational leaders built relationships with followers 

through individual consideration.  These leaders paid close attention to the needs of their 
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followers and act as mentors and coaches.  They managed by walking around, embraced 

individual diversity, and followed up on delegated tasks without the appearance of 

micromanagement. 

 The American Association of Community Colleges has embraced 

transformational leadership because of the many challenges facing two-year colleges 

today.  Fiscal shortfalls, declining enrollments, and challenging state-determined targets 

(such as graduation rates) were cited as reasons to embrace this leadership style in order 

to drive change (Eddy, 2013).  The Nevarez & Wood-Transformational Leadership 

Inventory tool used to evaluate college leaders measured 1) work ethic, 2) 

communication, 3) leading the way, 4) multi-skilled leadership, and 5) affiliate 

development as key indices (Nevarez, Wood, & Penrose, 2013). 

 Work ethic referred to a college leader’s selfless working style, people skills, 

ability to network, and proficiency at getting work done (Nevarez et al., 2013).  Great 

communication addressed the leader’s ability to articulate grandiose values and vision 

both within and without the organization.  The visionary leaders must remain optimistic, 

encouraging achievement of goals, while emanating a sense of hope.  Leading the way 

referred to the leader’s skill in creating a vision and clearly communicating it.  

Multiskilled leadership signified the need for leaders who are versed in the variety of 

systems, styles, and abilities that are part of the community college infrastructure.   The 

Nevarez-Wood transformational leadership skill of affiliate development referred to a 

leader’s capacity to motivate and inspire achievement by others within the organization.  

In their book Leadership Theory and the Community College, they described the 
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importance of these leadership characteristics in college presidents and academic deans 

(Nevarez et al., 2013). 

Leadership in the Higher Education Environment 
 

Buller (2014) pointed out that the models of change management used in business 

are not necessarily effective in institutions of higher learning.  He attributed the 

difficulties to the distributed organization culture and open systems of colleges and 

universities.  In these institutions, he claimed that clearly established needs are critical to 

engage the multiple stakeholders to support change.  His proactive learning culture theory 

for change embraced many of the features described for transformational leaders 

including 1) inclusion of stakeholders, 2) optimism about change, 3) commitment to open 

and transparent communication, 4) embracement of diversity, and 5) comfort with 

change.  Buller (2014) aptly pointed out that “change in higher education is not like a 

guided tour; it’s more like a voyage of discovery” (p. 93).  In these distributed 

organizations, the major risk may be that people will try to divide the change process into 

different silos.  Therefore, the need for leaders that can forge relationships across diverse 

groups has been important in colleges and universities. 

This portion of the literature review has suggested that leadership styles may be 

important for leaders hoping to serve as agents of meaningful change.  In brief, 

transactional leaders utilize contingent rewards to get employees to complete required 

tasks and objectives (Anderson & Sun, 2017; McCleskey, 2014).  One can envision that 

business officers, who engage in multiple interactions in a typical day, could accomplish 

many tasks using transactional skills.  However, McCleskey (2014) pointed out a 

negative relationship between transactional leadership and team innovativeness.  
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Research has suggested that the transformational leadership style consists of a skill set 

that is best suited to drive innovation and organizational change (Burke, 2014; Cawsey, 

Deszca, & Ingols, 2016; Rogers, 2003).  Transformational leaders engage followers to 

accept change by using charisma, inspirational motivation, and intellectual stimulation to 

challenge assumptions and drive creativity with a focus on individual needs.   

Conclusions 
 

This literature review showed drastic changes to community college funding that 

resulted from the 2007-2009 recession.  Despite the economic recovery, many experts 

predicted a permanent shift from the majority of community college funding coming 

from state and local appropriations to an emphasis on revenue coming from grants, 

endowments, and local business/community partnerships.  This paradigm shift was 

particularly difficult when one considers the professional practice setting of community 

colleges.  A review of the literature indicated that this practice setting was highly focused 

on educational excellence and a commitment to low-cost education for local and 

underrepresented community members.  The majority of community college presidents 

were promoted from academic roles and the available literature has indicated that they 

were ill-prepared in financial management.  Individuals trained in traditional business 

methods may be inclined to exercise a transactional leadership style; however, the 

literature examined here suggests that transformational leadership may be more 

applicable to the interactions necessary for today’s community college CBO to maintain 

the financial solvency of his or her school.  Therefore, this review reasonably suggests 

that further research is warranted to understand how CBOs develop and use their 
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leadership skills to ensure the sustainability of community colleges in the face of 

financial challenges. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 

Introduction 
 

This dissertation focused on the leadership skills needed by community college 

officials in order to manage government funding challenges.  Because the literature is 

devoid of leadership studies pertaining to community college CBOs, the purpose of this 

research was the development of a generalized explanation.  Data-based theories of this 

type are what Glaser and Strauss (1967) have termed grounded theory. 

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation was to generate a grounded theory 

regarding the leadership qualities and skills needed by community college CBOs to 

manage financial challenges.  Open-ended interviews with the CBOs, CEOs, and CAOs 

from community colleges were conducted.  The grounded theory developed in this study 

can be used to train and recruit community college CBOs while also helping to enhance 

our understanding of their interactions with leadership teams.  In addition, the validity of 

this leadership theory can be empirically tested during a future recession or economic 

downturn in the United States. 

Roberts (2010) described the criteria for the selection of a methodology for a 

dissertation. Specifically, the researcher should consider the research problem, purpose, 

knowledge base, and data to be collected.  According to Roberts, a quantitative approach 

should begin with a definitive plan and set of hypotheses to be tested, and the data 

collected via tests and questionnaires are generally numerical.  Quantitative studies tend 

to control the research parameters, manipulating an independent variable to determine an 

outcome variable.  In contrast to quantitative studies, qualitative approaches are based on 

the investigation of one or more phenomena (Roberts, 2010).  The selected qualitative 
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methodology, grounded theory, uses data collected from interviews or other observations 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The sought-after outcome of this line of questioning was a 

collection of verbal and nonverbal accounts that was recursively coded into descriptive 

categories to develop a conceptual framework. 

In their seminal grounded theory publication, Glaser and Strauss (1967) pointed to 

what they perceived as a glaring shortcoming of social science research.  In the view of 

Glaser and Strauss, considerable energy was devoted to the verification of current 

theories but little research was being done to establish new theories that were grounded in 

empirical data.  Creswell (2013) suggested that a grounded theory approach can be 

defined by several characteristics: (a) a focus on process that occurs stepwise over time, 

(b) the intention to generate a theory or explanation for this process, (c) the use of memos 

in the development of a theory, (d) utilization of open-ended interviews as the initial form 

of data collection, and (e) data analysis that includes axial and selective coding 

procedures for the purpose of forming a theory grounded in data. 

This study was aimed at generating a grounded theory of community college CBO 

leadership skills and employed an open-ended interview approach to that end.  CBOs, as 

well as the presidents and CAOs that work with them, were interviewed regarding the 

CBOs’ leadership qualities, training, and experiences.  Because previous literature 

contains no unifying explanation or theory regarding CBO leadership skills, the 

information derived from interviews, as well as subsequent coding and analysis, was used 

to generate a grounded theory. 
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Research Question 
 

The following research question was posed:  

 How do community college CBOs develop and use leadership skills to 

navigate through disruptions in government funding? 

Research Design 
 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) defined qualitative research as those study practices 

that produce data not of a statistical (quantitative) nature.  Strauss and Corbin suggested 

many reasons for the use of a qualitative approach, and they recommended this type of 

methodology when a problem has not been extensively examined or is not well 

understood.  The research design for this qualitative study was to develop an overarching 

theoretical explanation based on the empirical findings of CBO leadership skills and 

practices.  That is, a grounded theory for the leadership skills that community college 

CBOs need for dealing successfully with financial uncertainties.  Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) described the following set of attributes: 

 Ability to maintain appropriate distance and critically analyze data 

 Self-recognition of potential bias 

 Capacity to engage in abstract thinking 

 Receptiveness to constructive criticism 

 Sensitivity to verbal and nonverbal responses of research participants 

 Immersion in the research and analysis processes 

The leadership of community college CBOs has not been extensively examined.  

The current lack of a theory for the leadership skills needed by these officers, especially 

during times of uncertain government funding bespeaks the need for a grounded theory 
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approach.  Because no current theories for the aforementioned community college CBO 

leadership skills exist, this research did not test any hypotheses.  Variables were present 

among those individuals and institutions examined because CBOs represent a variety of 

demographic categories and community colleges (i.e., urban and rural) of different sizes 

and operational structures.  Potential confounding, moderating, and mediating factors 

resulting from personal or institutional differences were considered during the analysis 

and coding of interview transcripts.  The resulting grounded theory is expected to have a 

beneficial application to the recruitment, training, and continuing development of 

community college CBOs. 

Participants/Data Sources 
 
 Thomson (2011) reviewed 100 grounded theory studies and found that the 

average sample size was 25.  Further, Thomson recommended conducting 30 interviews 

to obtain rich data.  Therefore, interviews with 10 community college CBOs, 10 CEOs, 

and 10 CAOs at those same institutions were conducted.  The population from which the 

sample was selected consisted of leaders from the 21 public community colleges or 

community college districts in the states of Iowa and Nebraska (see Table 2).  Since the 

leaders of interest in these schools were the colleges’ CBOs, CEOs, and CAOs, the 

population was composed of 63 individuals. 

Documents detailing the proposed study were submitted to the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) of Creighton University, which determined that the study merited 

exempt status (see Appendix B and C).  Initially, email invitations and a study 

information letter were sent to the presidents of each of the 21 community colleges (see 

Appendix D).  Of those 21 invitations, six were acknowledged within the first two weeks 
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with five affirmative responses.  One of the first school presidents to respond declined the 

invitation to participate, and this individual was not contacted again.  The five affirmative 

replies from the college presidents were followed by another email invitation for each 

schools’ CEO, CBO, and CAO.  Arrangements were made to conduct the interviews in 

person at the office of each of the five community colleges. 

Table 2. 
 
Community Colleges and Main Campus Locations 

Community College (or District) Main Campus or Administrative 
Center 

Central Grand Island, NE 
Metropolitan Omaha, NE 
Mid-Plains North Platte, NE 
Northeast Norfolk, NE 
Southeast Lincoln, NE 
Western Nebraska Scottsbluff, NE 
Des Moines Area Ankeny, IA 
Eastern Iowa District Davenport, IA 
Hawkeye Waterloo, IA 
Indian Hills Ottumwa, IA 
Iowa Central Fort Dodge, IA 
Iowa Lakes Estherville, IA 
Iowa Valley District Marshalltown, IA 
Iowa Western Council Bluffs, IA 
Kirkwood Cedar Rapids, IA 
Northeast Iowa Calmar, IA 
North Iowa Area Mason City, IA 
Northwest Iowa Sheldon, IA 
Southeastern West Burlington, IA 
Southwestern Creston, IA 
Western Iowa Technical Sioux City, IA 

 

To obtain a larger research sample, a snowball sampling technique was employed.  

At the conclusion of each interview at this first set of five schools, interviewees were 

asked to contact other community colleges’ officers to communicate the importance of 
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this research.  Through the voluntary intervention of these individuals, the three key 

officers of five additional community colleges agreed to participate in the study.  Once 

again, as the individuals at these five schools assented to participation, email invitations 

and information letters were sent to the CEO, CBO, and CAO of each college (see 

Appendix E and F).  Arrangements were made with each school of this second group and 

personal interviews were conducted on the premises of each community college.  All 

interviews were completed over an eight-week period from mid-April to early June of 

2018.  To maximize the chances of obtaining data saturation from these interviews, 

officials from the 10 schools were interviewed.  The total number of interviews was 29 

because one president was also serving as the interim CAO for one of the colleges. 

Data Collection Tools 
 

Because this research was directed toward the establishment of a grounded theory, 

interviews and observations were the data collection methods of choice (Creswell, 2013; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  As prescribed by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the data 

collection process followed the principles of theoretical sampling, where the researcher 

engages in coding and analyzing data.  In the data analysis stage, the constant 

comparative method allowed the researcher to find agreement and discontinuity within 

the interview data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Glaser and Holton (2004) pointed to the 

importance of the connections made between themes in the eventual development of a 

grounded theory. 

The interview protocols’ initial questions were designed to determine 

demographics of the participants (see Appendix A).  The attributes included the officials’ 

service time in their current role, previous positions held, and educational background.  
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The second group of interview questions were used to elicit information about the 

interactions between the CBOs and a variety of individuals within their departments, 

other parts of the college, and external stakeholders.  Other questions targeted the CBOs’ 

leadership skills.  Of particular importance to this research was the educational 

background and leadership training of these CBOs.  Finally, questions aimed at 

determining the disruptions in government funding that presented financial challenges to 

their community college were asked.  These last interview items also elicited responses 

about leadership skills that had helped CBOs navigate such financial shortfalls. 

Data Collection Procedures 
 

CBOs, CEOs, and CAOs were interviewed face-to-face at their institutions.  For 

nine of the schools, the three interviews were held on a single day.  In one case, the 

president was traveling and had to be interviewed approximately a week after the CAO 

and CBO.  The participants were asked a series of open-ended questions (see Appendix 

A).  All interviews were digitally recorded with the permission of the participants.  

Recorded conversations were submitted to rev.com for transcription within 24 hours of 

the interview.  Transcripts were returned to each participant by e-mail for them to 

confirm the accuracy of the transcription, a procedure known as member-checking 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  After each interview session, I reflected upon the interview 

by writing memos (Sbaraini, Carter, Evan, & Blinkhorn, 2011). 

Data Analysis 
 

All interview transcripts were subjected to initial open coding and in vivo, 

performed line-by-line using MAXQDA software.  This first cycle of coding followed 

the recommendations of Saldaña (2016) and Merriam and Tisdell (2016).  After initial 
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coding of a few transcripts, the transcripts were forwarded to a disinterested peer 

debriefer with an Ed.D. in Leadership and previous experience in qualitative coding.  

Feedback from this peer-debriefer was incorporated into the initial coding of the 

remaining transcripts.  The interviews from the CEOs, CBOs, and CAOs were coded in a 

separate database within MAXQDA to facilitate triangulation of the data for the purpose 

of validating the themes that emerged from the varying viewpoints. 

Second cycle coding was used to place the initial codes into logical broader 

groups.  As described by Strauss and Corbin (1998), axial coding was used to group the 

open and in vivo codes into the categories of “Conditions, Actions/Interactions, and 

Consequences” (p. 128).  Within each of these axial codes, broad categories and 

subcategories were identified to group like codes for further analysis.  There were two 

types of conditions observed within the interview data, those situations unique to the 

specific institution and those states of affairs contributing to disruptions in college 

revenues or budgets.  Actions and interactions also fell into two categories —the 

professional relationships and actions taken by each CBO in balancing the college 

budget, and the leadership skills required of each CBO for maintaining the solvency of 

the school.  The third axial code, consequences, was further subdivided into aftereffects 

that were internal and those outcomes that primarily had an impact external to the 

institution.  Within each category, codes were grouped into four to seven subcategories as 

described in the next chapter. 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggested that a grounded theory cannot be refined 

until major categories are identified that fit a larger theoretical scheme.  To achieve this 

level of categorization, the third cycle of the coding process included the development of 
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selective codes that integrated and refined the data in light of the research question.  The 

two key parts of the research question included disruptions in funding and leadership 

skills needed by CBOs to overcome these difficulties.  Therefore, selective codes related 

to community college revenue and leadership were identified. 

The examination of memos and selective codes led to the emergence of a central, 

core theme:  Financial disruptions require CBOs to have additional leadership skills.  

Further analysis around this core theme resulted in five themes that have been detailed in 

the next chapter.  These themes led to a grounded theory model of CBO leadership 

described in the last chapter.  

Although I have extensive experience teaching in a community college setting, 

my exposure to the financial aspect of community college operations was limited.  For 

this reason, I did not have expectations or experiences that influenced my research.  No 

legal or financial considerations impacted the collection of data.  Triangulation of 

interview data (i.e., lending validity and transferability to research findings) was 

accomplished using peer debriefing by a disinterested third party with an Ed.D. in 

leadership and qualitative research experience, as well as the perspectives on CBO 

leadership by three distinct leaders at each community college. 

Ethical Considerations 
 

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval process was followed.  A 

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) certification was maintained 

throughout the course of the study.  Creighton IRB committee documentation was filed 

and approved prior to study inception.  After IRB approval, participant invitations were 

sent by e-mail to 21 community college presidents.  The Bill of Rights for Research 
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Participants and Information Letter were e-mailed to each of the 29 interviewees (for 

samples of these documents, see Appendix B). 

Ethics remain an utmost concern whenever human subjects are part of a research 

study.  Data were stored securely in a locked file and password-protected computer at the 

researcher’s residence.  Identities of participants was held in strict confidence and keys 

linking any individual to the interview, coding, or other data were stored on a password-

protected computer.  For confidentiality, all colleges and officers were assigned a number 

from one to ten and no names were used in the discussion of results.  For example, the 

first community college visited was named CC1, and its three officers were designated as 

President-1, CBO-1, and CAO-1. 

Summary 
 
 This Dissertation in Practice (DIP) addressed a condition inherent in the 

community college system—the uncertainty of government funding and the ability of 

schools’ CBOs to manage financial shortfalls.  This study utilized data from community 

colleges within Nebraska and Iowa from three key leaders at these institutions: CBOs, 

CAOs, and CEOs.  Interview questions were directed at determining the financial 

difficulties encountered within these institutions, as well as the leadership skills necessary 

to address such difficulties.  Data were qualitatively analyzed using open, axial, and 

selective coding to uncover themes of related to CBO leadership.  Line-by-line open and 

in vivo coding was followed by assignment into the axial codes of conditions, 

actions/interactions, and consequences.  Further groupings of axial codes into categories 

and subcategories led to a central core theme supported by five key themes.  The 
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grounded theory model derived from these themes described the leadership style needed 

by community college CBOs to cope with uncertain financial circumstances and funding. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this dissertation in practice was to address the leadership skills 

needed by community college CBOs to manage financial disruptions at their institutions.  

This qualitative study employed open-ended interview questions to generate a grounded 

theory of community college CBO leadership skills in the context of financial difficulties.  

The goal of this research was to explore financial disruptions at community colleges and 

leadership skills required by CBOs from the perspectives of three key leaders—the 

CBOs, CEOs, and CAO.  The research question addressed in this study was: How do 

community college CBOs develop and use leadership skills to navigate through 

disruptions in government funding? 

This chapter presents the findings of the data analysis.  The chapter was organized 

into four major sections.  The first section describes the research sites, an overview of the 

study participants, and the relationship among the three leaders at each community 

college.  The data analysis section describes the analysis of data from primary (i.e., open 

and in vivo) coding, to axial coding, and finally selective coding.  The third section 

provides a detailed description of the five themes that emerged from the data analysis.  

The chapter concludes with an analysis and synthesis of findings that provides insight 

into the research question and grounded theory. 

Presentation of the Findings 
 
Description of Research Sites 
 
 Ten community colleges, including five from Nebraska and five from Iowa, 

participated (see Table 3).  Seven of the 10 schools were in rural, agricultural 
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communities and three were in larger cities.  The enrollment at these schools ranged from 

1568 to 14,675 full-time equivalents for credit-granting coursework.  Face-to-face 

interviews with the president, CBO, and CAO provided background information on the 

conditions specific to each community college. 

Table 3 
 
Participating Community Colleges 

Community 
College 

Location  Type Enrollment Single or 
Multi-Campus 

1 Nebraska  Rural 6,377 Multi-campus 
2 Iowa Urban 6,547 Single campus 
3 Iowa Rural 2,950 Single campus 
4 Iowa Rural 5,686 Multi-campus 
5 Nebraska Urban 14,675 Multi-campus 
6 Iowa Rural 2,340 Multi-campus 
7 Nebraska Rural 1,836 Multi-campus 
8 Nebraska Rural 2,143 Multi-campus 
9 Iowa Rural 1,568 Single campus 
10 Nebraska Urban 9,392 Multi-campus 

Note: Community Colleges were classified as “Urban” if located in a city or metropolitan 
area with a population of 100,000 or more.  Enrollment statistics are in full-time 
equivalents for credit courses (Compare Community Colleges, 2018). 
 
 

Community College #1 (CC1), located just outside of a small city, had a main 

campus consisting of two buildings.  Most of the classrooms, as well as all administrative 

offices, were located within a single building.  The CBO’s office was down a short 

hallway from the offices of the CAO and president, which were directly across from each 

other.  The second community college (CC2) visited was located on the outskirts of a 

metropolitan area, and the campus consisted of several buildings located near each other.  

The offices of the president, CAO, and CBO were all found in one of the campus 

buildings within a single suite. 
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The third institution (CC3) was a single-campus community college located on 

the edge of a small community and had a large residential dormitory.  The fourth school 

(CC4) had one main campus located in a small city with additional campuses in smaller 

nearby towns.  The main campus consisted of several instructional and administrative 

buildings, as well as residential buildings and athletic facilities on the premises.  

Administrators were housed within a single office building near the center of the campus.   

The fifth college (CC5) was a large community college system consisting of three 

urban campuses and several small satellite centers in the surrounding area.  The sixth 

school studied (CC6) offered courses on five small campuses within a five-county service 

area.  One of the larger campuses was found in the same community as the administrative 

offices, though these offices were contained in an old city hall building approximately 

one and one-half miles from the campus.  School number seven’s (CC7) administrative 

offices were housed in a bank building across the street from the academic buildings of 

the largest of the college’s three campuses.  The offices of all three officers were along 

one short hallway. 

The eighth college (CC8) had three larger campuses, as well as four smaller ones, 

with a footprint extending 18 counties.  The administrative offices of the CEO, CBO, and 

CAO were within a small area in the main building of one of the larger campuses.  The 

ninth community college (CC9) had administrative offices in the heart of the academic 

core of the college situated near the applied technology and nursing programs.  The 

CBO’s office was close to the president’s office while the CAO was located a short 

distance down the corridor.  The tenth college (CC10) served a 15-county region and had 

administrative offices located within the same city as its largest campus located 
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approximately two miles away from the academic buildings.  The CBO’s office was 

tucked in a corner at the far end of the building across from the CEO. 

Overview of Study Participants 
 
 Twenty-nine community college administrators participated in the study.  This 

included 10 chief business officers from each of the 10 community colleges (see Table 

4).  Among the 10 CBOs interviewed, the average length of time in their position was just 

under eight years.  The most recent promotion to CBO came just two years prior to this 

research while the CBO with the longest tenure had 23 years at the helm.  Five of the 10 

CBOs had a master’s degree while the remaining half had a bachelor’s degree.  Each of 

the 10 CBOs had at least one undergraduate or graduate degree in business, business 

administration, finance, and/or accounting.  In addition to their other degrees, two of the 

CBOs had an associate’s degree from the community college where they were employed.  

Two of the CBOs also possessed Certified Public Accountant (CPA) certification, a 

reflection of their earlier careers outside of the academic realm. 

  



LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY COLLEGE CBO 55
 

Table 4 

Chief Business Officer Demographics 

Community 
College 

Years as 
CBO 

Education Sex Location prior 
to become 
CBO 

1 4 years B.S. Music Education 
M.B.A. 

M External 
Business 

2 3 years CC Associates Degree 
B.S. Finance/Accounting 
M.B.A. 

M Internal 

3 10 years B.A. Accounting, Finance, Banking F Internal 
4 7 years B.S. Accounting F Internal 
5 23 years B.S. Business Economics, 

Accounting 
M Internal 

6 2 years CC Associates Degree 
B.S. Accounting 

M Internal 

7 10 years B.S. Business 
M.B.A. 

M External K-12 

8 5 years B.A. Business Administration 
M.S. Accounting 

M Internal 

9 10 years B.A. Business Administration 
C.P.A. 
Attended Law School 

M External 
Business 

10 5 years B.S. Accounting 
C.P.A. 
M.B.A. 

F External 
Business 

Note: B.S. means Bachelor of Science Degree, B.A. means Bachelor of Arts Degree, 
M.B.A. means Master’s in Business Administration, and CC means Community College. 

 

Four of the 10 CBOs interviewed were hired directly from outside the community 

college.  One of those had been a worker’s compensation coordinator for eight years, then 

a chief financial officer for eight years immediately prior to taking the college CBO 

position.  Another CBO spent 30 years working in finance in the public school system, 

state department of education, and governor’s budget office before accepting the 

community college job.  A third individual had been a public accountant and head of 

finance for a candy company, then a hospital administrator before applying for the CBO 
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position.  The fourth CBO hired directly from outside the college had spent the previous 

15 years working as a financial accountant in the energy industry.  Each of the other six 

CBOs had worked his or her way up through the ranks at the college, most having roles 

in the controller or business office while one had been in admissions and financial aid.  

Six of the 10 CBOs had long careers at a single community college that ranged from 10 

to 40 years. With respect to the sex of CBOs in this research, three of the 10 CBOs 

interviewed are female.  The educational attainment of female CBOs was similar to that 

of male CBOs, with all three of these individuals having bachelor’s degrees in a finance- 

or business-related field, and one possessing a Master’s in Business Administration.  The 

three female CBOs fall toward the middle of the tenure range, having held their current 

position for five to 10 years.  

Each of the CEOs from these 10 colleges were also interviewed.   These 

individuals had an average tenure of eight years, which ranged from four months to 23 

years (see Table 5).  President-1 was the newest to the position but had previously served 

as the president of one of the college’s campuses.  This president reported significant 

overlap with the CBO in monitoring budgets at satellite campuses.  President-2 had the 

longest tenure at 23 years and believed in delegating daily operations to his officers, so 

that he could focus on fund-raising, strategic-planning, and political roles.  Eighty percent 

of the presidents had doctoral training and one also had a Master’s in Business 

Administration (M.B.A.).  President-8, who held an M.B.A., had been the CBO for nearly 

a decade before ascending to his new role as CEO.  Two of the 10 community college 

presidents in this research are female, and both of these individuals have engaged in 

doctoral-level education, even though one truncated her degree work prior to completion 
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of a doctoral dissertation.  The educational attainment of these two female executives is 

similar to the male presidents studied in this dissertation research.  As observed with the 

CBOs in the study, the female presidents’ tenures of seven and nine years were neither 

the longest nor shortest tenures among the presidents studied. 

Table 5 
 
President and Chief Academic Officer Demographics 

Community 
College 

President 
Tenure 

President 
Doctoral 
Degree 

Sex CAO 
Tenure 

CAO 
Doctoral 
Degree 

Sex 

1 4 months Yes M 10 years Yes F 
2 23 years Yes M 4 years Yes F 
3 4.5 years Yes M 1.5 years A.B.D. 

(M.B.A.) 
M 

4 9 years Yes M 4 months  
(interim 
position) 

* * 

5 9 years No M 3 years Yes M 
6 9 years A.B.D. F 9 months No M 
7 8 years Yes M 2.5 years Yes F 
8 6.5 years No 

(M.B.A.) 
M 8 years Yes F 

9 7 years Yes F 7 years Yes M 
10 4 years Yes M 25 years Yes M 

Note: A.B.D. means completed All Doctoral training but not Dissertation, M.B.A. means 
Master’s in Business Administration.  * CC4 CAO position currently held by president. 
 
 

Each of the CAOs at the 10 schools were also interviewed.  However, at one 

school, the president was serving as the interim CAO.  Therefore, the total number of 

study participants was 29 instead of 30.  The CAOs averaged six years in their role with a 

range of four months to 25 years (see Table 3).  Similar to the finding for the presidents, 

89% of the individuals had doctoral training and one held an M.B.A.  However, CAO-3, 

who holds the M.B.A., stated that the role related almost exclusively to academic affairs 
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and not the finances of the college.  The interactions between the CBOs and these two 

officials also provided important insights.  Of the nine full-time CAOs interviewed, four 

are female.  Some distinctions between male and female CAOs in the study can be 

observed from the demographic data – the four female CAOs have each earned a 

doctorate (in contrast to the five male CAOs, only three of whom have completed all 

doctoral degree requirements).  Female CAOs in this research study had the neither the 

longest nor the shortest tenures in their current position. 

 CBO and president relationships. The community college CBOs interviewed 

reported having a close working relationship with the college’s president.  Each of these 

finance officers had an office near that of the president, which facilitating frequent 

meetings with the CEO.  In most of the colleges, the presidents did not have a business 

background, so the CBO provided the financial expertise.  President-3 and president-4 

indicated that the CBO was the president’s closest partner in managing the college.  The 

CBO was left in charge of the college whenever the president was absent from the 

campus, according to president-5. 

President-8 described a construction project where the CBO led the way and the 

president reported progress to the CBO.  The presidents and the CBOs maintained a 

variety of co-responsibilities, including budgets, hiring, long-range planning, and other 

financial matters.  Questions posed to CAOs confirmed the frequency of these CBO-

president interactions and the involvement of the CBO in all matters relating to the 

college’s finances. 

 CBO and CAO relationships. The relationships between the CBO and CAO, as 

described by each of the officers interviewed, varied widely.  Due to a lack of experience 
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in an educational setting, some of the CBOs viewed their connection to the CAO as a 

mentorship or partnership.  As described by CBO-10: “I guess I'm fairly new to the 

education field … (The CAO) has a lot of experience … (and serves as a) sounding board 

just to bounce ideas off …”  The closest relationship was detailed by CBO-8, who 

remarked:   

(The CAO) and I are good friends. Our offices are really close. (The CAO) has 

been my confidante. If I just need to vent, I'll go to (the CAO). But our working 

relationship is, I would say, very strong … I interact with (the CAO) on almost a 

daily basis. Sometimes we have questions. Sometimes it's just, “Let's go have 

lunch.” Those sorts of things. But, we have a great working relationship. 

Other CBO/CAO relationships were on an as-needed basis, interacting on matters 

that involved facilities, equipment, or faculty hiring.  As the CBO of CC1 explained: “I 

really stay out of (the CAO’s) way for most things.”  The lines for CAO-CBO interaction 

were drawn by CBO-2, stating that the CBO would be involved in academic personnel 

and budget issues but not in matters related to curriculum.  CC1’s CBO recounted times 

when the people in the academic area were forced into creating a business plan for their 

proposed changes and that “one of the things that traditionally-academic people don't do 

very well is they don't actually tie money to it.”  The CAO and CBO needed to work well 

together, according to CBO-6, because about 78% of that college’s budget covers salaries 

and benefits for employees.  A similar figure was related by CBO-10, who indicated that 

80% of the college budget is personnel dedicated to instruction. 
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Data Analysis 
 
 The interviews were conducted between April 2018 and June 2018.  All 

interviews were recorded with verbal permission of the participants and sent to a third-

party transcription service.  Following transcription, the documents were reviewed by the 

researcher for spelling errors or other inaccuracies like slang, acronyms, or proper names 

not understood by the transcriber.  Then interview transcripts were returned to each 

interviewee who was then asked to check for accuracy and suitability.  A few minor 

corrections were received and incorporated into the documents used for analysis.  This 

procedure, known as member-checking, supported the validity and credibility of the 

research (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

All interview transcripts and subsequent data derived from the analysis were 

maintained on the researcher’s personal computer that was always password protected.  

The transcripts were uploaded to MAXQDA software for coding and analysis.  The 

CEOs, CBOs, and CAOs’ transcripts were coded in separate database files to allow for 

comparison.   This provided an opportunity to triangulate the data, which Roberts (2010) 

indicated as a way to ensure internal validity.  The process of coding utilized three 

separate cycles—open coding, axial coding, and selective coding—as recommended for 

grounded theory by Strauss and Corbin (1998). 

First Cycle Coding 

All interview transcripts were initially coded line-by-line using open and in vivo 

codes.  This process followed the recommendations of Saldaña (2016) and Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016).  After initial coding of a few transcripts, a disinterested peer debriefer 

with an Ed.D. in Leadership and experience in qualitative coding was asked to do parallel 
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coding.  Input from the peer debriefer resulted in a few minor adjustments to the coding 

process.  The first cycle of coding resulted in 1674 codes, 803 codes, and 1192 codes 

from the CBOs, CAOs, and CEOs respectively.  This overwhelmingly large number of 

codes had to be grouped by a second round of coding to consolidate information into 

logical groupings for review. 

Second Cycle Coding 

The second round of coding was used to place the initial codes into logical 

broader groups.  Strauss and Corbin (1998) recommended that grounded theory should be 

axial coded into “Conditions, Actions/Interactions, and Consequences” (p. 128).  Table 6 

shows the number of open and in vivo codes that were placed in each of these axial 

codes. 

 Table 6 
 
Coding Summary 

College Officer Initial Codes Axial Codes 
Conditions          Actions/Interactions    
Consequences 

CBO 1418 433 902 83 
President 1039 237 751 51 
CAO 758 147 582 29 
Totals 3215 817 2235 163 

Note: This table is limited to unique codes and does not count how many times a code 
may have recurred within a document. 

  
 

This breakdown was particularly useful for addressing the research question, because it 

allowed the researcher to discern conditions at the college that drove actions and 

interactions that had consequences.  Extensive review and memoing resulted in the 
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refinement of each axial code into two major categories.  Within each category, codes 

were sorted into four to seven subcategories based on subject matter (see Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1. Axial coding categories and subcategories. 
 

Third Cycle Coding 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) pointed out that a grounded theory cannot be refined 

until major categories are identified that fit a larger theoretical scheme.  To achieve this 

level of categorization, the next step in the coding process was the development of 

selective codes that integrated and refined the data in the context of the research question.  

The two key parts of the research question were disruptions in funding and the leadership 

skills needed by CBOs to overcome these difficulties.  Therefore, selective codes related 

to community college revenue and leadership were identified (see Table 7).  However, 

because leadership must be considered in the context of social interactions, codes related 

to CBO interactions were developed.  Lastly, the sources of leadership training for CBOs 
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were identified for selective codes.  The identified selective codes were populated with 

relevant first cycle codes for further analysis. 

 

Table 7 

Selective Codes Based on Context of Research Question 

Context Selective Codes 
Revenue Disruptions Cuts in state funding 
 Decreasing enrollment driving lower tuition revenue 
 Disrupted property tax revenue 
 Decreases in Federal programs 
 Increasing operational costs 
  
Responses to Revenue 
Difficulties 

Cuts in expenses to balance budgets 

 Cuts in staffing to balance budgets 
 Program cuts to balance budgets 
 Property tax increases to balance budgets 
 Tuition increases to balance budgets 
 New sources of revenue to balance budgets 
  
CBO Interactions Diversity of CBO roles 
 CBO Interactions with president and CAO 
 CBO internal community college interactions 
 CBO interactions with external stakeholders 
  
CBO Leadership Skills CBO transparency and communication skills 
 CBO teamwork 
 CBO people skills 
 CBO vision and strategy 
 CBO decision-making and change management 
  
Leadership Training Formal education 
 Mentorship and on-the job experiences  
 On-the job experience 
 External conferences and seminars 
 Self-help 
 Leadership training at the community college 
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The process of coding and analysis resulted in an in-depth understanding of the ongoing 

revenue disruptions at community colleges, the responses to these problems that require 

changing interactions for CBOs, and how these factors can affect the leadership skills 

needed by successful CBOs.  The examination of memos and selective codes led to the 

emergence of a central core theme: Financial disruptions require additional leadership 

skills in CBOs. 

Themes 
 
 Five broad themes emerged from the data analysis.  The first two themes relate to 

the causes of revenue problems and the solutions to solve them at these community 

colleges.  The next two themes center on the impact of these solutions on the roles and 

interactions of CBOs and the leadership attributes that are viewed as critical to success in 

the face of revenue disruptions.  Finally, the sources of leadership training for CBOs were 

explored. 

Theme One: Revenue Problems at Community Colleges Require CBO Leadership 
 

The financial disruptions at community colleges were explored by asking 

participants to list the three most challenging financial circumstances that the school has 

encountered (Q17 for CBOs and Q13 for Presidents and CAOs in Appendix A).  Table 8 

shows the selective codes and representative initial codes that were derived from this line 

of questioning.  Most of these responses were directed to disruptions that affected 

incoming revenue for the community college.  However, the increasing costs for school 

operation that are outside of the control of the college and exacerbate the problems 

created by revenue short-falls were also apparent. 
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Table 8 

Theme One: Revenue Problems at Community Colleges Require CBO Leadership 
 
Selective Code Example Open/in vivo Codes 
Cuts in state funding De-appropriations of state funds in 3 of last 4 years 
 All groups competing for state funding are out for 

themselves 
Decreasing enrollment driving 
lower tuition revenue 

Top financial challenge - declining enrollment 
Rural CCs really had to tighten belts due to enrollments 

Disrupted property tax revenue Environment won't tolerate property tax increases 
Sagebrush rebellion against higher property taxes 

Decreases in Federal programs More requests for federal funds than available funds 
Grant funding has dried up 

Increasing operational costs CC product costs more than CC receives in return 
 Increased costs in areas CC cannot control 

Notes: All Selective Codes in this table were categorized as “Conditions” in Axial 
Coding; “CC” refers to “community college” 
 

This line of questioning confirmed the three revenue streams funding community 

colleges: state funding, property tax revenue, and tuition (see Figure 2).  President-9 

pointed out that Iowa community colleges were originally planned to be “a third, a third, 

a third,” funded one-third by state funds, one-third by property tax revenue, and one-third 

by tuition.  The theoretical Nebraska community college “three-legged stool” was 

reported by CBO-8 to be 40% state funding, 40% property tax funding, and 20% tuition.  

Changes in the funding levels for any of the three legs were reported to be a major 

challenge for CBOs to keep the stool upright. 
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Figure 2. Three-legged stool model of community college revenue. 
 

 

The results from the question regarding disruptions appeared in the axial coding 

subset of “Conditions” and fell into four sub-categories related to revenue.  Respondents 

often did not list the stated disruptions in any order of priority.  Therefore, the frequency 

of coded comments in each of the three categories was used to rank the relative 

importance (see Table 9).  Based on the number of codes, disruptions were ranked in the 

following order: (1) cuts in state funding, (2) decreasing enrollment driving lower tuition 

revenue, (3) disruptions to revenue from property taxes, and (4) lower Federal funding.  

CBOs, Presidents, and CAOs all shared concerns over cuts in state funding with the 

highest frequency of codes.  However, CBO perspectives on the importance of federal 

funding was not an area of emphasis for CEOs and CAOs.  The relative importance of 

these disruptions varied by school.  The findings under these four selective codes, plus 

the disruptions coded under increasing operational costs have been described below. 

T
uition

 

Community College Revenue 
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Table 9 
 
Frequency of Conditions Codes Related to Revenue Disruptions 

Code Source 
Code Subcategories 

CBOs Presidents CAOs Total 
(Rank) 

Cuts in State Funding 93 56 39 188 (First) 
Decreasing Enrollment 
(Lower Tuition Revenue) 

38 21 13 72 (Second) 

Disrupted Property Tax 
Revenue 

21 13 17 51 (Third) 

Lost Federal Programs 21 5 3 29 (Fourth) 
Note:  The number of codes in each axial coding subcategory was tallied and totals were 
used to rank order the importance of the reported revenue disruptions. 

 
 
Cuts in state funding. All respondents listed cuts in state funding as an ongoing 

disruption to their revenue stream.  The state cuts over the past few years ranged from 1% 

to 4% of the budget.  President-7 reported that state aid had decreased from 52% of the 

budget to 46%.  The state funding cuts were particularly disruptive because they often 

occurred mid-year, leaving colleges scrambling to move money from other sources to 

fund fixed costs like salaries.  President-5 said, “cuts in state aid… can be devastating” 

and president-8 pointed out that even a small mid-year cut of “just under $200,000 … 

less than six-tenths of one percent” required some adjustments.  For the CBOs, the 

uncertainty of state revenue makes budget planning difficult.  Unpredictable state funding 

“makes it a little tougher to set tuition,” according to CBO-2. 

In addition to losing state funds for their operating budget, several schools 

reported the loss of state money earmarked for infrastructure and building projects.  The 

state de-appropriations were believed to be driven by a depressed agricultural economy, 

poor population growth, and delayed economic recovery from the recession, all of which 

have resulted in lower state revenue.  In addition, community colleges remain in 
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competition for state dollars needed to fund K-12 schools, health and human resource 

initiatives, and prisons.  Even if the state economy improved, there was a general feeling 

that community colleges would not get more funding.  Groups attempting to acquire state 

funding remain in competition, stated CBO-8, who remarked that “everybody’s looking 

out for themselves.”  This CBO expounded that every state agency was hit with an initial 

4% cut, but K-12 funding is “sacrosanct”. 

Another ongoing change reported was the shift from general state funding to state 

funding that targets specific programs.  A recent development, in the opinion of CBO-9, 

was that “revenue stream producers,” including the state, were now defining how 

community colleges need to spend money.  Whether state funding disruptions were the 

top revenue problem at any given CC was dependent on the health of the other two 

revenue streams: tuition and property taxes.  For example, CBO-2 stated that “changes 

into my credit hours, my enrollments, is more of an impact than state [cuts].”  Although 

CBO-10 is the financial chief of an urban campus, this individual pointed out that state 

funding changes are challenging for each of Nebraska’s colleges, which are dealing with 

decreased enrollment and lower property tax revenue.  

President-9 bemoaned the impact of lost state funds, saying, “We're still not back 

at the level … [of] 2008 or '10.  We're still not back up to speed.”  President-9 pointed out 

that his school “can’t depend on the state to be there,” so they “need to figure out another 

model” to replace the existing revenue model.  This sentiment was echoed by CBO-4 

saying “I don't see [lower state aid] changing in the future, so that's very frustrating.”  

Another CBO (CBO-9) predicted that they would need to balance tuition increases 

(“supplemental aid”) to offset lower state funding.  The competition for state funds and 
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concerns over state sources of revenue was echoed by all participants.  President-10 

pointed out that it could get worse because a bill aiming to close all state community 

colleges was introduced in the Nebraska legislature.  

Decreasing enrollments driving lower tuition revenue. One finding was 

revenue disruptions caused by decreasing enrollments at all (Iowa CCPHSE, 2010; 

IOWA CCPHSE, 2017; Nebraska’s CCPE, 2018) schools participating in the study.  

Enrollment at these community colleges rapidly increased in 2009-2010 due to lost jobs 

and the need for retraining due to the recession.  The CBO of a larger urban college 

(CBO-10) pointed to depressed enrollments since 2011 “as a trend in all of the six 

community colleges in Nebraska.”  Other community colleges reported declining 

enrollments beginning in 2012 or 2013.  One observation made by CAO-2 was that 

“declining enrollment…is rampant in the Midwest” community colleges.  Multiple 

factors were cited as the cause for lower community college enrollments: (a) flat or 

declining populations, (b) low unemployment, (c) competition for students, and (d) an 

anti-higher education sentiment driven by high debt burdens among college students. 

President-4 attributed some lowering in enrollments to the fact that many 

manufacturing jobs do not require as much higher education: “I bet 70% of jobs within 

our region require a two-year degree or less.”  Rural colleges were the most vocal in 

stating concerns over lower enrollments.  President-6 said “we’re facing some declining 

enrollment in the rural parts of the state and actually in the rural parts of the Midwest.”  

President-4 added that “rural areas are not growing in population the way that metro areas 

are”.  This was echoed by CBO-6 who pointed out that K-12 school enrollments are also 

shrinking in rural areas.  One CBO blamed the lack of Federal Pell grants as contributing 
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to lower enrollment.  Another CBO pointed out that lost funding for Upward Bound 

programs affected their ability to attract first generation students to the community 

college.  The CAO of one of these schools said that changes in Title IV financial aid 

funds are a challenge for enrollments.  Regardless of the cause of lower enrollment, the 

outcome has been less revenue from tuition for all of these community colleges. 

Disrupted property tax revenue. The reports of disruptions to state funding and 

tuition revenue were followed by a discussion of the third leg of the revenue stool—

property taxes.  One CBO (CBO-8) stated that 46% of their funding comes from property 

taxes while another (CBO-4) reported only 5% of revenue from this source.  These are 

two rural schools, but the one with high property tax revenue is in Nebraska while the 

other one is in Iowa.  One CAO (CAO-7) pointed out that property tax revenues have 

been lower because of loss of industry and lower property values.  President-1 stated that 

property valuations are leveling in their area, so he expects future challenges for this 

source of revenue.  President-7 from a rural school, pointed out that they have a lot of 

non-irrigated grassland with very low valuation, so this will never be a big source of 

revenue.  Additionally, state rollbacks on commercial property taxes have hurt revenue. 

Many of these school officials discussed the potential use of property taxes to 

offset the lost revenue from state funding and lower enrollment.  President-10 said that 

this particular college had not yet maximized its capital tax levy and viewed a levy 

increase as an option.  Multiple respondents pointed out resistance from constituents, the 

College Board, and even the state to any proposed increases in property tax levies.  In 

fact, Nebraska schools reported significant pressure to reduce property taxes.  Property 

taxes in Nebraska are too high according to CBO-8, and CBO-7 echoed this sentiment, 
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reporting that there is a “Sagebrush rebellion” in rural areas against raising property 

taxes.  In the view of CBO-7, agriculture has been bearing the brunt of the property tax 

burden with out-of-line farm land valuations.  The pressure to reduce property taxes has 

led to discussions at the state level about removing the power of community colleges to 

levy taxes. 

Decreases in Federal programs. The final disruption to funding identified was 

decreases in federal programs.  CBOs were the most vocal in pointing out the difficulties 

from loss of federal grants that provided three to five years of support for specific 

programs.  While some federal programs still exist, there has been a trend toward more 

stringent requirements to qualify for grants, as well as more requests than available funds.  

CBOs and presidents also reviewed the impact of reduced financial aid programs like Pell 

grants for tuition assistance that hurt enrollments.  One CAO (CAO-7) reported that their 

school lost federal funds for Adult Basic Education and General Equivalency 

Development programs.  The CAO (CAO-3) of a smaller rural school pointed out that 

“just in the last year there have been a lot of scares as far as even funding for things like 

TRIO, Perkins…which would be pretty shattering for some of our student population, for 

the college in general.” 

Increasing operational costs. The discussions about revenue disruptions elicited 

comments about the sustainability of the colleges, in light of flat or declining revenue 

accompanied by increasing costs.   CBOs pointed out that there were increased costs in 

many areas that colleges cannot control like facilities, computers, utilities, and books.  

The community colleges participating in this study reported that 60% to 80% of their 

budget was devoted to salaries and fringe benefits.  Many community colleges mentioned 
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the need to raise salaries, as negotiated by collective bargaining or the need to retain or 

attract talent, made it very difficult to balance budgets.  On top of salaries, the increasing 

costs for benefits such as insurance were leaving schools with no choice but to decrease 

headcount.  In many cases, the colleges were managing budget imbalances through 

attrition—by not replacing personnel who leave or retire. 

Another finding was that the increased use of government program funding grants 

and donations to fund community colleges.  These sources of revenue require additional 

reports and tracking of finances that are putting additional requirements on business 

offices.  One CBO (CBO-9) reminisced that he used to just keep track of a single general 

fund, which was preferred because they were “able to use it more strategically”.  Now he 

must keep track of spending for numerous specific projects and grants that require 

separate annual reports.  The additional accountability required by new state and 

foundation sources of funding necessitated additional staff resources and costs in 

business offices that were not anticipated.  The disruptions in revenue sources, plus 

increasing operational costs, have required community colleges to take various actions to 

balance their budgets. 

Theme Two: Changes in Community College Revenue Sources Need New 
Leadership 
 
 The second theme identified from the interviews revolved around the ways that 

community colleges attempted to balance their budgets in response to disruptions.  The 

actions and interactions that resulted from these disruptions fell into six selective codes 

(Table 10).  The first response of most schools was to cut expenses but because most of 

the budget is tied up in employment costs, many schools had to resort to cuts in staffing, 

which impacted program offerings.  In most cases, cutting expenses was insufficient and 
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schools had to look at raising tuition or property tax levies in order to balance the budget.  

Lastly, many colleges reported pursuing other sources of funding in order to avoid 

increasing tuition or property taxes. 

 

Table 10 
 
Theme Two: Changes in Community College Revenue Sources Need New Leadership 
 
Selective Code Example Open/in vivo Codes 
Cuts in expenses to balance 
budgets 

State budget cuts necessitated trimming of budget 
Reserves have been tapped to counter state cuts 

Cuts in staffing to balance 
budgets 

Reduced staffing due to declining enrollment and state 
cuts 
70% of CC budget is personnel, so budget cuts are 
people cuts 

Program cuts to balance 
budgets 

CC forced to close more programs than in the past 
Budget constraints eliminated more programs in last 6-
7 years 

Property tax increases to 
balance budgets 

Keeping tuition low means increasing property taxes 
Kept doors open by raising property taxes 

Tuition increases to balance 
budgets 

Tuition increases are long-term consequence of 
disruptions 
Once increased, tuition does not go back down 

New sources of revenue to 
balance budgets 

CC just got first credit rating because CC had not 
borrowed before 

 CC passed bond to repair buildings and upgrade 
electrical 

Note: All Selective Codes in this table were categorized as “Consequences” in Axial 
Coding 

 

Cuts in expenses to balance budgets. The first response to revenue declines for 

some community colleges was to use funds held in reserve.  However, due to limitations 

in these reserves, CBO-8 reported there was “a lot of putting out fires” to balance the 

budgets.  After reserves were exhausted, community colleges looked to find places to 

reduce expenses.  The current situation at these colleges was summed up by president-3 

who said that “since December of 2103, we’ve reduced our spending by 10%”.  The easy 
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places to reduce spending includes cutting travel, eliminating planned events, delaying 

the purchase of new equipment, and postponing repairs or upgrades to facilities.  The 

message relayed to college staff by CBO-8 was “if you don’t need it, don’t buy it this 

year”.  Most of these colleges reported that their staff responded well to the call to trim 

expenses.  It was evident that these cuts required teamwork and buy-in from throughout 

the institution.  However, with the majority of community college expenses driven by 

employment costs, most schools were also forced to make staff reductions. 

Cuts in staffing to balance budgets. Schools reported that they have handled 

reductions in staff by not replacing positions when vacated.  Mid-year funding cuts were 

sometimes handled by a cut back on hourly employee work hours, since salaried 

employees under contract could not be cut.  An additional complication occurred if 

employees were hired for a specific program funded by a grant.  President-3 reported that 

“when staff is funded by a finite grant, absorbing them is tough” when the grant is lost.  

Reductions in staff or hours necessitated restructuring and reassignment of work to 

different people or departments. 

Despite staffing reduction by attrition, multiple schools projected that they would 

need to move toward layoffs in the next few years.  An observation made by CBO-2 was 

that outsiders think staffing is simple because there is a formula for determining faculty 

numbers based on enrollment.  However, staff reductions impact services and 

instructional programs, so the process is not straightforward.  Once a faculty position at a 

rural school is cut, it is not easy to get back, because recruitment of quality instructors to 

these colleges is difficult.  Cuts in faculty positions have long-term consequences for 

schools, according to multiple CAOs interviewed.  As a result, CBOs seem to be at the 
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center of “tough personnel decisions” that are difficult because of the “long-term 

consequence to the person who’s cut” (CBO-2).  Reductions in faculty must be 

considered in conjunction with the priority programs offered by the college. 

 Program cuts to balance budgets. Multiple schools reported that they have 

closed low enrollment programs in response to lower funding.  In the estimation of CBO-

9, “budget constraints eliminated more programs in the last six to seven years”.  Several 

respondents expressed concerns that program cuts adversely affect students and can hurt 

future enrollment.  Interviewees also pointed out that historical enrollment alone cannot 

be used to make decisions on program offerings.  Instead, the college leaders and its 

board must prioritize programs based on the school’s strategic plan and the needs of the 

surrounding community.  Efforts to reduce expenses were not sufficient for all schools to 

balance their budgets and many had to increase other sources of revenue in response to 

state funding cuts. 

Property tax increases to balance budgets. Multiple colleges reported that they 

were forced to raise property taxes in order to keep the doors open, to protect key training 

programs, and to modernize.  However, other schools reported that their governing 

boards or state governments were preventing the use of property tax increases to offset 

losses from other sources of funding.  For example, President-8 commented that “It was 

pretty unnerving sitting in those board meetings and listening to 35 of 40 people 

protesting your half a penny increase in levy when we're only four to five percent of the 

total pie.”  In another case, President-6 stated that they were hurt because the state also 

did a property tax rollback … for commercial property.”  In rural areas, property tax 

revenue can be a small proportion of the budget; as pointed out by CBO-4 “our property 
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tax (revenue), it’s about 5%.”  President-1 pointed out the problem for his school when 

he said, “we've been able to utilize property taxes but we know that now that property 

valuation is maybe starting to level, and even go down.”  As a result, multiple 

respondents believed that property tax increases would be unlikely to solve their financial 

problems. 

 Tuition increases to balance budgets. Every school reported that they had 

increased tuition in response to revenue shortfalls.  CBOs pointed out that schools must 

raise tuition because they cannot control enrollment or state cuts in funding.  President-9 

bemoaned that they now get “over half [of funding] from student tuition, which we cry 

about because putting it on the backs of students is never what you want to do.”  Other 

schools reported that tuition was now up to 60% of their income.  The higher education 

debt from four-year schools is excessive, but CAO-2 pointed out that “even community 

colleges are leaving students with too much debt”.  As a reminder of the critical nature of 

a CBO’s financial vigilance, CBO-2 stated that “you never decrease tuition or very 

seldom, so the second you make that decision, it’s there.”  Along these lines, multiple 

respondents expressed concerns that raising tuition would make community college too 

expensive and limit accessibility for the intended population of low-income, first 

generation college students.  The concerns over raising tuition resulted in many 

community colleges venturing into new sources of revenue. 

New sources of revenue to balance budgets. Multiple colleges reported new 

bonds or bank loans to pay for upgrades to existing facilities and new buildings.  Some 

schools stated that dealing with debt was a new experience that required outside 

consultants.  Other schools reported the use of capital campaigns to secure donations to 
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pay for all or part of new facilities.  These efforts were usually coordinated through a 

college foundation board that works with the community and local businesses.  In 

addition, some respondents reported partnerships with K-12 schools and local colleges or 

university to share facility and equipment expenses.  New sources for operating expenses 

were also reported in these interviews. 

Partnerships with local businesses and grants for specific programs from external 

non-profit organizations were reported as ways to fund new programs at some schools.  

One difficulty with these sources of funding was the need for matching funds or the 

limited time frame (i.e., one to three years) that funds are committed.  Applications for 

state or federal grants funding specific initiatives like Homeland Security programs were 

also cited as a source of revenue.  However, many respondents felt that such grants would 

be hit-or-miss and could not be relied on for sustainable long-term solutions.  All of these 

new sources of revenue appear to require significant interactions between community 

colleges and external stakeholders. 

Theme Three:  Revenue Disruptions Change CBO’s Interactions and Leadership 
Needs 
 
 The headcount constraints driven by disrupted revenue streams seem to have 

expanded the responsibilities of CBOs to extend well-beyond a focus on business and 

accounting.  This was most evident at rural schools.  In addition, the multi-pronged 

approaches to overcome disruptions are driving additional interactions between CBOs 

with additional internal and external stakeholders.  Table 11 presents the selective codes 

used to support this theme.  
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Table 11 

Theme Three: Revenue Disruptions Change CBO’s Interactions and Leadership Needs 
 
Selective Code Example Open/in vivo Codes 
Variety of CBO roles Diverse responsibilities due to small institution size 
 CBO interacts with outside entities 
CBO Interactions with 
president and CAO 

CBO & CAO interact over funding & finance issues 
CBO & President hold each other accountable 

CBO internal community 
college interactions 

Lots of meetings to maintain interdepartmental 
collaboration 
CBO visiting department members builds relationships 
with them 

CBO interactions with 
external stakeholders 

CBO is 100% responsible for dealing with bond issues 
CBO provides updates on finances to Board monthly 

Note: Selective codes in this table were categorized as “Actions/Interactions” in Axial 
Coding 
 
 

Variety of CBO roles. The question “How is your time allotted in a typical 

week?” provided insights into their diverse roles.  For example, the first CBO 

interviewed (CBO-1):  

Well, I'm going to say that I don't really have a typical week. Usually I know that 

I'm going to be spending a lot of time on anything that's not on my calendar is 

what I'm going to be spending my time on, because everything on the calendar is 

going to be canceled or changed by that time. 

Although this seemed an unusual observation at the time, the second CBO 

interviewed described an even more manic agenda: 

Oh boy, depends on the week. Honestly, I can come to work thinking I've got 

three or four projects I want to get done and next thing I know, I've got an HR 

issue, I've got a variety of different things, I get an email, I get a phone call and 

my day could be totally changed. But in general, probably a couple hours working 

on ... again, depending on the time of the month, whether I'm preparing for a 



LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY COLLEGE CBO 79
 

board meeting, whether time of the year depending on, do I have ... tomorrow I've 

got faculty negotiations and engineer staff negotiations, a couple different 

lawsuits in process, pertinent little things. But just a lot of ... it depends, okay? I 

don't know a better way to describe it than that. 

The third CBO, an experienced individual with 10 years at the helm and 40 years 

working at the same institution, expressed similar sentiments by saying, “No such thing 

as a typical week.  This time of year we're working with budgets for the new year, the 

year end results, and where we're going to end up the year … It's different every week.”  

By the time the fourth CBO interview was conducted, this response was not a surprise: 

There is not a typical week … I oversee our business office, human resources, 

physical facilities, our information services, which is the programming, our 

student system, the database of our student system, and then our tech department 

which is the networking of our phones, the computers, and so forth. So, one week 

… it could be a lot of time with the human resources ... We had a general 

obligation bond pass, and so I'll be spending a lot of time with that coming up. 

 The fifth CBO, another seasoned veteran, was the first to express a genuine liking 

for the unpredictable and varied slate of responsibilities.  When asked the time allotment 

question, this financial officer mentioned financial aid, college foundation accounting, 

facilities, and purchasing, but went on to say, “That's why what I like about it, I guess, is 

that it isn't typical.” The CBO of CC6, a relatively-inexperienced financial officer, 

remarked that he tried to get to the office early each day, so that he could accomplish his 

daily goals “before anybody else gets in and then the normal day is working on projects 

and then putting out fires as they pop up throughout the day.” 
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The seventh CBO, a long-time financial officer of the community college and 

public school system, made the following remarks: 

Well you know, that's the interesting thing about this job is it's always changing. 

It's always something new, different, day to day, hour to hour. I really look at my 

job more in terms of seasons, because of the type of work that needs to take place. 

Starting in January, you begin the budget cycle. In our institution that runs 

through September, actually.  There's a lot of work over the summer: 

construction, maintenance, roofing, parking lot related. Of course, in higher ed., it 

seems like there's a lot of meetings for the collaborative environment.  But it's 

varied every day. I mean, sometimes I'll be very strongly looking at financial data, 

working on improving business processes. I work in the areas of insurance, the 

transportation pool, facilities. I don't deal with health insurance. It's property, 

casualty, liability insurance. Overseeing the business office. Overseeing the 

maintenance department. There is no real routine. 

The eighth CBO to be interviewed reiterated the reflections of the previous 

business officers, remarking that “There's not really a typical week. It's a lot of putting 

out fires, and it's a lot of trying to plan for different things.”  The CBO of CC9 was the 

first to seem entirely at ease with the variety of responsibilities expected of him, possibly 

a reflection of his methodical nature: 

In general, as I've sort of reviewed, I haven't done this in detail, but I would say 

on average 40 to 45 to 50 percent of my time is spent in a meeting of some kind, 

30 percent is spent on what I call productive strategic initiatives, 20 percent would 
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be some sort of administrative capacity or employee issue or email or things like 

that.  

The last CBO interviewed (CC10) presented a familiar perception of the responsibilities 

of a business officer, again referencing the lack of a typical week, despite the regular 

occurrence of certain financial reports.  Based on this interview question alone, one might 

conclude that the duties of a community college CBO are varied and challenging. 

CBO Interactions with President and CAO. The study anticipated that CBOs 

have regular interactions with the community college CEO and CAO as part of their daily 

routine.  The results indicated that CBOs interact almost daily with Presidents.  However, 

their interactions with CAOs were more variable. 

The community college CBOs reported having a close working relationship with 

the president.  All of these finance officers had an office in close proximity to the 

president, facilitating the frequent meetings.  In most of the colleges, the presidents did 

not have a business background, so the CBO provided the financial expertise.  The 

presidents of CC3 and CC4 indicated that the CBO was the president’s closest partner in 

managing the college.  President-5 stated that the CBO was in charge of the college 

whenever the president was absent from the campus.  President-8 related the narrative of 

a construction project where the CBO led the way and the president reported progress to 

the CBO.  All community colleges studied showed a close relationship between the 

responsibilities of the presidents and the responsibilities of the CBOs, including budgets, 

hiring, long-range planning, and other financial matters.  Questions posed to CAOs 

confirmed the frequency of these CBO-CEO interactions, and the involvement of the 

CBO in all matters relating to the community college’s finances. 
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The relationships between the CBO and CAO varied widely.  Due to a lack of 

experience in an educational setting, some of the CBOs viewed their connection to the 

CAO as a mentorship or partnership.  As described by the CBO-10: “I guess I'm fairly 

new to the education field…(The CAO) has a lot of experience … that sounding board 

just to bounce ideas off …”  The closest relationship was detailed by the CBO-8, who 

remarked: 

(The CAO) and I are good friends. Our offices are really close. (The CAO) has 

been my confidante. If I just need to vent, I'll go to (the CAO). But our working 

relationship is, I would say, very strong … I interact with (the CAO) on almost a 

daily basis. Sometimes we have questions. Sometimes it's just, “Let’s go have 

lunch.” Those sorts of things.  But, we have a great working relationship. 

Other CBO-CAO relationships were reported to occur on an as-needed basis, 

interacting on matters that involve facilities, equipment, or faculty hiring.  As CBO-1 

explained: “I really stay out of (the CAO’s) way for most things.”  The lines for areas of 

CAO-CBO interaction were drawn by CBO-2, who stated that the CBO would be 

involved in academic personnel and budget issues, but not in matters related to 

curriculum.  The CBO of CC1 recounted times when the people in the academic area 

were forced into creating a business plan for their proposed changes, and that “one of the 

things that traditionally-academic people don't do very well is they don’t actually tie 

money to it.”  The need for the CAO and CBO to work well together was emphasized by 

CBO-6 who remarked that about 78% of that college’s budget covers salaries and 

benefits for employees, including faculty.  CBO-10 reported a similar figure by indicating 
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that 80% of the college budget was personnel and that most of that figure was dedicated 

to instruction. 

The 10 college presidents interviewed in this research had perceptions of a 

successful CAO-CBO relationship at their school.  Some of the areas cited by the 

presidents, in which CAOs and CBOs worked most closely, included the Information 

Technology (IT) departments, which was usually supervised by one or the other officer.  

Planning of academic budgets and program implementation were other areas that 

presidents mentioned as successful collaborations between CAOs and CBOs.  This line of 

questioning plus the responses to budget shortfalls provided insights into the diverse roles 

and interactions of CBOs (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. CBO interactions and leadership. 

 

CBO Internal Community College Interactions. Chief business officers are key 

to the leadership of community colleges as shown in Figure 3.  The CBOs are an integral 

part of the community college cabinet, along with the president and CAO.  The CBOs 

also play an important role interacting with the elected Governing Board of community 

members who oversee the college operations.  All CBOs reported that they attend every 

board meeting and have responsibilities for presenting or preparing presentations made 
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by the president with regard to the budget and planned expenditures.  Interactions with 

department heads and faculty leaders were reported by many CBOs, as part of their role 

in setting budgets.  However, these collaborative efforts were reported to be more 

frequent when managing budget shortfalls.  A large number of CBOs had responsibilities 

for the Human Resources department, but all participants reported extensive involvement 

in hiring and pay decisions because employment costs constitute the majority of the 

budget.  Most CBOs (80%) also reported interactions with the community college 

Foundation Boards that manage charitable donations. 

A key role for CBOs was the management of business and financial aid offices.  

The additional operational roles for CBOs (Figure 3), necessitate extensive interactions 

with many different parts of the college.  The CBOs have responsibilities for managing 

the construction and maintenance of buildings, which causes them to interact with a wide 

range of internal college staff.  Depending on the school, CBOs also interface with 

employees responsible for computer systems, bookstores, food service, and security and 

safety.  These additional interactions require CBOs to interact with lower level hourly 

employees, supervisors, and department heads. 

Many comments addressed the changes in CBO internal college interactions 

driven by budget difficulties.  For example, CBOs are involved in communications to the 

college to explain budget problems.  This was exemplified by CBO-6 who said he would 

“never lie to anybody about what’s going on (and) try to share … with anybody who may 

or may not be affected…what we’re seeing… Yeah, this isn’t any fun, but we can get 

through it.”  In addition, college-wide (not just the Cabinet) discussions were utilized to 

make decisions on budget cuts.  CBO-2 aptly pointed out that budget cuts require good 
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information from multiple sources, so that “we can make decisions that don’t turn around 

and bite us because we did it incorrectly.” 

The need for budget adjustments pulls the CBOs into the prioritization of 

academic matters to decide what programs can be cut.  CBO-1, when commenting about 

programs, said he needs to ask “how much is it going to cost? Where’s the money 

coming from? What’s it actually doing?”  CBO-8 said that the board “asked us to look at 

some potential programs that; if we have to cut a program what would that look like and 

what would we do first?”  Lastly, CBOs are involved with negotiations for pay and 

benefits and play a key role in decisions regarding staff cuts.  This was discussed by 

CBO-10 who said, “What if we get cut another, you know, 5%?  Do I have enough in my 

employee turnover or not filling positions to make up for that?”  The internal interactions 

of CBOs tend to increase with disruptions to the college revenue streams. 

CBO Interactions with External Stakeholders. Aside from their extensive 

involvement with colleagues at the college, CBOs interact with a wide range of external 

stakeholders in their roles as business heads and their responsibilities for compliance 

(Figure 3).  On the business side, CBOs must comply with reporting financial results to 

government agencies and tracking expenditures specific to grants (for example external 

non-profit grants) and designated government programs.  They also serve as the point 

person for audits by government agencies. 

On the compliance side, CBOs often have responsibilities for reviewing external 

contracts, which requires interactions with external granting groups/agencies and 

lawyers.  For those CBOs with roles overseeing safety, they reported acting as liaison to 

the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and other governmental regulatory groups.  
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Many CBOs indicated that they were involved in college insurance that was managed 

through third parties. 

The external business connections for CBOs are wide ranging.  Community 

college budgets are approved by state oversight committees, so there are many 

government interactions related to budgets.  The cuts in state funding for community 

colleges have led to increasing interactions with state legislators to lobby for schools and 

explain the needs of community colleges.  While many of these legislative matters are 

managed by presidents or government liaisons, CBOs indirectly provide the information 

for these important conversations. 

Financial aid programs like Pell grants require CBOs to provide reports to 

government agencies.  Bids for new or improved buildings often come through the CBOs 

office and require external interactions with building contractors.  CBOs naturally 

interact with the banks that manage their funds.  However, there is an increasing reliance 

on bonds to fund new or improved buildings that requires interactions with external 

consultants and bond agencies.  President-7 described the interactions of the CBO with a 

local bank to secure the bond debt for their college. 

There seems to be increasing opportunities for CBOs to interact in the local 

community.  Some colleges are using their foundations to secure local donations for 

buildings or programs, which requires input from the CBO.  Many schools are creating 

partnerships with community organizations, businesses, and other schools to share the 

costs for programs or facilities, which necessitates the interaction of the CBO with a wide 

range of community groups.  Lastly, discussions about tuition increases and proposals to 

raise property tax levies naturally lead to many interactions with community members 
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and county officials that require conversations with the CBO.  These findings indicate a 

broad and diverse set of interactions for the CBOs at community colleges.  This raises the 

question of what type of leadership skills are needed, as a supplement to their business 

acumen, for a CBO to be successful.   

Theme Four: CBOs Possessing Leadership Skills Successfully Address Disruptions 
 
 Questions were asked of presidents, CAOs, and CBOs related to the leadership 

skills that CBOs have used when navigating financial challenges.  Each respondent was 

asked what leadership skills they thought would be important for the toolbox of a 

successful future CBO.  The selective codes that were used for this theme are shown in 

Table 12.  The findings are summarized in key words that are shown in outer circle of 

Figure 3. 
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Table 12 
 
Theme Four: CBOs Possessing Leadership Skills Successfully Address Disruptions 
 
Selective Code Example Open/in vivo Codes 
CBO transparency and 
communication skills 

CBO must deal with people at CC where finance is not 
their thing 

 Good communication fosters trust and sense of caring 
CBO teamwork Teamwork was key to success in dealing with budget 

constraints 
 Cabinet ends up making decisions by discussion and 

consensus 
CBO people skills Leader needs to be able to put himself in followers’ 

shoes 
 Leadership is being honest and getting buy-in 
CBO vision and strategy CBO needs to see the big picture 
 CBOs need long-term financial modeling skills 
CBO decision-making and 
change management 

CBO needs ability to embrace change without 
overreacting 
CBOs need ability to analyze situations and find 
solutions 

Note: All Selective Codes in this table were categorized as “Actions/Interactions” in 
Axial Coding 
 

 

CBO transparency and communication skills. Multiple respondents indicated 

that the ability to communicate complex financial issues to lay audiences was key skill 

needed by CBOs.  The CBO from CC8 stated that he must “be patient and realize that 

some of the stuff I’m talking about … people may not have the experience or 

knowledge.”  One rural CBO (CBO-6) observed that individuals in his position need 

training to be “able to communicate and articulate … those boring spreadsheets”.  This 

sentiment was echoed by CAOs, where CAO-3 said the CBO needs to be able to simplify 

and “contextualize” finances.  The president of CC8 stated that translating finances into 

clear messages can be difficult for some CBOs because “business officers are pretty 

black and white, and so sometimes big ideas are hard to comprehend.” 
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Multiple presidents reported that CBO communication and transparency was key 

to the college’s ability to manage financial disruptions.  The CBO of CC2 pointed out 

that good communication “creates a sense of caring ... a sense of support” when dealing 

with budget cuts.  Another CBO (CBO-8) pointed out that communication should not just 

be sharing of Cabinet meeting notes, but that CBOs need to “put a spin on” 

communications sent to college staff.  It was pointed out that community colleges “really 

look to the business officers to lead us” in discussions about financial hardships (CAO-8) 

and they must be “circumspect” and know when to share information (CAO-9).  

Therefore, transparent communications were considered a key to get college staff buy-in 

related to budget cuts and changes. 

Presidents also pointed out that CBOs need to be comfortable communicating on 

a variety of levels within the college and external stakeholders.  They need to be concise 

and to use communication as the key skill to drive collaboration and compromise.  

President-3 pointed out that the CBO needs to be assertive and able to oppose unsound 

financial ideas.  To drive this point home, president-3 said it is the duty of the CBO “to 

stand on the table” if necessary. 

CBO teamwork. Multiple respondents indicated that dealing with budget 

difficulties at community colleges will require the involvement of larger teams to find 

creative solutions.  The president of CC10 pointed out that CBOs are not asked to address 

disruptions by themselves.  Another president noted that the “CBO actually wants what is 

best for the community college, faculty, students, and staff” when he described the need 

to understand team when dealing with difficulties.  The CBO of a small community 

college, CC6, pointed out that CBOs need to focus on teamwork to get through 
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challenges while CBO-9 pointed out that teamwork was a key to success in dealing with 

budget constraints.  In the same vein, this need was reflected in the comments of CAO-7, 

who stated that a CBO should “be a collaborative leader … understanding how important 

the input of stakeholders is.”  Another CAO (CAO-2) said, “[c]ommunication, 

collaboration, [and being] really willing to discuss what our options are, where can we 

absorb cuts” are important attributes of an ideal CBO.  These comments point to the need 

for CBOs to have the ability to lead and work with teams to overcome financial 

challenges. 

CBO people skills. The need for teamwork to address budget difficulties 

naturally led into a discussion of the importance of people skills for CBOs.  One 

president mentioned that people expect “a gruff personality” from CBOs (president-7), 

and another stated that being “a little bit abrasive … (is) just the nature of the beast” 

(president-8).  The people skills that presidents admired in their successful CBOs 

included patience, listening, reflection, empathy, kindness, and an ability to motivate 

others. 

One CAO pointed out that financial experts are not usually strong on 

interpersonal skills, but this skill is very valuable for CBOs.  Another pointed out that 

community college “higher education administration … has its own culture”, so a CBO 

needs to know about that (CAO-9).  CAOs pointed out that CBOs should realize that 

personal interactions are necessary for successful leadership; therefore, one-on-one 

meetings are important to effectiveness, as are skills in resolving conflicts and the ability 

to work with diverse types of people. 
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CBOs reflected on the use of humor as a way to help them get through difficult 

financial situations and the need for patience and a thick skin.  They acknowledged that 

CBOs need to overcome their tendency to “depersonalize [financial difficulties] and 

make it kind of a database discussion” and need skills to get a “better understanding of 

their paradigm[s]” when dealing with non-finance people (CBO-9).  Successful CBOs 

stated that their success in dealing with diverse people can be attributed to a willingness 

to admit mistakes, understanding group dynamics, empowering by delegating to others to 

make decisions, being humble, using negotiation and persuasion skills, valuing employee 

opinions, and standing behind decisions. 

Additionally, multiple comments were made as to how meaningful interactions by 

CBOs are often driven by their responses to difficult situations.  CBOs reported that they 

must maintain a positive outlook, be calm, open-minded, and remind people of previous 

successes when adverse conditions occur.  CAOs reflected that a calm, steady, and stable 

demeanor, profession behavior, outward optimism, and humor were key to positive 

interactions with people during difficult times.  Presidents expected CBOs to be calm, 

rational, to not show they are upset, and portray a positive, can-do attitude.  One way that 

CBOs appear to manage these difficult financial challenges with skill is by linking their 

actions to the strategy and mission of the college.  

CBO vision and strategy. Respondents pointed out the importance of dealing 

with budget difficulties in the context of the college’s mission, vision, and strategy.  

Multiple CBOs pointed out that it is important to “see the big picture” when in addressing 

budget difficulties.  In addition, CBOs pointed out that decisions need to be made based 

on long-term goals, which can be difficult since “nobody can really … prognosticate” the 
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future (CBO-9).  CAOs pointed out that “it’s just not a numbers game” (CAO-1), and 

CBOs need to see beyond the money to maintain a successful college.  One president 

echoed this sentiment when he said the CBO needs to be “reflective and thinking beyond 

the net position” (president-10).  Another reflected that the CBO has “to be a systems 

thinker, … to be a collaborative leader, and be able to bring people together, and use a 

process with prioritizing the limited funding we have” (president-3) to align with the 

strategic plan.  President-3 summed it up by saying that the CBO connects everything 

“from the classroom, to the budget, (and) through the strategic plan.”  Taken together, 

vision and strategic planning skills are key leadership traits needed by CBOs. 

CBO decision-making and change management. Multiple respondents pointed 

out that CBOs are at the center of key decisions that need to be made to balance budgets.  

Presidents indicated that CBOs need to be diligent in getting accurate information, 

avoiding quick reactions, seeking input from others, carefully evaluating the pluses and 

minuses of plans, and being honest when giving feedback.  CAOs stated the need for 

CBOs to use careful analysis, be detail-oriented, focused on priorities, and be equitable 

when making tough budget decisions.  CBOs believed that their ability to build trust with 

co-workers provided them open and quality input from stakeholder so that they can make 

better, informed decisions.  Problem-solving and analysis skills plus open-minded 

approaches were also viewed as key skills by CBOs. 

Once key decision includes the need to implement changes at the community 

college.  CBOs viewed that they must have “strong public speaking skills, persuasive 

skills, in terms of selling the problem, selling the college to any naysayer” (CBO-7) and 

assist in driving change to cut costs.  One CBO admitted that driving change was 
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“pushing yourself outside of that comfort zone” (CBO-4).  CAOs viewed that CBOs must 

be flexible in adjusting to alternative sources of revenue and open to creative ways to 

meet needs.  They admitted that sometimes community colleges are reticent to adopt new 

systems and CBOs should lead them.  As CAO-7 confessed, “Sometimes we’re slow.”  

Presidents pointed out that CBOs need to be willing to accept new technologies that can 

improve efficiencies and to understand that the “education … business model is 

changing” (president-9).  What was clear was that CBOs are at the heart of decisions for 

change and implementation plans that are critical to the future success of community 

colleges.  

Theme Five: Sources of Improvement for Leadership Skills in CBOs Vary 
 
 The description of leadership skills needed for successful CBOs to navigate the 

ongoing financial challenges at community colleges naturally led to the question of where 

they get these skills.  The presidents, CBOs, and CAOs responded with alternative ways 

that CBOs gain leadership training, which were reflected in the selective codes of this 

theme (see Table 13).  One way to judge the relative importance of the various methods 

was to assess the frequency of codes reflective of different types of training.  Table 14 

shows that external conferences and seminars were the most frequently quoted sources of 

training while formal education was the least. 
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Table 13 

Theme Five: Sources of Improvement for Leadership Skills in CBOs Vary 
Selective Code Example Open/in vivo Codes 
Formal education  CBOs should consider MBA training to learn 

leadership 
 PhD programs provide leadership training 
Mentorship and on-the job 
experiences  

Important for CBO to communicate with other CC 
CBOs 
Issues at all state CCs similar, so CBOs could help 
each other 

On-the job experience 
 

Much of CBO leadership is learned by experience 
I’m a firm believer in learning as you go 

External conferences and 
seminars 

Local leadership program provided networking and 
local insights 

 State has good leadership programs for CC leaders 
Self-help CBO could read more leadership books 
 CBO needs to look outside of department and school 

for best practices 
Leadership training at the 
community college 

Leadership development should occur within one’s 
institution 
CC has professional development seminars that are 
leadership-oriented 

Note: All Selective Codes in this table were categorized as “Actions/Interactions” in 
Axial Coding 
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Table 14 
 
Sources of Leadership Training for CBOs 
 
Training Form CBOs Presidents CAOs Total 
Mentorship/On-the-Job 
Experience 

14 24 19 57 (Rank 1) 

External Conferences/Seminars 20 19 13 52 (Rank 2) 
Self-Help 6 6 10 22 (Rank 3) 
Programs at Community 
College  

7 6 6 19 (Rank 4) 

Education 2 1 6 9   (Rank 5) 
Note: The frequency of codes related to subcategories of training were tallied separately 
for responses from CBOs, presidents, and CAOs.   External conferences and training 
included leadership training at NACUBO and CACUBO meetings, plus external 
conferences attended specifically for leadership.  Mentorship and on-the-job training 
included learnings gained from working on state committees, interactions with other state 
CBOs, internal mentors at the community college, and learning by trial and error.  Self-
help included reading books and newsletters, participating in on-line webinars, and 
attending local community training.  Education was limited to leadership training during 
Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programs. 
 

Formal education as a source of leadership training. The majority of 

presidents and CAOs in this study had formal doctoral training that likely included 

courses on leadership.  Only 50% of CBOs had education beyond a bachelor’s degree and 

only 40% had MBAs.  Education-based course work was not cited by most CBOs as a 

source for their leadership training. 

Mentorship and on-the-job training as a source of leadership training.  The 

most cited sources of leadership training were mentorship and on-the-job training.  The 

close relationship between presidents and CBOs in this study suggests that presidents 

may be the primary mentors for developing CBOs’ leadership skills.  CAOs were also 

cited by some CBOs as their go-to person for which to bounce ideas off, which suggests 

that they also provide insights into leadership skills for CBOs.  Interactions with other 

state CBOs at annual meetings and opportunities to serve on community or state 
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committees were cited as other ways for CBOs to learn leadership skills through 

networking and observation.  Many CBOs reported that they learned leadership on the 

job through trial and error. 

External conferences and seminars as a source of leadership training. 

Presidents, CBOs, and CAOs frequently cited attendance at national and regional college 

business officer meetings as a source of leadership training for CBOs.  Such 

organizations include the National Association of College and University Business 

Officers (NACUBO) and Central Association of College and University Business 

Officers (CACUBO), which offer leadership training at their annual meetings.  Some 

CBOs reported attending specific external leadership conferences.  Training offered by 

the Community College Leadership Initiative Consortium (CLIC) at Iowa State 

University (Vickers, 2007) was cited as an excellent source of training by several 

respondents. 

 Leadership training through self-help. Many respondents reported that CBOs 

read books and newsletters to improve their leadership skills.  Others found on-line 

webinars as a useful way to gain insights into leadership.  Lastly, some found local 

community meetings or seminars as a way to learn or improve their leadership skills. 

 Leadership training at the community college. Several community colleges 

reported that they have formal programs for training emerging leaders as part of their 

succession planning.  Other reported that they have leadership segments included in 

faculty or board retreats that are attended by CBOs.  Several respondents pointed out that 

leadership training specific to the community college mission was important because 

schools do not operate the same way as businesses.  Therefore, on-the-job and 
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community college training were cited as being particularly important to CBOs hired 

from external businesses. 

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 
 
 The purpose of this study was to determine whether disruptions in government 

funding require new leadership skills for CBOs to effectively cope with financial 

challenges.  It is salient to deconstruct the research question into two main parts 

beginning with evaluating the presence of government funding disruptions.  The 

respondents affirmed the presence of state funding cuts at 100% of the community 

colleges in the study.  These state funding cuts were the number one ranked budget 

challenge and were stated to be especially difficult because they often occurred mid-way 

through the budget cycle.  These cuts have ranged from 1% to 4% of the budget and have 

occurred in most schools over the past four years.  

In addition, decreases in federal funding were cited by many schools as another 

form of lost government subsidies.  In addition to disruptions in government revenue, 

respondents expressed concern over decreasing tuition dollars because of lower 

enrollments.  Each of the community colleges had fewer students in 2017 than they had 

in 2010 (CCPE Nebraska Enrollment Dashboard, 2018; Iowa Reports 2010 & 2017).  In 

addition, schools were experiencing low property tax revenue due to decreased property 

valuations or rollbacks in commercial property tax rates.  Taken together, these events 

appeared to be playing an important role in disrupting revenue at these colleges.  Most 

respondents expected these disruptions to funding streams to continue for the foreseeable 

future and possibly even getting worse. 
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The second part of the research question queried the need for leadership skills 

among CBOs to address these disruptions.  The study confirmed that the CBO is the 

pivotal person who must manage the budget in the face of disruptions.  Described actions, 

such as internal cost cutting measures that affect staff, programs, technology, and 

infrastructure, are requiring CBOs to interact with more members of the college.  These 

collaborations are necessitated by such difficult decisions requiring a team-based 

approach and input from a wide range of community college staff.  Leadership attributes 

needed for these internal interactions were stated to be open and transparent 

communication, people skills (e.g., empathy), decision-making skills, trust-building 

skills, teamwork, the ability to serve as a change agent, and a clear vision/strategy. 

This study found that cost-cutting was insufficient to balance the budget at these 

schools, and they needed to take additional measures to enhance revenue.  Actions to 

raise tuition and/or property tax levies set up the CBO for critical interactions with 

external community stakeholders.  Such difficult conversations require the leadership 

traits of possessing good presentation skills, communicating openly and concisely, 

remaining calm under pressure, providing a clear vision/strategy for the future, and 

exercising good people skills. 

The changing model of college financing described by the respondents included a 

new reliance on charitable donations, grants from non-profit organizations, grants for 

specific programs from government agencies, increased use of bonds to fund facilities, 

and development of partnerships with local businesses and schools.  All of these efforts 

necessitated new interactions for the CBO with a host of external stakeholders.  

Leadership skills required for success with these external stakeholders were reported to 
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be strong presentation skills, the ability to simplify complex financial issues for differing 

audiences, open and transparent communications, ability to build trust, and a clear 

vision/strategy.  The long-term sustainability of community colleges rests on the ability 

of CBOs to manage the challenges of balancing the budget while staying true to the 

common community college mission of affordable post-secondary education for under-

represented groups. 

Thus, this study identified the importance of a multitude of leadership skills that 

are needed by CBOs.  These administrators need a communication skill set that includes 

the ability to adjust their messaging to a wide range of audiences.  They must be 

transparent and able to engage teams and work with diverse people to make the best 

decisions for the sustainability of the college.  CBOs must be honest and open to change.  

Moreover, they must be able to act as leaders for the implementing change.  They must 

be able to see beyond the black and white figures and model a vision and strategy for the 

future sustainability of the college. 

This research demonstrated that the revenue streams of community colleges are 

unique and are unlike those of for-profit businesses.  All CBOs in the study had formal 

educational training in business and accounting that would traditionally focus on skills 

pertinent to business, not colleges.  While the technical skills for balancing the books and 

forecasting costs may be the same, it was evident that the systems approach used in 

community colleges provided unique challenges to business management.  Therefore, 

training in community college systems through work at a college or specific training was 

viewed as being important to the success of CBOs. 
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  Historically, CBOs were able to use formulas and standard accounting practices 

to balance the budgets at community colleges when government funding was reliable.   

Under those circumstances, good detail-oriented training in business and accounting 

practices was adequate to succeed as a CBO.  Today, the myriad roles assumed by CBOs 

and the changing dynamics of revenue streams require additional leadership skills for the 

success of the CBO and the college.  The evolving roles of CBOs raise the question—

where do CBOs obtain such leadership skills? 

The study found that nearly all community college CEOs and CAOs had doctoral 

training that would have included a leadership component.  This type of training was 

absent from the CBOs.  The CBOs with M.B.A.s may have received some training in 

leadership skills specific to business management.  Various respondents reported that 

CBOs obtained leadership training from on-the-job training and mentorship, conferences 

of college and university business officers (NACUBO and CACUBO), internal 

community college leadership programs, and self-help (e.g., reading books and 

newsletters, participating in webinars, and attending local seminars).  Arguably, the 

absence of specific leadership programs for CBOs could be problematic for community 

colleges, because they are pivotal to the sustainability of these schools. 

Summary 
 
 This chapter reviewed the key findings to address the following research question: 

How do community college CBOs develop and use leadership skills to navigate through 

disruptions in government funding?  Data were collected by conducting interviews with 

29 Midwestern community college leaders.  Findings confirmed the existence of ongoing 

financial challenges for these schools and the need for CBO leadership skills to address 
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these financial challenges.  The results were presented in three sections.  The first section 

focused on an overview of the research sites, demographic data, and overviewed 

administrators’ relationships as part of the community college leadership team.  The 

second section described the process for coding data, which resulted in selective codes 

that were used to construct themes for the theory.  The third section described the five 

themes that served as the basis for the grounded theory.  The final chapter will describe 

the grounded theory, the proposed solutions, implications for implementation, practice, 

research, and leadership, and ends with some concluding remarks. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Introduction 
 

The preceding chapter illustrated findings showing how the changing dynamics of 

community college revenue streams drove new needs for leadership skills among CBOs.  

The grounded theory derived from the findings forms the basis for the conclusions drawn 

about the leadership type needed for CBOs to address financial challenges.  These 

conclusions led to several solutions and recommendations for practice and research that 

will be presented and discussed in this chapter. 

Purpose of the Study 
 

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation was to employ a grounded theory 

approach to understand the leadership skills of community college CBOs.  The research 

question addressed in this study was: How do community college CBOs develop and use 

leadership skills to navigate through disruptions in government funding?  Open-ended 

interviews with CBOs, CEOs, and CAOs from the same institutions were used to derive 

emergent themes.  This grounded theory may be useful for training and recruiting 

community college CBOs while enhancing our understanding of their interactions with 

leadership teams.  This theory can be tested during a future recession or economic 

downturn that may affect the finances of community colleges. 

Aim of the Study 
 

The aim of this study was to generate a grounded theory of the leadership traits 

needed for community college CBOs to manage the uncertainty of government financial 

support. 
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Grounded Theory of CBO Leadership 
 
 The central issue of this study was to determine the leadership qualities necessary 

for CBOs to overcome financial difficulties at Midwestern community colleges.  Results 

from this study led to a grounded theory of CBO leadership (see Figure 4).  The first 

aspect of this theory suggests that historical models for community college revenue were 

based on prescribed levels of state funding, property tax revenue, and tuition income.  

Cuts in state funding were found to be the major disruption in government revenue for 

the colleges in this study.  These changes, plus short-falls in property tax and tuition 

revenue, resulted in the need to find additional sources of money to balance budgets.  

New funding sources included more reliance on government and foundation grants, 

charitable donations, bonds, and business partnerships. 

 The CBO skills reported in this study included accounting acumen to track 

expenses versus revenue, balance budgets, maintain compliance with government 

requirements, and reporting results to government agencies.  These activities relied on 

interactions with college leadership, the College Board, and departments that reported to 

the CBO like the business office.  The transition to new sources of funding increased the 

internal college interactions for CBOs to include college-wide teams to identify and 

implement budget cuts, college foundation boards to leverage donations, and legislative 

liaisons to build the case for continued state funding.  In addition, the changes in funding 

required CBOs to interact with external community members regarding tuition and 

property tax increases with various organizations or agencies for grants, local business 

partnerships, and external bond agencies and creditors.  The changes in the role of CBOs 

found in this study mirror a study of college CEOs who reported that CBOs’ roles have 
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changed more than any of their other cabinet members (Goldstein, Miller, & Courson, 

2014). 

  

 

Figure 4. Grounded theory model of CBO leadership.  
 

The skills required by CBOs to balance budgets in response to reduced 

government funding included a people-orientation, teamwork, decision-making, open and 
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transparent communication, earning trust, being visionary/strategic, and implementing 

change.  These traits fit the attributes described by several authors for transformational 

leaders and change agents (Anderson & Sun, 2015; Burke, 2014; Cawsey, Deszca, & 

Ingols 2016; McClesky, 2014; Rogers, 2003).  The need for transformational leadership 

in community colleges has previously been reported to be key for community college 

CEOs (Adelhoch, 2015; Duree, 2007; Thomas, 2013; Price, Schneider, & Quick, 2016), 

and this study extends that finding to CBOs. 

The internally-focused CBO interactions of the past, however, fit with the skills 

McCleskey (2014) attributed to transactional leaders.  Transactional leadership works 

well in task-oriented business settings where the organization is stable and there is no 

need for innovation (McCleskey, 2014).  For instance, Xu, Wubbena, and Stewart (2016) 

characterized transitional leadership as “I give you this reward, you give me work.  You 

do not work, I punish” (p. 741).  Adelhoch (2015) suggested that the combination of 

transactional and transformational leadership is needed for success in community 

colleges.  However, Myran (2013) concluded that business leadership that focuses on 

data analysis and metrics tends to disengage academic faculty who are needed for 

financial change efforts.  This observation fits with this study’s findings that a 

transformational leadership style focused on communication and team-orientation is 

needed to drive change for community colleges under financial difficulties.  The 

grounded theory model suggested that government disruptions in funding at community 

colleges has stimulated the need for CBOs to transition to transformational leadership in 

order to keep their colleges solvent. 
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Proposed Solution 
 
 The conclusion that CBOs need to be transformational leaders has implications 

for the training of these individuals.  The study found that CBOs used a potpourri of 

strategies to learn about leadership, and no two CBOs had the same path to learning these 

skills.  Because CBOs are at the center of change needed to ensure sustainability of these 

colleges, it does not make sense to leave their leadership training to chance.  The 

proposed solution to ensuring better skills for CBOs and training for future CBOs is to 

develop a set of tools and training opportunities for these college leaders that is specific 

to their needs and those of the institutions they serve. 

Support for the Solution 
 
 The study indicated that nearly all CEOs and CAOs have a doctoral education that 

included training in leadership skills.  However, CBOs did not have doctoral training 

with a leadership component.  For those CBOs with M.B.A.s, training tended to focus on 

general managerial leadership skills suitable for business settings.  Strom, Sanchez, and 

Downey-Schilling (2011) concluded that accountants may find it challenging to adjust to 

open and flexible decision-making processes needed in higher education.  It can be 

argued that doctoral training for CBOs may not make sense; however, improved access to 

formal leadership training can be justified.  This conclusion was supported by 

respondents endorsing the value of CLIC training for community college operations 

offered by Iowa State University (Vickers, 2007). 

 The study found that CBOs were interested in additional training based on their 

participation in leadership workshops at business officer meetings and personal efforts to 

read books, watch webinars, and attend external training.  It was also found that CEOs 
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mentored CBOs on leadership matters because of their frequent interactions.  However, 

CEOs have many other duties and may not have the time for regular, organized 

mentorship in these matters. 

 National and regional associations of college and university business officers 

were cited as a resource for leadership training.  However, NACUBO reported 

membership from 1900 colleges and universities and only about 25% are community 

colleges (NACUBO Membership, 2018).  Because of the differences between four year 

schools and community colleges, one must wonder if these workshops are meeting the 

needs of CBOs.  A one-year leadership program for CBOs, costing approximately 

$12,500, is also offered by NACUBO (NACUBO Fellows, 2018).  Despite its 

availability, this training may not be geared toward community colleges and may be 

unrealistic for CBOs to improve their skills because of existing time commitments and 

costs. 

 The American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) reported an 

attendance by over 2000 community colleges at their annual meeting (AACC 

Convention, 2018).  This group has developed a list of core competencies for community 

college CEOs that serves as the basis for succession training programs for these leaders.  

This organization also holds a three-day summer institute for community college CEOs to 

engage in discussions on current challenges and trends facing these institutions and 

opportunities to identify external mentors (AACC PASI, 2018).  The AACC does not 

appear to have any similar programs targeting CBOs, yet this study suggests that CBOs 

are close allies of the CEO and often are the second-in-command. 
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 
 
 The community college CEO, the leadership cabinet, and the college’s board are 

internal stakeholders who could benefit from leadership training for CBOs.  CEOs, in 

particular, could be relieved of time related to mentoring CBOs or inserting themselves 

into interactions that could be handled by leadership-trained CBO.  Departments that 

report to the CBO would also benefit from a leadership style that would engage them in 

continuous improvement. 

 External groups that can provide resources for new CBO leadership training 

programs include AACC, NACUBO, and CACUBO.  Under the proposed solution, the 

AACC could oversee the development of a new program for community college CBOs.  

However, AACC should consider partnering with NACUBO and CACUBO to develop 

such a program.  In this way, the AACC can provide a community college perspective 

and insights from its president training programs.  The business officer organizations can 

provide best practices from their leadership training programs that are most relevant to 

community colleges.  Linking the training to annual business officers’ meetings should 

help with engagement of CBOs and to justify travel costs for both business skill 

development and leadership skill development. 

Potential barriers and obstacles to proposed solution. The cost and 

commitment of time could hamper enrollment in training programs, because CBOs 

already have schedules full of critical duties.  For example, time away from work could 

be problematic at rural colleges, because they may not have staff to cover the broad 

responsibilities of their CBO.  Additionally, financially-strapped rural colleges may not 
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be prepared to pay for CBO training, and CBOs may not be incentivized with the 

potential for commensurate pay raises in the future. 

Another potential barrier is a view stated by some CBOs, who indicated that they 

preferred to focus on finances and that training on people-skills was not in their wheel-

house.  For some of the CBOs, they preferred to focus on accounting skills while others 

thought that they were not gifted with the outgoing charisma that they associated with 

leaders.  Therefore, the impression of some CBOs that they do not need or are not suited 

to this type of training may be a barrier to their engagement in leadership programs.  

Such mindset barriers could be overcome by strong endorsements by college CEOs, re-

writing of CBO job descriptions to feature leadership, or positioning leadership training 

programs as a stepping stone to a college presidency position. 

The obstacles of time, cost, and mindset may be less prevalent in lower level 

business professionals at community colleges who are interested in promotion to the role 

of CBO.  For them, time away from work may be more easily managed through job 

sharing.  They also may be willing to invest their own money in training that could lead 

to a promotion.  Lastly, those wishing to ascend to the CBO position may be more open-

minded regarding the importance of people and leadership skills.  Therefore, a leadership 

program with separate tracks targeting current CBOs and those aspiring to one day 

become a CBO may be needed and beneficial. 

 Financial or budget issues related to proposed solution. All of the colleges in 

this study reported extreme budget pressures.  In many cases, travel budgets were the first 

thing cut to balance college finances.  Therefore, spending money to send CBOs to 

trainings, when other college colleagues are denied travel, could create questions or 
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resentment.  This travel cost barrier could be addressed by offering remote access to 

training via webcasts, webinars, podcasts, or other on-line tools to avoid travel expenses. 

 Other issues or stakeholders related to the proposed solution. Engagement of 

the AACC in the development and administration of CBO leadership programs will be 

critical to community colleges.  It is possible that AACC will have too many other 

projects in the queue to engage in this initiative.  In addition, community college 

presidents may feel threatened that these efforts could take away from the support of the 

AACC.  Therefore, competition for resources and prioritizing programs for CBOs at 

AACC could be a barrier.  These issues with competition for resources may be overcome 

by partnering with the business officer organizations like NACUBO or CACUBO to 

relieve some of the effort or duties needed by the AACC. 

The inclusion of NACUBO and CACUBO in the development and 

implementation of community college CBO leadership training would be ideal for mixing 

this training with current annual meetings.  However, because community colleges 

represent a small proportion of these organizations’ membership, it may be difficult to get 

them to provide resources.  There is a possibility that NACUBO could respond that their 

existing programs are adequate and do not need to be modified.  Community college 

CBOs may be able to help overcome these potential problems by endorsing the 

leadership need and finding volunteers to help with resources. 

Change theory. Change theory is at the heart of the proposed solution because 

the need for change in community colleges requires trained leadership.  Burke (2014) 

argued that “organizations of all kinds today are having to engage in environments that 

are changing more rapidly than the organization themselves” (p. 18).  He suggested the 
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need for change in higher education institutions that remain steeped in tradition.  For 

community colleges to survive under the existing revenue pressures, they need to be open 

to change.  For change to occur at these institutions, effective leaders must be in place 

who are trained in organizational transformation. 

Rogers (2003) argued that change agents must understand the need for change, 

establish an information exchange relationship, diagnose problems, create an intent to 

change, and translate the intent into action.  When it comes to revenue, the CBO sits at 

the center of the information demonstrating the need for change, has relationships with 

key stakeholders to drive change, and possesses the ability to diagnose problems and 

create models to show the advantages of change.  However, CBOs need the appropriate 

change leadership skills to take actions. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 
 

One of the proposed solutions is to develop a leadership training program for 

existing and future CBOs that considers community college operations and focuses on 

transformational leadership skills.  This effort may be best undertaken by a large 

organization with the necessary resources, skills, and to CBOs.  The logical 

implementation path is through the AACC because they are focused on community 

colleges and have a history of developing leadership programs. 

The proposed solution should consider a wide variety of training tools to meet the 

needs of CBOs.  Separate seminars specifically focused on leadership may appeal to 

some but not all CBOs.  A broader swath of participants may be enticed to attend 

sessions held in conjunction with other AACC or NACUBO national or regional 

meetings, where the CBOs could also learn other skills.  To avoid the expense of travel 
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and difficulties of being away from work, such programs could also be hosted on-line or 

as webinars.  Newsletters or e-mail list-serves hosted by CBOs could also provide an 

important tool for leadership training that should be considered.  A collection of case 

studies showing how leadership skills helped solve specific financial problems could be 

compiled by CBOs.  Lastly, CBOs could be asked to provide a suggested reading list of 

books or periodicals that could provide useful tips for leadership. 

Partnership with NACUBO is also recommended because it could help tap into 

their pre-existing resources.  Leadership training could be offered in conjunction with 

annual meetings already attended by CBOs to improve their business skills.  The 

combined efforts of AACC and NACUBO could leverage best practices from both 

groups while ensuring a focus that is appropriate for the unique features of community 

college operations.  Planned steps to raise interest and engagement of these organizations 

include: (a) publishing the findings of this research study, (b) presenting the findings at 

appropriate national or regional meetings of the AACC and NACUBO, and (c) setting up 

meetings with key influencers of both organizations. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 
 

Both AACC and NACUBO are large organizations that maintain the resources 

necessary to build flexible training programs.  Both have annual national meetings and/or 

regional meetings where live training sessions could be conducted.  In addition, both 

groups have web-sites that could house on-line resources, access to web-casts, and 

newsletters.  In this way, these large organizations could tailor offerings that would 

address the wide range of cost and time constraints that could impact community college 

CBO participation. 
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The use of professional organizations also offers the advantages of identifying 

external community college presidents and CBOs who can serve as trainers and mentors.  

Such individuals could provide real-life examples of how leadership resulted in 

meaningful change.  They also could provide input for suggesting reading lists for CBOs 

who do not like interactive training but want to learn more about organizational 

leadership on their own. 

Leader’s role in implementing proposed solution 

The AACC is the logical leader to launch this initiative because they can assure it 

is tailored to community college CBOs.  They have access to over 2000 community 

colleges, which have skilled CBOs who could assist in developing the program and 

engaging others.  They could involve NACUBO in the development of leadership 

training as a win-win for both groups. 

Building support for the proposed solution 

The proposed solution will require substantial resources and leadership for 

planning and execution.  Several steps are envisioned to enlist support.  First, this study 

should be published in a peer-reviewed journal, so that it can be cited and shared with 

others.  Second, this study should be submitted for presentation at regional or national 

meetings of the AACC and NACUBO.  Third, it could be presented to smaller groups of 

key influencers from the AACC and NACUBO. 

 Once initial support for building the leadership program is in place, additional 

steps will be needed to engage with CBOs.  On-line surveys may be a good way to 

sample a wider population CBOs for advice and to gauge support.  Testimonials or case 

studies could be published or presented in webinars to show the benefits of leadership 
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skills.  Lastly, endorsement of the program by community college CEOs could be used to 

raise awareness and drive support. 

 It could be argued that the first focus for a CBO leadership training should be 

succession planning.  Rising stars in the business departments of colleges may be more 

open to training than existing CBOs.  Because rural community colleges are very reliant 

on local talent, a program focused on this segment of the population may be a great place 

to start. 

Additional considerations for implementation and assessment 

Because AACC and NACUBO have pre-existing leadership programs, it seems 

likely that these organizations could be adapted for community college CBO programs at 

a reasonable cost.  However, obtaining buy-in from CBOs for extra training may require 

case studies or future research to help convince them of the return-on investment.  

Therefore, these programs may need a problem-based approach, where the new 

leadership skills are used to solve a situation that may be experienced by CBOs.  Some 

CBOs in this study voiced their discomfort with people-oriented training, so the use of 

role-playing may not be a good method for this audience. 

Global/External implications for the organization 

The ability of community colleges to navigate financial challenges is essential to 

providing affordable post-secondary education.  Community colleges remain key to local 

and regional workforce development, which is needed to drive economic growth.  

Community colleges can be the gateway to bringing new technologies to rural America.  

Efforts to ensure the sustainability of these institutions by having strong financial 

leadership appears justified. 
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Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 
 
  The steps toward implementing the proposed solution will be to build the case to 

justify the need for the solution.  The first step will be to share the results with the 

participants of this study by February 2019 and to request their input.  The second step 

will be to submit the study for publication in a peer-reviewed journal by May 2019.  The 

third step will be to present the findings at the fall 2019 CACUBO meeting.  The abstract 

will be submitted by the spring 2019 deadline.  Similarly, a presentation of the grounded 

theory at the national AACC meeting will be requested by submitting the abstract by the 

fall 2019 deadline.  Lastly, a request will be made for a meeting with AACC key 

influencers to present the findings of the study and seek advice. 

 The timeline for AACC and/or NACUBO to agree to work on a new leadership 

program is likely to take six to 12 months after they have reviewed the findings for this 

study.  Further progress will require their own assessment of the need, prioritization of it 

against other ongoing projects, and assignment of resources.  Once a commitment has 

been made, the rollout of leadership training could begin in as little as six months for 

segments derived from pre-existing programs and up to two years for a complete package 

of leadership modules. 

A program to enhance leadership skills in community college CBOs would be 

expected to enhance their ability to navigate financial difficulties.  However, the 

assessment of financial success for colleges that trained their CBO versus ones that did 

not engage in leadership training could be fraught with difficulties.  The pitfalls could 

include myriad financial challenges that could arise, diverse situations at community 

colleges, and the limitations of CBOs to control the responses by colleges.  Rather, 
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assessment of the impact of leadership training could be better judged by input from 

stakeholders who are directly affected by the leader or CBO. 

For existing CBOs, anonymous surveys of supervisors, peers, and subordinates 

prior to training and again six to 12 months after training could help assess changes in 

leadership behaviors.  Additionally, surveys of CBOs who completed training could 

provide input on the benefits they experienced from the program.  Colleges that used 

CBO training as part of their succession planning could be surveyed or interviewed as 

part of the program assessment.  Input from the community college boards and presidents 

who interact regularly with CBOs could be another way to assess the effectiveness of the 

training program.  The four main areas detailed in Figure 3 – internal college operations, 

internal college leadership, external business, and external compliance – could have 

competency scores assigned to them.  These scores would form the basis for development 

of a rubric for the training and assessment of CBO essential skills attainment.  Lastly, a 

follow-up research study could be conducted to analyze the effectiveness of the 

leadership training program. 

Implications 
 
 Given the financial difficulties identified in this study and the pivotal role CBOs 

play in overcoming these problems, this study provided important insights into the 

interactions and leadership skills needed by community college leaders.  Because the 

leadership of CBOs has not been extensively studied, there are many implications for the 

findings of this study.  In addition, there seems to be ample opportunities for additional 

research into the leadership needs at community colleges and other groups facing 

disruptions in government funding. 
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Practical Implications 
 

This study provided a list of leadership qualities that are relevant for CBOs to 

overcoming financial challenges.  It also provided a roadmap for synergy and 

collaboration between CEOs, CAOs, and CBOs.  The 10 community colleges that 

participated in this study may benefit from seeing the similarities and differences in their 

financial difficulties and leadership skills that were instrumental in guiding the solutions.  

Other community colleges with similar demographics and financial problems might also 

benefit from this study.  Administrators at such schools could learn the wide range of 

people with whom this sample of CBOs interact with as a leader of their community 

college.  They may also appreciate the key leadership skills that were attributed to the 

CBO’s ability to maneuver through financial difficulties. 

Those aspiring to become a CBO could benefit from this study.  McInnis (2002) 

suggested that there was no “well-defined career path for the CBO, with the position 

filled from ranks of controllers, faculty, and managers from private industry” (p. 129).  

This suggestion matched the findings of this study.  McInnis (2002) also suggested that 

new CBOs face a steep three-year learning curve to understand their many job functions.  

This dissertation finds that, in addition to financial training, community college CBOs 

also have a need for significant leadership skills.  In addition, NACUBO (2016) reported 

that only 2.8% of all member institutions have a written succession plan for CBOs and 

5.5% of those surveyed identified leadership training as a top priority for the role of 

CBO.  Thus, this study provides insights for aspiring CBOs into the financial challenges 

of this role, the breadth of job duties, and types of leadership skills needed to be 
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successful.  In addition, it points to the need for a transformational leadership style and 

the training avenues currently being used by CBOs. 

Improved training in leadership for CBOs would benefit everyone with whom 

they interact, especially College Boards, presidents, and the college leadership team or 

cabinet.  Because this study incorporated the viewpoints of three key leaders, it provides 

insights into synergy and collaboration within this leadership circle.  College presidents, 

in particular, could benefit from this study because of their reliance on CBOs.  Historical 

data suggests that only three percent of community college presidents had experience as a 

CBO (Vaughn & Weisman, 1998).  This finding was even lower than the 10% finding 

from this study.  As a result, presidents must often rely on CBOs to understand 

complicated financial data while at the same time trying to mentor CBOs to be better 

leaders.  Better leadership training for CBOs could relieve some of this burden from 

presidents, so they can focus their efforts elsewhere. 

Community college CBOs with improved leadership skills and comfort with 

external interactions would be an improvement upon current practices.  From this study, 

CBOs only interact with state legislators indirectly through college-appointed legislative 

liaisons or through the community college president.  It is likely that CBOs with more 

formal leadership training could be empowered to communicate directly with state 

legislators on financial matters. 

This study increases awareness for the need of CBO leadership training.  Such 

need opens avenues for professional organizations like AACC, NACUBO, and 

educational institutions (i.e., post-graduate colleges and universities) to offer training 

programs for individuals aspiring to the role of CBO.  An indirect benefit could be 
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greater attendance by CBOs at meetings with leadership training offered by professional 

organizations like AACC and NACUBO. 

Implications for Future Research 
 
 This study focused on 10 community colleges in two Midwestern states: Iowa and 

Nebraska.  Future research that evaluates CBOs in other geographies and with potentially 

different revenue formulas would be useful to validate or add to these results.  In 

addition, studies looking at community colleges in larger cities could yield additional 

insights into the leadership challenges experienced by CBOs.  This type of evaluation 

could also be conducted at four-year colleges or universities to determine similarities or 

differences. 

Other than a few cursory demographic data points, this dissertation in practice 

research did not focus on differences in the backgrounds, age, sex, or other characteristics 

of the 29 institutional leaders examined.  Further studies could include interview 

questions aimed at these demographic distinctions.  In particular, questions designed to 

examine the experiences of females in the position of community college CBO, and the 

potential differences of these individuals with males in the same role.  Due to the 

relatively small number of female CBOs in this study, future research in this area may 

necessitate a larger sample of CBOs, possibly from a larger geographic range. 

Moreover, the grounded theory model of CBO transformational leadership could 

be tested during a future recession or major financial challenge.  Other types of non-profit 

organizations that are dependent on government funding could be evaluated to determine 

the leadership skills employed by their financial leaders.  This study used a relatively 

narrow view of two main leadership styles—transactional leadership and 
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transformational leadership.  However, entrepreneurial leadership, servant leadership, and 

other leadership styles may also be at play when navigating financial difficulties.  

Therefore, additional studies of community colleges could expand and explore these 

different leadership styles to provide new insights. 

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 
 

The findings from this study suggested financial challenges for community 

colleges that are unlikely to be resolved in the near future.  Leadership skills were key for 

CBOs who successfully navigated these financial challenges.  Thus, CBOs’ who had 

been traditionally judged by their ability to complete transactions now need leadership 

skills to innovate changes in operations and revenue streams in order to remain solvent.  

The ability to transform community colleges in response to financial difficulties is also 

applicable to other future disruptions, too. 

The increased entry of for-profit colleges into the landscape of American 

education with their promises for technology-based, fast, and on-line degree programs 

continues to disrupt higher education.  Current change theory and the recent history of 

for-profit businesses suggests that those leaders who do not innovate will likely become 

obsolete.  The emergence of fast-paced technological improvements and the ease of 

global collaborations provide many potential sources of disruption for higher education.  

Hence, colleges and universities outside of the United States could also provide 

competition for higher education institutions within the United States.  Therefore, the 

transformational skills and training suggested for community college CBOs could be 

crucial for the ability of these colleges to innovate and survive. 
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Summary of the Study 
 
 This dissertation utilized a qualitative, grounded theory approach to discern how 

community college CBOs develop and use leadership skills to navigate through 

disruptions in government funding.  The results from the interviews with 29 leaders at 10 

community colleges in Iowa and Nebraska provided a rich data set from which to derive 

several themes and triangulate the views of CEOs, CAOs, and CFOs.  Analysis of the 

data led to the conclusion that successful and future CBOs need leadership skills, 

including open and transparent communication, teamwork, people management, change 

management, trust, decision-making, vision, strategy, open-mindedness, optimism, and 

positivity.  The grounded theory model shows that the change from predictable formulaic 

revenue streams to the current state of financial disruptions has driven a change from the 

need for CBOs to transition from transactional leaders to transformational leaders.  

However, the route to learning these leadership skills was varied and somewhat 

haphazard among the CBO participants interviewed. 

 CBOs play a pivotal role in ensuring the solvency of community colleges, which 

are essential to workforce training, economic development, and implementation of new 

technologies in many communities.  The proposed solution to ensure CBO leadership 

skills is the development of a more formal training program organized by the American 

Association of Community Colleges.  The development and administration of this 

program, in cooperation with the National Association of College and University 

Business Officers, offers the advantages of combining leadership training with business 

skills.  It appears likely that transformational leadership for existing and future 
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community college CBOs can prepare them to be change agents in order to ensure long-

term sustainability of these institutions. 
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Appendix A  
 

Interview Protocol 
 
Interview Questions for CBOs: 

1. How long have you been in your current position (at this school)? 

2. What positions did you hold previous to your current position? 

 Prompt: Where and for how long did you hold each of these jobs? 

3. What is your educational background? 

Prompt: What schools have you attended? What were your areas of study? What 

degrees, licenses, certificates, etc. did you earn? 

4. How is your time allotted in a typical week? 

 Prompt: What work activity occupies the majority of your time? 

5. With which departments or individuals do you interact in your position as CBO? 

 Prompt: What activities involve your interaction with other departments or school 

personnel? 

6. What portion of your time is spent with other members of your department, including 

your direct reports? 

 Prompt: What activities are involved in these intradepartmental meetings? 

7. How do you interact professionally with government agencies? 

8. How do you interact with the state legislature? 

9. How do you interact with the community college Board of Trustees (Governors, 

Directors)? 

10. How do you interact with the college president? 

11. How do you interact with the CAO (Academic VP, Chancellor)? 
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12. How do you interact with outside interests, including businesses, community 

organizations, etc.? 

13. How do you interact with creditors of the college? 

14. What leadership skills do you think are critical to your current position? 

15. What leadership training/education have you received? 

 Prompt: Please include all leadership training you received – college, graduate 

school, workshops, in-service, etc. 

16. What leadership training would you recommend to an individual who is new to the 

position as community college CBO? 

17. What are the 3 most challenging financial circumstances that the school has 

encountered during your tenure as CBO? 

 Prompt: Please tell me more about that particular circumstance. 

18. What government funding disruptions have occurred during your tenure? 

 Prompt: What were the causes of those disruptions? 

 Prompt: What were the long-term consequences to the school of each disruption? 

  Prompt: How successful were you (personally) in helping to resolve each 

disruption? 

19. What leadership skills were most important in dealing with these disruptions? 

20. What leadership skills could be added to your skill set that would make you more 

effective in dealing with future disruptions to government funding? 
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Interview Questions for community college presidents AND CAOs: 

1. How long have you been in your current position (at this school)? 

 Prompt: What work activity occupies the majority of your time? 

2. With which departments or individuals does your CBO interact? 

 Prompt: What activities involve the CBO’s interaction with other departments or 

school personnel? 

3. How does your CBO interact professionally with government agencies? 

4. How does your CBO interact with the state legislature? 

5. How does your CBO interact with the community college Board of Trustees 

(Governors, Directors)? 

6. How does your CBO interact with the college president? 

7. How does your CBO interact with the CAO (Academic VP, Chancellor)? 

8. How does your CBO interact with outside interests, including businesses, community 

organizations, etc.? 

9. How do your CBO interact with creditors of the college? 

10. What leadership skills do you think are critical to the position of community college 

CBO? 

11. What leadership training/education has your CBO received? 

 Prompt: Please include all leadership training of which you are aware – college, 

graduate school, workshops, in-service, etc. 

12. What leadership training would you recommend to an individual who is new to the 

position as community college CBO? 
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13. What are the 3 most challenging financial circumstances that the school has 

encountered during your CBO’s tenure? 

Prompt: Please tell me more about that circumstance. 

14. What government funding disruptions have occurred during your CBO’s tenure? 

 Prompt: What were the causes of those disruptions? 

 Prompt: What were the long-term consequences to the school of each disruption? 

  Prompt: How successful was your CBO in helping to resolve each disruption? 

15. What leadership skills were most important in dealing with these disruptions? 

16. What leadership skills could be added to your CBO’s skill set that would make 

him/her more effective in dealing with future disruptions to government funding? 
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Appendix B  
 

Application for Exempt Status 
 

Creighton University Institutional Review Board 
2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178  Phone: 402-280-2126  

Email: irb@creighton.edu 

 

Application 

Determination of Exempt Status [per 45 CFR 46.104 (d) 
2]: Educational Tests, Observation, Survey, Interview  

Contact and Study Information 

IRB Project Number: 1213068-1 

Study Title:  
Leadership in Midwestern Community College Chief Business 
Officers 

Principal Investigator 
(include credentials):  Alan R. Wasmoen, MS 

 
1. Check type(s) of measures to be used 

 Passive Observation of Public Behavior 
 Survey 
 Interview  
 Educational Test 
 Other (Describe)       

 
2. Would disclosure of the participants responses place them at risk of criminal or 

civil liability or be damaging to the participants financial standing, employability, 
educational advancement, or reputation? 
No   Yes  

 
3. Will the information obtained be recorded by the investigator in such a manner 

that the identity of the human subjects can readily be ascertained, directly or 
through identifiers linked to the participants?  
No   Yes   

 
4. Will any information from this project be submitted to the FDA?  

No    Yes   
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If Yes, STOP; this research is not exempt. 
 
Participants 

 
1. Who will be enrolled? Community College Administrators 

 
2. How many participants will be enrolled? 30 

 
3. Will participants under 19 years of age be studied? No   Yes  

 
      If yes, to what extent will researchers interact with participants?        
 
Note: This exemption is limited to individuals 19 years of age or older. 
Participants under 19 can be passively observed in public places, but only so long 
as researchers do not participate in the activities being observed. 
 

4. Will children (under age 19) be observed? No   Yes  
 
If yes complete the following section (a through f): 

 
a. Provide a rationale for the specific age ranges of children to be included: 

      
 

b. Describe the expertise of the investigative team in dealing with children of 
that age range:       

 
c. Describe the adequacy of the research facilities to accommodate children 

of that age range:       
 

d. Will sufficient numbers of children be studied to answer the scientific 
questions?  
No  Yes  
Please elaborate.       

 
e. Will the investigators interact directly with the child participant? No  

Yes  
 
Recruitment   

 
1. How will potential participants be identified and how and where will they be 

approached for participation? Participants will be Presidents, Chief Academic 
Officers, and Chief Business Officers of Nebraska and Iowa community college 
identified from organizational websites; potential participants will be approached 
by mail, email, and telephone contact. 
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2. Describe the recruitment materials (ads, letters, recruitment script, e-mails etc.) to 
be used, if applicable, and attach a copy to this application: Mail, email, and 
telephone recruitment will be made using attached Invitations (one for Presidents 
and CAOs, one for CBOs) 

 
Methods 

 
1. How will information be obtained (e.g., face to face, phone, mail, Internet)? Face 

to face 
 

2. Will anonymity of data be maintained? No  Yes   
a. If yes, how?       (If using a web survey, IP tracking must be disabled 

when preparing the survey.) 
 

3. Who will collect data? Principal Investigator, Alan Wasmoen 
 

4. How often will participants be contacted, and why? Participants will be engaged 
in one face-to-face interview, with one follow-up for member checking of 
interview transcripts 

 
5. How many attempts will be made to contact? (A maximum of 3 times will be 

allowed): 3 
 

6. If participants will be paid or otherwise compensated (e.g., extra credit), indicate 
how much they will receive, and how they will be compensated: No 
compensation will be offered 
 

7. If recruiting students or employees, how will coercion of the participant be 
minimized?        N/A (not enrolling students or employees)  
 

Submit your study design/protocol OR complete the following section 
 
1. Background and significance: Community colleges are an essential part of U.S. 

postsecondary education; leadership that maintains these institutions’ financial 
viability has not been studied 

 
2. Rationale behind the proposed research and potential benefits to participants 

and/or society: Community college Chief Business Officer leadership in dealing 
with financial uncertainties has not been studied.  A grounded theory for 
leadership among the persons responsible for the financial status of these 
institutions will allow these colleges to foster the development of CBOs. 

 
3. Specific aims (research objectives): The aim of this study is to generate a theory 

of the leadership traits needed for current and future community college Chief 
Business Officers to deal with the uncertainty of government financial support. 

 



LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY COLLEGE CBO 150
 

4. Specify objectives and hypotheses to be tested in the research project: As stated 
above, the objective of this study is to gain a better understanding of the 
leadership skills necessary for community college CBOs to guide their institutions 
through times of uncertain funding. 
 

5. Statistical analysis: N/A 
 

6. Potential benefits:  
 

a. Potential benefits to participating individuals: Studied institutions could 
develop recruitment and training strategies that foster essential leadership 
skill in CBOs  

b. Potential benefits to society: A grounded theory of community college 
CBO leadership should maximize opportunities to keep these essential 
institutions financially solvent. 
 

7. References: See DIP proposal (attached) 
 

Additional Information, Clarification, or Comments for the IRB Reviewer: In light 
of recent government cuts to higher education, the leadership skills needed by CBOs to 
deal with financial shortfalls are more important than ever; despite the important role 
filled by these schools, there has been a dearth of research into the leadership of CBOs.  
Therefore, the development of a grounded theory of leadership is both important and 
timely. 
 
Submission Requirements  
 

 Creighton IRB Application Form  
       Determination of Exempt Status Application  
 Questionnaires/surveys   N/A 
 Interview questions 
 Advertising materials: Invitations for Interviews 
 Other participant 

handouts: 
Bill of Rights, Information letter                                    

 Other (explain):  
 If a project is conducted off-campus, include a letter of agreement from the site 

where the research is being conducted 
 If using Alegent Creighton Health/Clinics this IRB application with all packet 

materials have been sent to Research@alegent.org 
 

Principal Investigator’s Assurance 

The following signature certifies that the Principal Investigator (PI) understands 
and accepts the following obligations to protect the rights of research 
participants. It is the PI’s responsibility to: 
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a. Ensure that the submitted protocol provides a complete description of the 
proposed research (contains adequate information regarding participants’ 
rights and welfare and ensures that all applicable laws and regulations will 
be followed). 

b. Ensure that, throughout the course of the study, all research personnel 
involved in the project conform to the applicable federal regulations and 
Creighton University IRB policies when conducting the research. 

c. Secure all research-related records on file and acknowledge that the IRB 
may review these records at any time.  

d. Promptly report any proposed changes to the research project (e.g., 
amendments, modifications, updates) to the IRB. Changes shall not be 
initiated until such changes have been reviewed and approved by the IRB, 
except to eliminate immediate hazards to participants. 

e. Inform the IRB immediately of any information that may negatively 
influence the risk/benefit ratio for participants enrolled in the study. 

I understand that failure to comply with applicable federal regulations and 
Creighton University IRB policies and procedures could result in suspension or 
termination of the research project. 

 
[Please push the “Sign this Package” button within IRBNet] 
 
Signature must be the Principal Investigator; the PI may not delegate to other 
investigators.  
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Appendix C 
  

Institutional Review Board Approval 
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Appendix D  
 

Letter to Participants 
 
Dear __________________________, 

My name is Alan Wasmoen, and I am a graduate student in the Leadership 

program at Creighton University in Omaha, Nebraska.  I am contacting you because I am 

particularly interested in the leadership of Midwestern community colleges, especially in 

light of the tenuous nature of government funding.  For my research, I am attempting to 

interview the three primary leaders of these community colleges – President, Chief 

Academic Officer, and Chief Business Officer.  The goal of my research is the 

development of a grounded theory of leadership among community college Chief 

Business Officers, but I am using the unique perspectives of each of these three 

administrators to triangulate the data.  The official description of this proposed research 

can be found in the attached document. 

Therefore, I would like, with your permission, to conduct a brief interview with 

each of these three representatives of your college.  I am contacting each of the three 

individuals independently, but I really need the perspectives of all three to give validity to 

my results.  If there is a day when each of the three of you (President, CAO, and CBO) 

would be available for a short interview, I would greatly appreciate it.  With your 

consent, I will drive from Omaha to your location and conduct the interviews, ideally 

within one day.   

When I have completed my research, I will be writing the final chapters of my 

dissertation based on interviews with 10 community college triads (30 leaders).  The 

resulting grounded theory of community college leadership should be useful to these 
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institutions in the development of training programs for its leaders, as well as for the 

recruitment of future CBOs.  At the conclusion of this research, I will gladly share my 

findings with the institutions that participate in the study. 

If you would be so kind as to email me at ARW36288@creighton.edu or 

alanwasmoen@creighton.edu, I would appreciate the opportunity to set up a suitable, 

convenient time to interview you and these other key administrators.  Thank you for 

considering this request and I look forward to speaking with you soon. 

Sincerely, 

Alan Wasmoen 

ARW36288@creighton.edu 

402-680-8825 
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Information Letter and Bill of Rights 
 
Title of Study: Leadership in Midwestern Community College Chief Business 
Officers 

 
Investigator: Alan R. Wasmoen, EdD Candidate, Creighton University 

 
Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the proposed study is to employ a grounded theory approach to 
understanding the leadership qualities and skills helping community college chief 
business officers (CBOs) to manage financial challenges.  Open-ended interviews 
with CBOs, as well as with the presidents and chief academic officers (CAOs) of the 
same institutions, will be used to derive emergent themes.  The grounded theory 
developed from this study will be useful for training and recruiting community 
college CBOs while enhancing our understanding of their interactions with 
leadership teams.   

 
Your Participation 
You are being invited to participate in this study because you are a President, CAO, or 
CBO at a Nebraska or Iowa public community college. Participation is voluntary and 
consists of one interview lasting approximately 45 - 60 minutes. You will be asked a 
series of open-ended questions.  You may pass on any question, and you may 
discontinue the interview and your participation in the study at any time. 

 
Benefits and Risks 
There are very few studies researching the leadership attributes of community college 
CBOs, and how CBOs use leadership in dealing with uncertain financial circumstances. 
Your participation will add new insights into the leadership of these community college 
administrators.  There are no risks associated with participating in this study. 

 
Confidentiality 
The interview will be recorded using an audio recording device to accurately capture 
your comments.  Your name and identifying information will not be associated with any 
part of the written report of the research. All of your information and interview 
responses will be kept secure and confidential. 

 
Costs and Compensation 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study, and you will not be 
compensated for participating in this study. 

 
Questions 
If you have any questions about the study, please contact me at 402-680-8825.  If you 
have questions about research subjects’ rights, you may contact the Creighton University 
Institutional Review Board at (402) 280-2126. 
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Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

As a participant in the research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the 
research study, and to make that decision without any pressure 
from the people who are conducting the research. 

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any 
time after you begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will 
happen to you, and what you will be asked to do if you are in 
the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being 
in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in 
the study and whether you will be compensated for 
participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected 
about you and how your confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, 
about research-related injury, and about your rights as a 
research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment 
choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have 
a research-related injury, and who will pay for research-
related treatment. 
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Appendix E  
 

Follow-up Email to Presidents and CAOs 
 
Dear Potential Research Participant, 

 

I am a doctoral student in the Interdisciplinary Doctoral Program in Leadership at 

Creighton University.  I am currently working on my dissertation titled “Leadership in 

Midwestern Community College Chief Business Officers.” This project is a grounded 

theory study on the leadership of these college administrators, especially during times of 

uncertain government funding.  I would like to invite you to be a participant in this 

research study by agreeing to be interviewed. 

During the interview, I will ask questions about your external perspectives on the 

leadership position of chief business officer of the college, especially in dealing with 

difficult financial circumstances.  I expect the interview will take approximately 45 

minutes to complete.  Each interview will be recorded and then transcribed by a 

professional service.  A copy of the transcript will be made available to you.  In some 

cases, a short follow-up call may be requested to clarify responses or gather additional 

data.  Please know that your responses will remain confidential. 

Your participation in the study is completely voluntary, so you are under no obligation to 

participate.  I am available to answer any questions you might have regarding this study.  

Should you choose to participate, please let me know as soon as possible of your interest, 

by telephone at (402) 680-8825 or by email at alanwasmoen@creighton.edu.  Thank you 

in advance for your time.  

Regards, 

 

Alan R. Wasmoen, Ed.D. Candidate, Creighton University 
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Appendix F  
 

Follow-up Email to CBOs 
 
Dear Potential Research Participant, 

 

I am a doctoral student in the Interdisciplinary Doctoral Program in Leadership at 

Creighton University.  I am currently working on my dissertation titled “Leadership in 

Midwestern Community College Chief Business Officers.” This project is a grounded 

theory study on the leadership of these college administrators, especially during times of 

uncertain government funding.  I would like to invite you to be a participant in this 

research study by agreeing to be interviewed. 

During the interview, I will ask questions about your leadership experiences as a chief 

business officer, especially in dealing with disruptions in school funding.  I expect the 

interview will take approximately 45 – 60 minutes to complete.  Each interview will be 

recorded and then transcribed by a professional service.  A copy of the transcript will be 

made available to you.  In some cases, a short follow-up call may be requested to clarify 

responses or gather additional data.  Please know that your responses will remain 

confidential. 

Your participation in the study is completely voluntary, so you are under no obligation to 

participate.  I am available to answer any questions you might have regarding this study.  

Should you choose to participate, please let me know as soon as possible of your interest, 

by telephone at (402) 680-8825 or by email at alanwasmoen@creighton.edu.  Thank you 

in advance for your time.  

Regards, 

 

Alan R. Wasmoen, EdD Candidate Creighton University 

 


