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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ADMINISTRATIVE FUNCTION AND
POSITION ELIMINATION DURING PERIODS OF RETRENCHMENT AT
COMMUNITY COLLEGES

ABSTRACT

This was an investigation of organizational response to retrenchment
in higher education. The presidents and deans of wWashington State's 32
community and technical colleges were surveyed to measure the severity of,
as well as the strategic and economic approaches taken to, the
retrenchment. It was found that although there was a statistically
significant association of .69 (p » .05) between colleges that viewed
retrenchment as a serious threat and the pursuit of revenue enhancing
options, there was also a statistically significant association of .87 (p >
.03) between the use of strategic retrenchment plans and a decremental
approach. These findings support those in the literature which hold that the
political context in which retrenchment is carried out precludes
implementation of strategies that are in the best long-term interests of the
college. This investigation concludes that development of technigues for
protection of administrators from retaliation by the college community
during retrenchment episodes may be the most effective way to enhance
college response.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Mintzberg (1973) made it clear that chief executives are pressed to
act and the theories they apply to those decisions tend to be contingency
theories. The college president, faced with budget reductions, will agonize
over what areas should be cut, but the president typically doesn't have the
leisure to investigate organizational theory for guidance. This study
investigated the suggestions of theory and research as well as contrasted
them with the actual results of retrenchment. The end product provides
additional information for a president who is faced with taking action
which involves retrenchment in the community college.

Need for the study

There appears to have been a consensus of informed opinion that the
1990s started as a period of reduced resources. The National Governor's
Association said, "Fiscal conditions are the worst in a decade” (Blumenstyk
& Cage, 1991, p. Al). Gerald H. Miller, executive director of the National
Association of State Budget Officers, feared the condition would extend
into the foreseeable future and warned, "States should brace themselves for
more bad news and more cuts” (Cage & Blumenstyk, 1990, p. Al).

There also appears to have been general agreement as to the effect of
this economic climate on higher education. Allen W. Ostar, president of the
American Association of State Colleges and Universities, said that this is
the worst of several economic downturns he has seen higher education
weather (Cage, 19913, p. A1) Jordan Ekurland, associate general secretary
of the American Association of University Professors, agreed, saying "Not



since the early 1980s has higher education been in such dire straits”
(Moony, 1991, p. A1). The Pew Higher Education research report, The Other
Side of the Mountain, tended to side more with Ostar than Ekurland in the
matter of severity: "The 19Q90s will probably turn out to be a period of
unprecedented austerity for higher education” ("Cut staffs, but®, 1991, p.
A31). All of these effects can be summarized into a single recognition that,
in the words of Kenneth Ashworth, "Higher education is grossly
over-expanded in comparison with what the state is willing to spend” {(Cage,
1991b, p. A16).

As has been shown in the past (wattenbarger & Vader, 1986),
community colleges have received a reduced percentage of state revenues, a
smaller slice of a shrinking pie. That the 1990s will be no exception was
reflected in the comments of Arthur Hauptman, a washington DC based
htgher education economist who felt, "States face more competing demands
on increasingly limited resources. Items like prisons and public elementary
and secondary education are taking a bigger bite out of state budgets”
("Public colleges announce”’, 1991, p. C4). In addition, "Community colleges
in many states have a history of losing budget battles to flagship
universities, but in this year's politically volatile environment officials say
they are especially vulnerable” (Cage, 1991c, p. A17). Or, as Governor Booth
Gardner of Washington stated, "Basically, budgeting is fairly simple: You
have to pay for K-12, prisons, and welfare. Community colleges get to
compete with everyone else for what's left over" (B. Gardner, personal
communication. February 12, 1990).

Examples of the consequences in 1991-92 include public universities
in Florida, which increased full-time equivalent students by nearly 6,000
but were given "§123 million less in state financing” (Blumenstyk & Cage,
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1990, p. A1). During the same period tuition rates rose nearly one-third at
the University of Oregon and State University of New York, as well as 40
percent at the University of California system, all part of a nationwide 12
percent average increase. Private institutions were in the same situation
as "Yale University's President Benno C. Schmidt asked each department to
reduce 1ts budget ... by S to 10 percent, with the biggest cuts to come from
administrative departments” ("Cut staffs, but®, 1991, p. A31).

tn the past, community colleges have commonly dealt with financial
shortfalls through such measures as general reductions in part-time faculty
(Glenny, 1982) and filling specific full-time faculty vacancies with
part-time staff. These were expedient in light of faculty association
agreements, caused minimal organizational disruption, and maximized
political visibility by transiating funding impacts into reductions in service
at the classroom level. If future funding restrictions are less episodic, it
may be necessary for community colleges to take a longer, more structural
view onreducing costs. Such long-term structural reductions will
inevitably stir the most basic faculty concerns: job security and working
conditions (Cohen & Brawer, 1989). As aresult, there will be great
pressure to make as many of the reductions as possible in non-instructional
expenses. [n the area of non-instructional expenses, administrative
positions loom large fiscally, because of the annualized salary, and
symbolically, because of faculty concerns over bearing the brunt of the
reductions.

Administrative positions are a particular challenge to reduce in the
community college organization because of their specialization and because,
typically they are relatively few in number. If personal animosity and union
concerns are set aside, a clerical worker in the instructional office can

e



quite easily be dismissed and the resultant work load shifted to the desk of
a clerical worker in the registrar’'s office. The registrar however, is less
able to pick up an instructional dean’s work load.

As colleges have been faced with this problem, individual localized
solutions have been devised. The combination of these solutions may
provide a guide for those implementing administrative position eliminations
in the future.

Statement of the problem

Areview of the newspapers (Cage, 1991a; Blumenstyk & Cage, 1991;
Mooney, 1991) showed that community colleges were probably in for a
period of fiscal decline during the next few years. Areview of the
Iterature on decline (Chabotar & Honan, 1990; wWattenbarger & Vader, 1986;
Temple, 1986) showed that analysis of the most recent period of community
college decline found across-the-board budget cuts to be undesirable.
Unfortunately, there was reason to doubt that community colleges would
respond in a manner consistent with the prescriptions developed from
analysis in the literature.

Mintzberg (1973) noted that practicing managers tend not to read the
research about their field. This was buttressed by Martin and Wilson's
(1989) finding that when managers were restructuring, “In essence, they did
what they had done before” (p. 36).

Sutton and D'Aunno (1989) found that administrative personnel are
removed more slowly during retrenchment than they are added during
growth. Accepting that finding, as well as the assumption that there is &
reluctance to eliminate full-time personnel, differential allocation of cuts

to administrative functions can be a measure of the sophistication with



which community colieges respond to retrenchment.
The procedural problem was to analyze the relationship between
administration's intended response and actual response to a retrenchment

situation.

Conceptual framework

Toward the end of the 1978-1982 recession in the United States, a
flurry of publications appeared regarding conceptual approaches to
retrenchment in higher education. Although institutions varied in how they
set about the task and the individual mechanisms they developed, the
underlying theme was that retrenchment was best accomplished by a
diversified, incremental strategy stressing innovation. The broad
disapproval of a more passive response can be summed up as the opinion, "A
decremental, across-the-board approach to retrenchment may be the
quickest way to destroy the organization” (Behn, 1983, p. 111).

Coming out of the same time period was a group of publications based
on the concept that not only were there different types of decline, but that
management response varied by type. This proposition was developed by
Cameron and Zammuto (1983) for the various types of change in
organizational niches: erosion, contraction, dissolution, and collapse. The
decline dealt with by community colleges in this researcher’s study fits
their model as "contraction,” which is "a discontinuous decline in their
niche's size" (Cameron & Zammuto, 1983, p. 364). The prediction was that
conflict would be caused by the threat of contraction,
management-subordinate relations would become autocratic, tactics wouid
be reactive, and the strategies used would involve cutting back to the

essential core of the organization.



while current theory continues to disapprove of across-the-board
cuts and to promote strategic responses, it has become more sophisticated
in looking at what drives the decisions. While the mid-1980s
organizational theory related to decline remains valid, Hardy (1990) shows
that the context, which "comprises both the internal and external
environment” (p. 207), has significant effects on the strategies used during
retrenchment.

There are many possible conceptual approaches to the study of
retrenchment at community colleges. In this study the actions of the sample
group were investigated to determine which, if any, of the above approaches
are followed,

Purpose and research questions
The general purpose of this study was to document the approach taken
by a group of community colleges in response to retrenchment caused by
environmental contraction. In order to accomplish this, the investigator
completed the following goals by addressing the attendant questions.
1. Synthesize the extant literature.
a. What information is available on retrenchment in the
literature of higher education?
b. What information on retrenchment may be found in
non-higher education literature?
C. what trends developed as the literature on
retrenchment evolved during and after the 1978-1982
recession experience?
2. Produce a predictive model of community college response
to retrenchment.

(o))



a. what prescriptions are found in organizational
theory?
b. What prescriptions are found in administrative
theory?
¢. What prescriptions are found in psychological
theory?
3. Determine the response of community colieges in
conditions of retrenchment.
a. what is the severity of the retrenchment as
understood by the college community?
b. Is the response to the contraction framed as a need
for increased revenue or decreased expenses?
C. Are cuis categorized as selective, across-the-board,
or a combination of both?
d. Are selective cuts focused on core or non-core
areas?
e. Are selective cuts based on expediency or are they in
furtherance of a long-range plan?
f. How do actual responses to environmental contraction
vary from those proposed prior to reduction of
resources?
g. What strategies are used by colleges to respond to
reduced revenues and how do they differ by size,
department and district organizational type?
4. Determine the effects of retrenchment on administrative
functions relative to non-administrative functions.

a. What percentage of cuts are allocated to each



department?

b. What is the relative severity of cuts by department
when expressed as a percentage of that department’s
pre-cut budget?

C. Is there arelationship between the scope of
participation in the retrenchment decision process
and allocation of cuts?

d. Are reductions in part-time personnel
differentially distributed by department?

e. Are reductions in full-time personnel
differentially distributed by department?

Delimitations

This study constdered retrenchment only as a college-level response
to externally imposed revenue reduction. Retrenchment caused by any other
condition, such as inefficient use of funds or intra-departmental
reallocation, was not addressed.

Zammuto and Cameron's (1985) typology of decline uses the concept
of organizational niche to differentiate between erosion, a continuous
decline in niche size; contraction, a discontinuous dectine in niche size,
dissolution, a gradual shift in market demand away from a niche; and
collapse, a rapid move away from a niche. This study considered only the
condition of contraction.

tt has been found that the context, both internal and external, in
which retrenchment decisions are made has a significant effect on the
results (Hardy, 1990). Due to the probability of confounding by
relationships such as public versus private and two-year versus four-year,



this study considered only public two-year colleges. The issue of context
also appears in considering the broad range of funding approaches extant
among public two-year colleges. To avoid confounding the resuits with the
various mixes of state and local funding, this study considered only
Washington State community colleges.

All organizations continuously evolve and adapt over time. This study
attempted to avoid the confounding influences of changes not related to
retrenchment by addressing only a single year's budget changes. It is
recognized that this approach increases the risk of missing some long-range
responses to retrenchment.

Limitations

The external validity of this study was limited by fts focus on
retrenchment as a function of revenue reductions imposed from outside the
college. Any attempt to generalize the results must be made with
awareness as to the source and cause of the revenue reductions involved.
Similarly, this study addressed only the condition of contraction; any
attempt to generalize the results to situations involving dissolution will
create a question of external validity.

Further limitations to external validity were caused by the sample
selection. One source of this limitation was found in the restrictions and
options specific to the sample. An example of this is tuitfon, which under
Washington State law is not retained by the college: an increase in tuition
revenues was therefore not an option that would decrease the impact of
retrenchment. Another source of sample selection limitation related to the
colleges themselves: Hardy's (1990) concept of context creates a

limitation because retrenchment strategy was significantly related to local



conditions. Hence, the results of this study will need to be considered in
light of those conditions, particularly status as a public two-year coliege,
prior to making any generalizations. Finally, the external validity was
limited by the self-reporting format of the questionnaire.

In addition, the sample selection created a limitation of internal
validity due to contemporary history: the reaction of the colleges to
retrenchment was influenced by the actions and mandates of the washington
State Legislature and the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges
(SBCTC).

The internal validity of the study was also limited by the "snhapshot”
character of the measuring instrument and the length of time it
investigated. Zammuto (1984) found that reallocation decreases as the
length of a decline episode increases, while Sutton and D'Aunno (1989)
report that administrative personnel are removed more slowly during
decline than they are added during growth. Neither effect was investigated
in the present study.

Internal validity is further limited by the investigator's treatment of
the survey results. Responses to questions 3-b and 3-e were marked
outside of the response box in .047 of the survey instruments. Rather than
attempt to interpet these marks in a manner that would place them in a
response box, they were deleted from the study.

Definitions
The following definitions were used in this study:
Across-the-board: Cuts in spending authority in which "every
budgetary unit in the institution is cut by some fixed percentage” (Kerr &



Gade, 1986, p. 73).

Administrative function: Those functions of the organization which
are not involved in direct teaching or public service (Zammuto, 1984).

Core function: The functions of the organization which are directly
involved in teaching and public service (Zammuto, 1984).

Dean: For the purposes of this study, the chief departmental officer
(e. g. chief instructional officer) as identified in the 1992 Directory of
washington Community and Technical Colieges (State Board for Community
and Technical Colleges, 1992¢).

Department: For the purposes of this study operationally identified
as sub-areas of responsibility, delineated by dean.

District organizational type: For the purposes of this study,
operationally identified as the classification of districts between "multi”
or “single-college”.

Environmental contraction: "Discontinuous decline in organizational
niche size" (Cameron & Zammuto, 1983, p. 364), in this case the reduction of
the college’s funding and enroliment authorizations imposed by the state.

Program: The major organizational groupings, including Instruction,
Library, Student Services, Institutional Support, and Plant (State Board for
Community and Technical Colleges, 1987).

Recession of 1978-1982: For the purposes of this study,
operationally identified as the "rolling recession” of the late 1970s and
early 1980s as it affected higher education.

Retrenchment: A reduction of expenses (Friend & Gurainik, 1960, p.
1244).

Selective: For the purposes of this study, operationally identified as
cuts in spending authority guided by a methodology other than



across-the-board.

Assumptions

In developing this study, the following assumptions were accepted to
be true:

1. The 1tterature from classical administrative theory,
organizational theory, public administration, and private enterprise relative
to retrenchment can be generalized to higher education.

2. Full-time personnel are terminated during retrenchment only as an
extreme measure, which can be used to indicate the severity of the
retrenchment.

3. Local funds, from sources such as foundations, grants or
contracts, are not significant in responding to budget cuts at the community
college.

organization of the study

Chapter two contains a review of the literature relating to
retrenchment.

Chapter three contains the design of the study, an explanation of the
sample population, a description of the instrumentation used, a description
of the data collection procedures and the plan for analysis of data.

Chapter four contains a detailed and objective report of the results
and analysis of data with explanatory graphics.

Chapter five contains a summary, subjective analysis, conclusions,
and recommendations, including potential impiementation of the results.



Chapter 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The flow of information resulting from a review of the literature led
to the decision for this investigation to be organized first by the theory
types to be reviewed and then by author, chronologically, within the theory

type.

Classical administrative theory

An underlying concept upon which this investigation is built is the
belief that organizations are staffed with specialists rather than
generalists. This concept was most notably explicated by Weber (1947) in
his enumeration of the criteria for modern bureaucracy, which includes:

(3) Each office has a clearly defined sphere of competence in

the legal sense. (5) Candidates are selected on the basis of

technical qualifications. In the most rational case, this is

tested by examination or guaranteed by diploma certifying

technical training or both. (p. 333)

The result of this specialization is that retrenchment in an organization
staffed with accountants, botanists and counselors is a different type of
event than in an ancient university comprised solely of teachers, each of
whom held and taught the complete knowledge of their civilization.

In his study on differentiation in organizations, Blau (1970)
investigated 53 state and territorial employment security agencies. Two
basic generalizations involved were: "Increasing size generates structural
differentiation in organizations along various dimensions at decelerating

rates” (p. 204) and "Structural differentiation in organizations enlarges the



administrative component” (p. 213).

Blau structured his study as the premise and support of various
propositions, the first of which was that "as the size of organizations
increases, its marginal influence on differentiation decreases” (p. 207).
This proposition can be i1lustrated by the manner in which an educattonal
institution starts to grow by expanding the breadth of its offerings. At
some point it is determined that a full program is being offered and
additional enroliment is dealt with by multiple sections with the same
course objectives.

The analogy of a growing college can also be used to illustrate other
propositions Blau derives from the first generalization, including, "the
larger an organization is, the larger the average size of its structural
components of all kinds” (p. 207); "the proportionate size of the average
structural component as distinguished from its absolute size, decreases
with increases in organizational size” (p. 208); "the larger the organization
is, the wider the supervisory span of controi” (p. 209); and, “organizations
exhibit an economy of scale in management” (p. 210).

Less intuitive is the proposition that "the economy of scale in
administrative overhead itself declines with increasing organizational size"
(p. 210). Blau's data show, "the proportionate size of any particular
complement decreases at a declining rate as organizations become larger”
(p. 210). This can be traced back to the original analogy in which it is
shown that as size increases, at some point the organization does fewer
different things and more of the same things. To expand on the analogy,
although only one president is needed per college for 1,000 or 10,000
student FTEs, the 10,000 FTE president is likely to have some
administrative assistants.



The second generalization gives rise to the propositions that "the
large size of an organization indirectly raises the ratio of administrative
personnel through the structural differentiation it generates” (p. 213) and
that "the differentiation of large organizations into subunits stems the
decline in the economy of scale in management with increasing size” (p.
214). Thus, despite the hopes of some that the organization would someday
get so large that economies of scale would effectively make the
administrative component disappear, the process of differentiation not only
increases the ratio of administration but even counteracts the effects of
any economies of scale.

An important function of this differentiation process is that it
affects subunits in the same way in which it affects organizations. Thus,
growth doesn't just make the business office larger, it results in splitting
the payroll/personnel function between two different specialists.
Similarly, further growth is unlikely to produce multiple payroll staffers,
but rather specialists in the areas of benefits and salary administration.

Child (1973) investigated the relationship between size, complexity
and formalization in organizations. The investigation was based on four
British studies, which all employed the same measures of organizational
structure and covered a wide variety of work organizations. As aresult of
these efforts, Child developed a model of organizational structure that
"postulates that size in conjunction with other contextual variables wili be
a major predictor of compiexity, but that complexity will have a more
direct, and therefore stronger, influence on the extent to which a
bureaucratic strategy of control is present” (p. 169).

This type of relationship can be visualized in the concept of a
successful correspondence program. If it grows from one to 100 sections of



English 99, there will be some increase in formalization (e.g. grading
standards, course outlines, etc.). The increase in formalization will be
greater and more rapid, however, if the 100 sections are developed as four
sections each of 25 subjects. Because of this, Child observes:

With specialization and expertise (that is, complexity), 1t is

therefore predictable that managerial control tends to become

indirect and impersonal. The possibility for decentralization

of decisions to qualified employees and the necessity to do so

will both be in evidence. Decentralization is likely to be

accompanied by an increase in standard procedures and
documentation designed to maintain control and consistency of
performance. In addition, the employment of qualified
specialists such as those in personnel, accounts, workflow
planning and maintenance, 1s 1n 1tself 1ikely to generate more
standardization of procedures and documentation. Specialists
such as these have generally been trained to institute sound
management systems, which usually entail standard procedures

and forms. [t is not difficult for them to believe that a

justification of their continued presence in the organization

depends upon activity of this kind. (p.181)

Of particular interest to the field of education, much of which is
owned by governments or other large organizations, is this explanation from
Chilg:

The size of the owning group was used as a proxy measure for

the transmission of owning group organizational practices to a

subsidiary. The larger size and therefore the presumed greater

complexity of owning groups was assumed to predict that group
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practices would act as a positive influence towards
bureaucratic modes of control in a subsidiary. (p. 181)

Cullen, Anderson, and Baker (1986) did a review of Blau's work and
concluded "The theory better explains differences in scale among
organizations than it explains how individual organizations change” (p. 225).
It seems a bit disingenuous to claim that Blau's theory does not effectively
explain the structural changes that occur as an organization gets larger, but
- does effectively explain the resulting structure when it is larger, although
Cullen et al. focused mainly on what happens as organizations get smallier.
Blau's theory is not supported by organizational behavior in these cases.

[t is predictable from Blau's theory that an organization decreasing in
size should have dis-economies of scale, but Cullen et al. found, "These
dis-economies have often been more extreme than those suggested by the
theory of structural differentation, with many organizations actually
increasing the absolute sizes of their administrative staffs” (p. 211). It is
noted that Blau did not predict time lines within which the cause and effect
of growth and change would occur, but it appears that in the short run, "in
organizations that are in decline or experiencing scarcity of resources,
power rather than reason may have more influence on decisions regarding
retention of administrators or the elimination of departments” (p. 226).

Early higher education theory
In the 1ate 1960s to early 1970s the United States underwent a
period of reduced governmental resources and a basic questioning of
institutional roles in society. Among the analyses responding to these

phenomenan was Culbertson's (1976) study on the uses of adversity. He







































































































































































































































