RUSTOUT OR
BURNOUT?

A College Chair Offers
Some Suggestions for Dealing With Stress

BY GERRY COLVIN

s | review my appointment calendar for this past
year, [ am acutely aware of the theme of almost
all the visits 1o my office: self-concern and
self-interest. 1 am not surprised, of course, be-
cause this is the nature of my assignment as an
assistant dean for graduate studies in education.
However, the incessant strain of

being solicited for special privileges can be
very burdensome.
Behind the achievements of many

greal academics lies the factor of
stress. A study of 1,200 faculty
members revealed how stress
interacted with their produoc-
tivity.! A moderate amount
of stress seemed ta help
them reach peak perfor-
mance, but when siress
reached “excessive™ pro-
portions (burnout), their
performance declined sig-
nificantly. Without suffi-
clent stress (rustout), how-
ever, their performance also
dechined

A study of 564 academic de-
partment heads investigated the
most stressful situations, emergent

\

themes, and different stressors for depart-
ment chairs and faculty.! For administrators,
maost stress came from heavy workloads, ime pressures, con-
frontations with colleagues, organizational constraints, and
taculty-like duties. Faculty and administrative pressures
compounded each other.

More than 800 academic department chairs, stratified by
discipline, were selected from research and doctorate-grant-
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ing institutions. They completed the Department Chair
Stress Index along with demographic questions.” Results in-
dicate that, overall, stress among department chairs is in-
tense. Chairs experienced high stress both in faculty and ad-
ministrative arcas of concemn,
Job descriptions ill prepare academic administrators for
the pressures they muost confront daily. The role
of the department chair continues to be
ambiguous, unclear in terms of author-

ity, and very difficult to classify as
faculty or administrator-all of
which contributes to excessive
levels of stress.
Institutions of higher edu-
cation differ from many
other organizations in re-
quiring leadership to be a
more shared experience.
Consequently, most aca-
demic chairpersons must
place greater emphasis on
empowering activities,
While highlighting and
strengthening the skills of
faculty, these activities often
Fal to fulfill either the adminis-
trator’s or observers” expectations
of a “sirong” chairperson,
Academic department chairpersons
are open to eriicism-and entreaty—frvm many
directions: {1} Top-down from presidents, provosts, execu-
tive assistants, vice presidents, assistant vice-presidents, and
executive directors; (2) Horigontally from deans, division
heads, and other chairpersons: and (3) Bortom-up from direc-
tors, coordinators, program leaders, faculty, adjuncts, and
students.




The Case of the Put-Off Student

A magor assignment of many chairs
and division heads 15 to create and
oversee class schedules and departmen-
tal courses offered. One colleague
from a moderate-size university told me
recently that each of the four campuses
at her nniversity averages 30 courses
per campus during cach fall and winter
semester and for each of three summer
sessions, while employing 40 full-time
and 26 adjunct faculty {including field-
woTk SUpervisors) per semester/session.
“This opens the way,” she grimaced,
“for at least 100,000 scheduling emrors
each term, with 300,000-plus such er-
rors possible in a calendar year!”

I know the feeling. An angry gradu-
ate student recently lambasted me for
printing the wrong starting time for g
summer class, Somehow she had
missed our later correction of the error
Because of her work, she would likely
miss the first three mornings of the new
class unless fellow workers could cover
tor her.

Although the professor was willing
to “forgive™ her absences, he did want
her to do a make-up library paper, In-
sulted at such a request, she came o me
and declared that my office had cavsed
her 1o miss the first theee morning ses-
sions. | apologized and said that | had
been assured everyone had been con-
tacted. Then I mused aloud, ““What if
we had informed you? You are work-
ing anyway; what difference would it
have made?”

Undaunted. she replied, “Well, |
could have had more time to arrange
for someone to substitute for me al
work.” 1immediately offered her the
usc of my phone to call long distance to
arrange for substitutes, but she de-
clined.

Her teacher later told me that he had
finally suggested that she choose not to
do any make-up work. “Oh, but my
grade would suffer!” the student ex-
claimed. “Yes.” responded the profes-
sor, “but at least you wouldn't have to
do the work!™

Nothing I could say to this student
seamed to help. Although she poured a
goodly portion of her anger onio me,
she walked away with enough left to

Behind the
achievements of
many great aca-
demacs hes the fac-

tor of stress.
e S |

frighten the average person. Still, be-
cause | had provided her the freedom to
express her anger, | hoped that I had
been of some help. In return, however,
she had certainly increased my stress
fevel for the day!

Attack From the Flank

A chair at a sister university is some-
times blind-sided by a colleague as-
signed by her dean to monitor the class
assignments she makes to her faculty.
My friend has three coordinators assist-
ing her on other campuses. She is on
the telephone with them daily adjusting
and modifving schedule needs, as well
as monitoring the programs in general.
She visits each center twice cach se-
mester, besides holding monthly meet-
ings with the coordinators. Yet, in spite

of all of her interaction and “up-close™
supervision of these who assist her in
adjusting schedules, she must still an-
swer [0 a peer who has been empow-
ered to oversee her professional activi-
tics. “More than once,” she declares, 1
hiave almost quit my post in disgust!”

The Case of the “Bully” Student

Ir an instance leading to bottom-up
criticism, & graduate student was per-
mitted o continue in her program be-
vond the ime limit. She had switched
majors a number of times. This was
compounded by an ambiguous progzram
option (before my arrival), a lack of ini-
tial designation of her major (a glitch
years agzo), and misinformation from a
well-meaning eolleague.

Her advisor characterized her as a
bully. Over the period of a year, she
summarily condemned a number of us
for giving wrong advice, for failing to
communicate with one another, and for
treating her unlike other students. (The
last accusation was cerlainly true. Had
[ dealt with her as [ do with most of the
other students who pass through my of-
fice, 1 would have required her to reap-
ply for admission and start over with
new program standards.)

Mevertheless, we finally decided w
take the high road, and made extraordi-
nary modifications 1o accommodate her
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in the best wiy we knew how. None of
ns anticipated any “thank you's,” nor
did we receive any. We just hoped that
she would not change her mind vet one
more Lime,

In some ways, the discomfort of de-
partment chairs (and school deans) is
not so unlike the plight of the church
director. A pastor of a large congrega-
tion anguished, *The senior mimster is
expected to praise, compliment, offer
concern and support, and make sure
everyone else is doing OK. No one
seems Lo realize thai the senior minister
also needs these things.™

Another church adminisirator dispar-
aged the criticism of himself for not
giving exactly the same amount of al-
tention to everyone, for failing to notice
each and every olfense of a subordi-
nate, or for permitiing one member to
appear closer 1o him than another. He
lamented, “I'm weary from the amount
of energy that 1 must be willing to ex-
pend. Iam weary from never having a
momenl 1o myself-a day that is entirely
mine—because | am so busy stomping
out a myriad of fires that break out all
arcund me."™

Department Chairs

Departrnent chairs frequently experi-
ence excessive siress. Afer all, they
can extinguish only so many brush fires
before they themselves burn out. At

Job descriptions ill
prepave academic
administrators for
the pressuves they
must confront
darly.

that point, stress can become an ex-
tremely powerful enemy, playing a
major role i a variety of illnesses and
dysfunctions. Although Gmelch and
Miskin" have developed an elaborate
three-stage plan for assisting chairs in
reducing their stress, their counsel
might be summarized in these relatively
simple directives:

L. Identify a bothersome siressor
over which you have some control,

2. Search for the causes of the stress-
ful event.

3. Generate a set of possible solu-
T o remedy the causes.

4. Specify a plan to alleviate the
Canse,

5. Develop a timetable to implement
the plan.
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6. Sct a date and method of jodlow-
up, and evaluate the effectiveness of
your plan.

7. Investigate potential problems of
unintended consequences that the plan
miy have created.

Although the above approach may
seem overly systematic, its plodding
nature is precisely what makes it effec-
tive. Anexample of the seven-step so-
lution process is shown in Figure |,
The particular focus in this instance is
on “too heavy a workload™ Attempts
to climinate the cause are made
throughout.”

Practical Advice to Stressed-Out
Chairs

Mo single, best answer exists for
coping with stress problems. Still, fo-
cusing on specific areas can help in at-
tacking the general sources of depart-
meent chair stress.

Managing vour mandagement tine.
Paperwork, meetings, and deadlines are
not the ends of managerial and aca-
demic productivity but the means to im-
portant goals of higher education.
Identify high-payoft (HIPO) activities
{most important, not urgent) that will
help you attain excellence in both man-
agement and faculty responsibilities,

Budget, personnel, and personal pro-
ductivity activities should take prece-
dence over administrative details,
unimportant meetings, filing memos,
and answering low-priorty correspon-
dence. At the same time, see that rou-
tine paperwork is handled by assistants,
telephone calls are screened, and tHme
15 blocked into uninterruptible periods
for productive, thoughtful work. When
necessary, have a HIPO hideout where
you can retreat to prepare manuscripis
and Keep up with vour academic disci-
pline.

Producrive conflict resolution. The
chairperson’s most frequent and serious
conflict arises when confronting peers,
and, on oceasion, the dein. Remember
that the power of the chair does not rest
soomuch in the position (power of re-
ward and punishment) as in the person
{influence by referent, expertise, and
collegiality). Therefore, use vour posi-
tion power sparingly and establish a



solid personal power base with your
dean and faculty by ineracting with
them in an open and professional man-

er. If you are caught between the de-
mands of the administration and the
needs of the faculty, explore the com-
mon interests that transcend-and sat-
isfy—hoth parties. Work on getting fac-
ulty involved and having them buy into
the solutions—become more of a facili-
tator than a director.,

Academic productivity. The number-

one stressor for department chairs is

Figura 1

II. CAUSES . SOLUTIONS

1. Unrealistic appraisal of time 1. Comduct time schedules

2, Gain aszerive skills
3. Set family/job goats
4. Request spaciiic Facutty

2. Inakility 1o say “ng”
3. Owercommited to family
4, Unclear dalineation of

responsibilites Planning Guida
5. Cannat distinguish between high 5. Concentrate on high-
and low pnmtles priorily tasks

".f S-TEF‘% FOR IMFLEMENTATIGM

1 Aztnnty Develop hrgh-pa;.rnfrand low-payoff |I5t5
2. Whers: In the office at my desk with na intermptians

4. How Often: Daiky far two weeks
& Whan; Every moming at £:30 a.m.

".ﬁ FDLLDW UF E"-I'ALUR.TION

1. Dict | write out my lists every mumng’*
2. Wera the high-payoff tasks completed first?
3. Didl | actually delegate of sliminate any low-payoff tasks?

Wil NEGA‘I'I'LFE UNINTENDED GDNSEQUEHGES

1. My dean became uimr with incompiete tasks.
2, Wark became foo regimented and not as caretree.

4,

my plan.

3. 1 creabed ar overload for my staff by delegating toa mary tasks to them.

Chair Action Plan - “Heavy Workload™

I, Mozt bethersome strass ovant Too heavy & workload, ona thar cannof be finished in 8 day

IV. SPECIFIC
ACTION PLAN

. The planisto
concentrate an
high-paiyalf tasks

b. Typa of action:

& corrective

—Intenim

__ adaplive
___preventive
conhngmt

MODIFICATIONS OF PLAN I-.IEEDED'P Since rw,rn:iean neads 1o know what I am concenirat:
ing on (high payoffs), | should communicate with himiher periodically fo seek concurrerce wilh

trying to keep current in their disci-
plines. Preparing manuscripts for pub-
lication and maintaining academic ca-
reer progress also rank in their top 10
stress traps. In short, department chairs
are the prisoners of pressures for fac-
ulty productivity as well as challenges
intrinsic o administrative leadership.
Protect your time and resources with
the responses al your disposal:

* Block out uninterrupted periods for
scholarly activities,

= Dievote at least a hall day each
week to personal academic endeavors,

+ Estahlish o research or writing team
of faculty members andfor graduate sm-
dents, and

+ Negotiate a sabbatical between
terms or at the end of the term Lo bring
vourself up to date in your discipline.

Remember, any approach to redue-
ing stress depends on both the chair’s
willingness to seek creative solutions
and the institution’s commitment to de-
velop effective and productive leader-
ship. While the future for academic
leadership may seem filled with stress,
it is ulso replete with challenges and
creative opportunities, ¥
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