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Abstract

This qualitative investigation addresses three new universities in the provinc-
es of British Columbia and Alberta and their presidents’ ascriptions of organi-
zational identity to their universities. Through extended, semi-structured in-
terviews and narrative analysis, this investigation uses organizational identity 
theory and institutional theory to explain the positionality and understand-
ings of presidents in relationship to their universities’ paths to legitimacy. We 
found that the preservation of aspects of the institutions’ original identity (as 
community colleges) aids new universities’ organizational change. Further-
more, while presidents advocated for a replacement of community college 
logics with university logics, data showed that these three new universities 
had yet to embrace the university logic fully. We propose that a blending of 
logics may be the preferred mechanism for the attainment of legitimacy dur-
ing sectoral change for new universities. 

Résumé

Cette étude qualitative s’occupe de trois nouvelles universités dans les 
provinces de la Colombie-Britannique et l’Alberta et l’utilisation d’identité 
organisationnelle de leurs présidents au contexte de leurs universités. Par 
les entrevues étendues semi-structurées et l’analyse narrative, cette étude 
emploie la théorie de l’identité organisationnelle et la théorie institutionnelle 
pour expliquer la positionalité et les vues des présidents à propos du chemin 
de la légitimité de leurs universités. La présente étude a trouvé que la 
préservation des anciennes identités des institutions (en tant que les collèges 
communautaires) aide le changement des nouvelles universités. En outre, 
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même si les présidents ont préconisé de remplacer les logiques collèges 
communautaires, les données ont montré que ces trois universités n’ont pas 
encore adopté complètement la logique universitaire. Nous suggérons qu’un 
mélange des logiques peut être le moyen préféré pour atteindre la légitimité au 
cours des changements sectoriels dans le contexte des nouvelles universités.

Introduction to the Problem

The enactment of provincial legislation that restructured British Columbia (2008) 
and Alberta (2009) higher education institutions from community colleges to universi-
ties (University Act and Post-Secondary Learning Act, respectively) led to alterations 
not only to mission and purpose but also to organizational identity for former community 
colleges in both provinces (Levin, 2017). This alteration included bicameral governance, 
the elevation of research as a function of the institution and a responsibility of faculty, 
and rank and tenure for faculty (Levin, 2017). Explanations of this alteration and its con-
sequences are limited (Levin 2017; Levin, Aliyeva, & Walker, 2016; Levin, López-Damián, 
Rall, Martin, & Viggiano, 2016; Levin, Martin, López-Damián, Rall, & Viggiano, 2016; 
Levin, Rall, Viggiano, & López-Damián, 2016). These explanations have emanated from a 
comprehensive, amalgamated view or data set that includes both institutional documents 
from three individual universities and organizational members, including faculty and ad-
ministrators (Levin, 2017; Levin, López-Damián, et al., 2016; Levin, Martin, et al., 2016; 
Levin, Rall, et al., 2016). Aside from these works, perspectives and thus meanings from 
individual participants are limited to the perceptions and experiences of one group of 
faculty, in one study, at one new university (Yeo, Bennett, Stoneman McNichol, & Merk-
ley, 2015). Given the formal role and the prominence accorded in scholarly literature to 
university presidents, their omission from scholarship on organizational change based on 
sectoral change—from community college to university—is a significant absence, espe-
cially given that they are the university administrators most responsible for the transition 
and the establishment of their institution as a university. As this alteration is a significant 
one in the development of universities in Canada, understandings gleaned from univer-
sity presidents can fill in knowledge gaps about what scholars have termed new universi-
ties (Levin, 2017), and also add to the scholarship on Canadian university presidents.

Purpose

Our purpose was to explain the ways in which three presidents of new universities 
understand and articulate the organizational identity of their universities, as well as the 
ways in which these understandings shape their conceptualization of their own role in the 
organization. This qualitative inquiry uses elements from organizational theory (Morgan, 
2006; Whetten, 2006) and institutional theory (Scott, 2014) to examine and explain the 
conceptions and projections of meaning of three presidents of new universities in Canada. 

Literature Review

The scholarly literature on new universities in Canada that evolved from community 
colleges is limited (e.g., Levin, 2017; McQuarrie, Kondra, & Lamertz, 2013; Yeo et al., 
2015), and that on presidents of these institutions is nonexistent. Nonetheless, there is a 
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substantial body of literature, particularly in the United States, on presidents, although 
the overwhelming body of that literature comes from the 1980s–90s (e.g., Birnbaum, 
1992; Kerr & Gade, 1986) and includes a few publications in Canada (e.g., Budros, 2002; 
Miller, 1998; Mount & Bélanger, 2001; Muzzin & Tracz, 1981). 

University and college presidents remain an underexamined population in Canadian 
literature. What scholarship on presidents has been completed is dated and often U. S.-
centric, and reveals little about the presidents’ perceptions of their organizations’ identity 
and their role in relationship to that organizational identity. In addition to the charac-
teristics of presidents (Budros, 2002; Green, 1988; Nicholson, 2007), researchers have 
explored the work–life balance of university presidents (Havice & Williams, 2005), their 
career paths (Amey & VanDerLinden, 2002; Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001; Madsen, 2006; 
Moore, Salimbene, Marlier, & Bragg, 1983; Wessel & Keim, 1994), their compensation 
(Monks, 2007; Pfeffer & Ross, 1988; Tang, Tang, & Tang, 2000), their approaches to 
leadership and leadership traits (Birnbaum, 1989a; Dee, Henkin, & Holman, 2004; Es-
ters et al., 2016; Freeman & Kochan, 2013; Padilla, 2005; Tierney, 1989), their power and 
influence (Baldridge, Curtis, Ecker, & Riley, 1980; Birnbaum, 1988; Budros, 2002; Cohen 
& March, 1974), how they learn and make sense of their role (Smerek, 2010), and their 
role in the perpetuation of, or resistance to, broader entrepreneurial (Mount & Bélanger, 
2001; Slaughter, 1993) and managerial (Miller, 1998) trends in higher education. 

Why do presidents’ understandings and perceptions matter, particularly with regard 
to organizational identity? Presidents as chief executive officers of universities are tasked 
with “planning, organizing, directing, and representing the institution” (Havice & Wil-
liams, 2005, p. 128). They are “responsible for the overall leadership and administrative 
action” (Havice & Williams, 2005, p. 128) within the institution, which includes resource 
management and public relations. Nevertheless, the responsibilities enumerated in a job 
description do not necessarily equate to actual, or actualized, influence or power.

Three primary stances on the influence and power of university and college presidents 
can be found in the literature. One body of literature asserts that university presidents’ 
power is constrained, or limited, by other actors, such as governing boards, faculty, ex-
ternal actors, state or provincial government, and resource shortages (Birnbaum, 1988, 
1989b; Budros, 2002; Cohen & March, 1974; Levin, 1995). The literature that falls into 
the constraint category positions college presidents as symbolic leaders with diminished 
autonomy (Birnbaum, 1988; Budros, 2002; Tierney, 1989). In contrast, the second stance 
present within the literature contends that university presidents possess substantial power 
and influence over their organization (Baldridge et al., 1980; Budros, 2002; Clark, 1972). 
Miller (1998) asserts that powerful presidents have the ability to mitigate, mediate, and 
modify pressures from external sources such as the provincial government or board mem-
bers. The third assertion about the role and influence of university and college presidents 
is that they have influence and power in some areas of their work but not in others (Bu-
dros, 2002); that is, a president “both does and does not make a difference” (Levin 1992, 
p. 42). Whereas presidents are unable to influence or control the organization’s programs 
and policies, educational planning, and financial conditions, “presidents [do] affect a col-
lege’s culture and reputation” (Budros, 2002, p. 95). Conversely, an institution’s culture 
and history can also impede the president’s efforts (Levin, 1995). Furthermore, a presi-
dent’s effects may also be influenced by his or her relationships, organizational leadership 
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succession, and the tolerance of stakeholders (Levin, 1995). Although the extent to which 
presidents possess and exert power continues to be contested, expectations for presidents 
are formidable. The president is expected to be the “lead visionary and strategist” (Free-
man & Kochan, 2013, p. 16) of the organization, as well as the “educational leader” (p. 28), 
and the “communicator of institutional orientations and actions” (Levin, 1992, p. 28). 

Entwined with presidential power and influence is organizational identity (Scott & 
Lane, 2000). There are hierarchical differences in perceptions of organizational identity 
(Corley, 2004), and top-level managers, such as presidents, play an assumed intrinsic 
role in the development of organizational identity (Scott & Lane, 2000). While some re-
search on presidents, such as Budros’s (2002) study on retrenchment and strategic lead-
ership, has critiqued other scholarship for reliance on “the perceptions of campus figures” 
(Budros, 2002, p. 92), other research has found that “social actor views of identity related 
processes [are] not only germane to the formation of organizational identity but…these 
processes [are] also mutually constitutive in creating a workable identity” (Gioia, Price, 
Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010, p. 1). Then, presidents, if not contested, are a central source of 
information about the organizational identity of a university (Birnbaum, 1994), a source 
which to a lesser or greater extent shapes organizational identity, especially when the 
organization has faced or faces sectoral change, such as movement from college or com-
munity college status to university status.

Theoretical Framework and Research Questions

Organizational identity and organizational roles are both objective (formal) and sub-
jective (informal) constructs (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Evan, 1993). In this investigation, 
we focus on them as subjective notions. There is a connection between what individuals 
understand as a university’s organizational identity and the way in which these individu-
als make sense of their own position within the organization (Whetten, 2006). That is, 
the organizational identity and the organizational role are mutually informing subjective 
constructs. Organizational members develop images of their organization that both el-
evate and ignore specific aspects of the organization and that lead individuals to manage 
organizations in distinctive ways (Morgan, 2006). Thus, the images that individuals in 
institutional positions (e.g., president, board of trustees) have of their organizations in-
fluence their own functions as well as their organizations’ missions and behaviors (Bess & 
Dee, 2008; Hatch & Schultz, 1997).

Organizational identity is, as a social construct, an idea that each individual holds as 
to what is enduring, central, and the core of his or her organization (Albert & Whetten, 
1985; Weerts, Freed, & Morphew, 2014; Whetten, 2006). This construct of organizational 
identity refers to organizational members’ understandings and, subsequently through 
language (Ayers, 2005; Brown & Humphreys, 2006), to explanations of the purposes of 
the organization, the meanings of its behaviours and actions, and, for post-secondary in-
stitutions, its social and educational roles (Levin, 1998). Organizational members create 
explanations of how their organization works (Whetten, 2006), explanations that both 
highlight and hide specific features of the organization (Boland & Greenberg, 1988; Mor-
gan, 2006). In the case of higher education institutions, these explanations may relate 
to the centrality of teaching and research in the organizational mission, the university’s 
connection to the local community, or the university’s curricular offerings, for example.
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Each individual’s idea of what constitutes the core of their organization informs their 
perceptions of their own position in the organization and provides meaning to their be-
haviours (Whetten, 2006; see also Bess & Dee, 2008); that is, organizational identity pro-
vides a frame of reference for an individual’s conceptions of their own organizational roles 
and functions. For university presidents, their position involves intra-organizational and 
inter-organizational roles (Evan, 1993); that is, the conceptualization of their roles involves 
understandings of their role in the university and the role of the university for external con-
stituencies (Evan, 1993). Thus, internal (organizational) and external expectations of what 
a university is, what its functions are, and how these functions should be enacted—the uni-
versity logic (Levin, 2017)—inform the image that presidents construct of their university 
as an organization and inform their understandings of their own role in new universities.

Expectations for an organization’s identity alone are not the sole shaper of organiza-
tional behaviour. Institutional logics (Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012) constitute 
the assumptions and sources of meaning that organizational members adopt when they 
are socialized in a particular institution, such as a university or college. These institu-
tional logics give rise to organizational behaviours and actions and legitimize them (Scott, 
2014). Behaviours that are congruent with an institutional logic reinforce that logic and 
can lead to legitimate action; those that are not congruent are dissmised or ignored—un-
derstood and treated as illegitimate.

The logic of a community college is not the same as the logic of a university (Levin, 
2017), and thus an organization’s identity as a university entails different behaviours and 
actions from those of a community college. For organizations that shift their identity from 
a community college to a university, the institutional logic shifts as well, or there is an 
identity conflict or crisis. Thornton et al. (2012) accept that the introduction of a new 
logic—a university logic—into an organization occurs when that new logic replaces an ex-
isting logic, or when it blends with the existing logic, or when it stands separate, and seg-
regrated, from the existing logic. In the case of a separation of logics, for example, the uni-
versity logic may stand apart from the community college logic in the domain of student 
admissions (i. e., open access) or curriculum (i.e., comprehensive curriculum, including 
developmental and vocational education). The blending of logics may occur, for example, 
when a tenure process combines elements of community college logic—excellence in in-
struction as primary—with university logic—research productivity. The replacement of 
logics, however, requires the removal or vanquishing of a dominant, central assumption 
of an institution, such as unicameral governance, and the replacement of that assumption 
with another—in this case, bicameral governance (Dennison, 2006). 

In order to fulfill our purpose, this investigation relied on two main research ques-
tions:  In what ways do these three presidents of new universities (Levin, 2017) under-
stand their organizational roles and functions? What are the ways in which the presidents 
understand and articulate the organizational identity of their universities? Thus, this in-
quiry focuses on the meaning-making and positionality of university presidents. 

Methodology and Methods

In order to capture the perceptions of university presidents, we utilized qualitative 
field methods (Burgess, 2002) and collected data from one source: interviews (Miles, Hu-
berman, & Saldaña, 2014). This approach provided us with an opportunity to explore the 
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ways in which individuals’ positionality influences their attributions of meaning to both 
their role within new universities and their understandings of the paths to legitimacy that 
their institutions should take and have taken. This positionality is linked to individuals’ 
previous experiences and the sociocultural contexts of these experiences (Burgess, 2002; 
Seidman, 2013). These presidents’ positionality and their attributions of meaning point to 
their capacity for reflexivity, whereby they construct narratives of themselves in relation 
to their institutional contexts (Eisner, 2003; Trahar, 2009).

We centred this investigation on the perceptions and interpretations of social interac-
tions of specific individuals in a particular context (Lichtman, 2013) in order to explain 
the multiple and complex meanings of social reality that individuals create (Creswell, 
2007). Our focus on the participants’ experiences, flexibility during data collection, and 
data analysis of the participants’ meanings enabled us to understand and explain the ex-
periences of presidents of new universities through our first-hand contact with presidents 
(Creswell, 2007; Silverman, 2011). 

We chose three new universities, two in British Columbia and one in Alberta, and the 
principal researcher conducted interviews in 2013 with the president of each university. 
We selected these three campuses due to their particular circumstances of recent organi-
zational change. That is, they matched the criteria of new universities (Levin, 2017): the 
two British Columbia universities were established through legislation in 2008, and the 
one Alberta university was established in 2009. In addition, the principal researcher had 
knowledge of the three sites due to a research project carried out previously, which pro-
vided us with longitudinal information on the historical and cultural background of the 
three organizations before they became universities.

Historically, Canadian university presidents, predominantly, have been white males, 
although since the 1980s, the percentage of women presidents has increased to approxi-
mately 19% (Turpin, 2012). At present, the percentage has dropped slightly to 14%, and 
there is evidence to indicate that self-identified foreign-born and visible minority presi-
dents have increased in the population of university presidents during the 2000s (Char-
bonneau, 2010). Of the legislated new universities in Alberta and British Columbia, only 
one had a female president and none of the presidents were visible minorities during 
the interview period of this investigation in 2013. In accordance, the three presidents in-
cluded in this investigation were male and not visible minorities.The specific selection of 
university presidents had more to do with the fact that their institutions were the subject 
of an initial investigation that covered the 1989–99 period (Levin, 2001), and this present 
investigation was designed as a follow-up to that earlier one. 

This investigation used narrative interviews as the sole source of data collection (Clan-
dinin & Connelly, 2000). Interviewees were asked to use their reflexivity to attribute 
meaning and reconstruct events in their professional lives (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; 
Trahar, 2009; Webster & Mertova, 2007). Narrative interviews enabled us to explore the 
presidents’ subjective experiences and understandings, and the reflexivity they used to 
attribute explanations and meaning to their universities’ paths to legitimacy. 

We conducted one narrative interview with each university president. Each interview 
lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. The interviews were carried out as guided conver-
sations (Burgess, 2002), in which the interviewer suggested topics for the interviewees 
to discuss but permitted interviewees to take the conversations in directions that they 
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deemed important (e.g., the role of the provincial government, the president’s personal 
interactions with government officials, the president’s relationships with faculty). The in-
terviews focused on exploring the presidents’ professional careers, their perceptions of 
the transition of their organizations from community colleges to universities, and the 
ways in which the participants understood and perceived the pathways that their institu-
tions addressed and needed to address in order to achieve institutional legitimization as 
universities.

We analyzed interviews through narrative analysis to capture the stories the three 
presidents offered about their universities. As well, we coded interview data in line with 
the images the presidents used to characterize their universities and their own position, 
or role, in the organization. For narrative analysis we relied upon Riessman (2002, 2008). 
The goal of this analysis was not the generation of narratives but what Bochner and Riggs 
(2014) have named narrative under analysis. We identified the narratives in which presi-
dents reflected on their university as an organization, on their own background, and on 
their role as organizational members. Narrative analysis enabled us to explore the par-
ticipants’ stories, experiences, and meanings (Slay & Smith, 2011) and to convey the his-
torical and social context through the lens of individual perspectives (Maynes, Pierce, & 
Laslett, 2012). 

For coding, we relied on the concept of image and metaphor derived from Morgan’s 
Images of Organizations (2006). In Morgan’s concept, each individual constructs an im-
age of his or her organization that both elevates and ignores specific aspects of the orga-
nization and that leads individuals to “manage organizations in distinctive” ways (p. 4). 
Accordingly, we scanned interviews for two categories of data that included (1) the presi-
dents’ image of the central characteristics of their universities as organizations, and (2) 
the presidents’ role in relation to their organization’s goals. We used constructs of organi-
zational identity to code the data for the characteristics of the universities; we identified 
the participants’ descriptions of their universities’ organizational goals, priorities, needs, 
and distinctive elements compared to other similar organizations (i.e., universities) (Al-
bert & Whetten, 1985; Weerts et al., 2014; Whetten, 2006). To code for the presidents’ 
roles, we used constructs of role theory; in each interview, we sought descriptions of the 
presidents’ functions, their inter- and intra-organizational roles, and their relationships 
with other roles (positions) in the organization (Evan, 1993). Finally, we compared data 
in both categories to explain the ways in which these presidents understood the legitima-
tion of their institutions. In the presentations of our findings and conclusions, we use 
pseudonyms for the universities: East Shoreline University (ESU), Rural Valley Univer-
sity (RVU), and North Mountain University (NMU).

Findings

Backgrounds of the Presidents

The three presidents were relative newcomers to their institutions, and all three be-
gan their tenure after their institutions became universities. All had served previously 
as faculty and administrators at universities but had no professional experience in com-
munity colleges. The three participants’ backgrounds coincided with their perspectives 
and understandings of their role as university leaders. Although other members of their 
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organizations had experience with the universities when they were community colleges, 
prior to 2008 and 2009 (Levin, 2017), the presidents did not express nostalgia for any 
preferred condition associated with their university’s previous community college status. 
That is, some values of the community college, including open access to further education 
and responsiveness to the local community, were not adopted or embraced—but were, in 
fact, rejected—by the three presidents. Instead, the presidents looked to what was miss-
ing in their institutions that needed to be addressed in order for their institutions to pos-
sess legitimate identities as universities. They noted the developmental phase of their 
academic senates, the rationalization of research at their institutions, and the challenges 
with academic rank. However, the presidents’ experiences at other universities that had 
undergone organizational change, as well as the limitations of their current universities 
(e.g., resources), motivated them to embrace a teaching orientation as a central value of 
their university. This enabled them to avoid “drift” toward a dominant emphasis on re-
search, the role of a traditional Canadian university. “We’re starting to drift away from…
what we are now…. What I want to do is stop” (President, NMU). For another president, 
this teaching orientation and university identity protected him or her from reliance on 
decisions directed by an “opportunist attitude” (President, ESU) in programming, with 
the term “opportunistic” as consistent with community college responsiveness and adapt-
ability (Levin, 2017). All three presidents suggested or stated that their institution was not 
a community college, which indicated that for them traditional community college values 
and practices were unwelcome.

Roles of the Presidents

Of considerable significance was the approach taken by all three presidents, which de-
viated from the scholarly literature, particularly the literature that emphasized the sym-
bolic nature of the presidency (Birnbaum, 1992). In the case of the three presidents in this 
investigation, their self-projected role was that of guides and directors: because they had 
previous experience with universities, they could guide and direct faculty and administra-
tors at their institutions on a path to achieve a legitimate identity as a university. Whereas 
Birnbaum (1992) expected presidents to conform to institutional norms, the three presi-
dents adopted the role of  a guide to help organizational members, board members, and 
their communities reach their aspirational goals: to become a legitimate university. This 
role entailed development of structures and processes.

The presidents understood that their role was, as well, to define the sector in which 
their university belonged: “new universities” (President, RVU), “undergraduate universi-
ties” (President, NMU), “teaching universities” (President, ESU). The presidents indi-
cated that there were inconsistencies between understandings of universities and their 
particular organizations, and that these understandings hindered their universities’ abil-
ity to serve their purposes. Among presidents’ functions was the education of policy mak-
ers, government officials, and the general public about the specific characteristics of their 
universities; the creation of internal structures and processes (e.g., academic senate, or-
ganizational policies and norms) that shaped members’ roles; and the development of 
their universities’ relationships with other universities in the same province.

The President of Rural Valley University understood his role as predominately con-
cerned with the legitimization of his organization as a university, and the need to differen-
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tiate it from a college. One major action for this was his role as the developer of a bicam-
eral governance system, particularly through the creation of a senate. “I have…drawn…
people back to the act [University Act], to the legislation that defines not only powers but 
responsibilities…. I’ve insisted that the committees be weighted in favour of faculty mem-
bership.... In…our senate committees…a faculty member…will chair it.” His background 
as a university administrator gave him experiential knowledge of the responsibilities of 
faculty in bicameral governance. Other than his role here in governance, he used the first 
person plural noun (“we”), but it is clear that he means that his role functions in concert 
with others:

I don’t want this to sound as if I’m doing this all alone as the great messiah. There 
were many people…who had the vision, saw the [university] model, recognized the 
importance and embraced these opportunities…. We reached out to others. 

He included others in his public efforts to educate provincial government officials and 
the public: “We are working to help government and the public understand our mandate, 
understand what we do well, understand the strengths of our system.”

The President of North Mountain University understood that a component of his role 
was not just to ensure his university’s legitimacy but to bring prominence. In part, he 
wanted his university to be known for its teaching, but he wanted a national reputation as 
the “best” university of its kind:

I’d like to have the profile of students that Mount Allison does from across the coun-
try but offer the broader array of programs and research opportunities and learning 
experiences…. Being the best increases our national reputation…increases the qual-
ity of students we can have…increases our opportunities to develop scholarships 
and have people in the community willing to give us scholarships…. That will in-
crease our reputation…[and] the opportunity for internationalism…. Being the best 
also means what opportunities do we have that we provide to our own students. 

This prominence would be a result of the president’s role in such diverse actions as increas-
ing teaching effectiveness; increasing the participation of faculty in governance; bringing 
in money to support undergraduate education; and negotiating with government officials, 
and the minister in particular, to improve his university’s resources and fulfill internal 
goals. Although a number of actions, such as limiting faculty’s participation in research, 
were clearly not ones that a president could carry out alone, the NMU president did not say 
that these responsibilities were within the role expectations or duties of others; rather, he 
stated or implied that these were his roles. Thus, as well as his role as guide, particularly 
in socializing administrators and faculty in university policies and practices, the president 
viewed his role as both director of actions and the actor of specific actions.

The President of East Shoreline University articulated his role as largely consonant 
with that of a manager of a business, comprising leadership, planning, negotiating, and 
resource acquisition, as well as educating university members on the expected function-
ing of a university. In discussing his role, he used the first person plural noun (“we”), 
which reinforced his managerial role in that he hired and directed personnel. Planning 
was one key area: 
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This integrating planning notion is very important to us…It provides us with a col-
lective understanding of where we come from…where we’re going, and what we’re 
trying to build here…. We tried to get people to take the responsibility to participate.

Another area was economic development of the local community:

We’re defining ourselves in this region as a key economic driver, as a key to suc-
cess…. We line up with the economic development commission. We line up with 
all the mayors and councilors…. We’re a key part of [the] Science and Technology 
Council…. We’re a key driver there.

A third area of the president’s role was as articulator of values: 

We’ve got a set of values...here. And we hold those up. And we’ve been that much 
sharper in articulating…. We’ve got a new HR person...that really helped us. That’s 
important to people, knowing that they’re a part of a place that really lives and 
breathes its values across the institution.

The ESU president represented himself not only as a guide but also as the head of his or-
ganization, in charge of the university’s activities and actions.

Presidents’ Conceptions of the Organizational Identity of Their Universities: 
Identities Under Construction

The President of North Mountain University viewed his university as a teaching uni-
versity, with emphasis on undergraduate education: “I think our differentiator is that we 
are an undergraduate only institution…. Why can’t we be the best undergraduate pro-
gram in the province or country?” He wanted limits on the introduction of graduate pro-
grams: “What happened [elsewhere]…you went gung-ho into graduate planning and you 
essentially robbed what was your differentiator, which was your key driver, which was the 
fact [of] undergraduate students.” He noted as well that NMU had to take on the role of 
a university, as it had shed its former identity as a college: “We’re a university now, not a 
college.” What limits the development of this new status and identity is the cultural divide 
among faculty, essentially between those who were aligned with the former identity of the 
institution as a college and those aligned with the aspirational identity of a legitimate and 
publicly recognized university:

The biggest issue…the faculty is facing is not a faculty versus admin; it’s a faculty 
versus faculty. There’s a growing gulf between faculty who…have been around a 
long time…who have always seen themselves primarily as college instructors; who 
love what they do; who are great at what they do, but are feeling pushed out by the 
young folks who are teaching less and doing more research and don’t value teach-
ing. The…profile of faculty we’ve hired pre-degree granting and post, it’s huge…. 
There is a cultural divide within the faculty.

The construction of a university identity for the President of NMU, then, depended on or-
ganizational members’ commitment to a collective mission as a prestigious undergradu-
ate university, with excellence in teaching, and on cultural change, including closing the 
gap between two tiers of faculty.
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The President of Rural Valley University understood his institution as neither research 
university nor college. Unlike colleges, the president noted, “our needs are different, our 
expectations are different, governance structure is different.” Unlike traditional Canadian 
research universities, his university was “establishing standards for tenure and promo-
tion that are distinctly different from that of a research university.” He included himself 
in this development:

 We’re working hard to establish standards which will focus on what we believe is 
most important…. Our rank and tenure agreement…puts teaching excellence in the 
center. It includes the service and scholarship/research obligations but it’s teach-
ing excellence that we’ve put at the core of the model. 

The process of becoming a university requires faculty as decision makers, replacing ad-
ministrators in that role to some extent. Bicameral governance, while the norm in Cana-
dian universities (Levin, 2017), requires a university to develop more than a structure:

You can create a senate and put members in place, but working with a senate and 
the board [means that]…people [have to] understand in this bicameral governance 
structure…[t]he senate does not report to the board; the senate has different pow-
ers, but it has specific powers that is the endpoint for certain decisions. 

It was thus the self-appointed role of the President of RVU to ensure that authentic bi-
cameral governance was enacted. The construction of a university, for the President of 
RVU, was a developmental process, which demanded not just the institutionalization of 
structures and processes but the adequate, even highly collaborative, functioning of those 
structures and processes.

The President of East Shoreline University viewed his institution’s identity through 
the eyes of many of the faculty, seeing it as not yet a university but entrenched in its col-
lege history and culture:

“You’re a university in all but name only.” That was what I heard…. And these were 
people who had never been at a university; they didn’t know anything about gov-
ernment structures, knew nothing about responsibilities, knew nothing about fac-
ulty responsibilities, nothing about…the peer review, and the importance of peer 
review in the university. 

As a result of this level of organizational members’ inexperience or ignorance, the Presi-
dent of ESU saw himself as the director of the establishment of bicameral governance, 
faculty rank, and peer evaluation. The community college ethos of collegiality and equal-
ity was giving way to a university culture of merit. “The pressure is more about ‘we’re all 
the same…there are no stand outs here.’ You know this tall poppy thing, you clip them 
down…. We’re emerging out of that.” Furthermore, the former college culture, with a 
strong union presence, continued on to the present, several years after the university des-
ignation. “Department heads have very little responsibility compared to [traditional uni-
versities]. That’s part of the union controlling management. What had crept in here was 
a co-management model that didn’t align with the new university act.” But alteration to 
this condition was underway. “The union was the opposition to the board. And that’s a 
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significant change that has happened now, where the senate has responsibility for qual-
ity that the union can’t stand up and say: ‘Where [is] the quality?’” The construction of a 
university identity, then, for ESU’s president, was also a process of de-construction: The 
undoing of community college attributes and past practices that contradicted notions of 
what it means to be a university.

The three presidents understood their universities as undergoing a process of identity 
development: Their university was an unfinished institution. In general, their universities 
either lacked legitimate structures or processes that would identify them as universities, 
or they constituted an organizational culture that was fragmented (Morgan, 2006) or un-
ambiguous (Martin & Meyerson, 1988). At one university, ESU, the fragmented culture 
was in part a consequence of faculty subcultures that did not accept either the president’s 
efforts to deconstruct the organization’s attributes or his approaches to management. This 
led to considerable unrest, which the president saw as a battle of values: “We respect that 
they’ve got jobs to do. We’ve got jobs to do. We’ll battle very clearly; we’ll battle and hold 
our line on principle.” Identity development, then, was a process of culture formation on 
the one hand and a process of cultural unity on the other. It also entailed the deliberate 
eradication of certain subcultures, particularly in the case of ESU.

Conclusions and Implications

The organizational identity of the three universities, as seen through the perceptions 
of the three presidents, suggests that these three organizations were developing institu-
tions in an adolescent phase of an organizational life cycle (Cameron, 1984). Furthermore, 
they were engaged in a replacement of institutional logics. The judgements of the three 
presidents were in large part a consequence of their experiences in traditional Canadian 
universities and their inexperience in community colleges. The presidents recognized 
those aspects of their universities that did not align with notions of a university and those 
aspects that were in need of development or alteration so that their universities could be 
viewed as legitimate. Of the three presidents, the North Mountain University president 
considered his organization a university, de facto, whereas the other two presidents, at 
best, viewed their organizations as simply de jure universities, which were in need of 
significant alteration. None of the three indicated that their organizations had embraced, 
fully, the logic of the university; however, the President of NMU acknowledged that his 
organization had rid itself of numerous attributes of a community college, including open 
access, and had institutionalized faculty rank, even though categories and criteria were 
changeable (Levin, 2017). The other two presidents saw their universities as engaged in 
a process of deinstitutionalization of community college attributes and values, such as a 
non-hierarchical faculty structure where all faculty are referred to as “instructor,” rather 
than as assistant, associate, and full professor.

Evidently, the alteration from the institutional logic (Hinings, 2012; Scott, 2014) of a 
community college to the institutional logic of a university was neither straightforward 
nor unproblematic. Although Dennison (2006) decried the change of community colleges 
in Canada to baccalaureate degree-granting institutions, which at the time he considered 
an institutional transitional phase of colleges becoming universities, he was prescient 
enough to understand the legitimacy dilemma that would ensue if these colleges were 
legislated as universities: “An attempt to emulate the characteristics of established uni-
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versities is unlikely to succeed” (p. 122). He noted that if these colleges became universi-
ties, they would have to be viewed as special-purpose universities:

The task will be to demonstrate that an innovative approach to curriculum design, 
organization and management, instructional technology, or workplace-oriented 
practices may be conducted without compromising quality. Each “new” university 
will adopt a model that best accommodates the needs of its particular students, 
its community and the reputation it hopes to build. Credibility in academia is not 
awarded by changing the name of the institution, nor by investing in public rela-
tions, but by ensuring excellence in its graduates and the performance of its in-
structional faculty. (Dennison, 2006, p. 122)

Here, indeed, is advice for our three presidents and their organizations, as well as other 
higher educational institutions undergoing sectoral change to university status: there may 
have to be a blending of institutional logics, not a replacement of one logic with another 
(Thornton et al., 2012), in order for new universities to achieve credibility among other 
universities and the public. This suggests that presidents with experience in community 
colleges may have an advantage in aiding their organizations in transition from college to 
university, and perhaps that presidents should refrain from insisting upon a replacement 
of logics and prefer instead to guide their organization through a blending of logics. In the 
case of two of the universities—East Shoreline University and Rural Valley University—
this blending was enshrined in legislation, so that the universities provided curriculum 
that was decidedly both associated with community colleges (e.g., adult basic education, 
trades) and universities (baccalaureate and master’s degree programming). The blend-
ing of logics also involves a change in organizational culture—the latent assumptions, 
values, and philosophies (Burnett & Huisman, 2010) of a campus. Culture at these three 
universities was both ambiguous and contested, from the presidents’ point of view. Orga-
nizational culture is the context “within which interpretations of organizational identity 
are formed” (Hatch & Schultz, 1997, p. 357). Thus, future research might focus on new 
universities as “hybrid organizations” (Whetten, 2006) with multiple organizational cul-
tures and organizational identities.

For scholars and researchers who address university presidents, this investigation 
demonstrates that presidents’ backgrounds shape their perceptions and ultimately their 
actions, and that organizational identity both shapes and is shaped by presidents, at least 
in their own eyes. For these three presidents, who were initially outsiders in their orga-
nizations and outsiders to their organizations’ historical culture, their perceptions were 
not the subject of personal doubt or self-questioning. They claimed responsibility for the 
enactment of specific actions directed at specific goals: to institutionalize university struc-
tures and processes and to legitimize their organization as a university. Unlike Birnbaum’s 
symbolic figure (1992), these presidents fashioned themselves as Mintzberg’s managers 
(1973), who act and commit their organizations to action. 
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