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The Hidden Infrastructure

Management Quality as a Strategic
Asset in Higher Education

How leadership capability
shapes institutional

resilience, talent retention, and
execution velocity.
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BASED ON THE RESEARCH: "THE HIDDEN INFRASTRUCTURE:
MANAGEMENT QUALITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION"
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Executive Summary: The Case for Infrastructure Investment

The Strategic Gap

)

Higher education faces an
“Expertise-Authority Gap."” Technical

experts and faculty are promoted into
leadership without tooling. While

60% of staff satisfaction derives from
supervision, less than 50% of institutions
provide training (CUPA-HR). This

creates a trial-by-fire culture.

The Evidence

Hoffman et al., 2022

Outcome / Growth

Time

Management quality is not neutral.
Longitudinal data (Hoffman et al., 2022)
shows that high-performing managers
generate 28% higher salary growth and
35% greater internal mobility for their
teams. Weak management acts as a
"hidden tax" on talent and execution.

Human Capital
o*ﬁ%}o/o Innovationg

The Blueprint
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Moving from “trial by fire" to systemic
infrastructure.

Institutions like ASU and UMich
demonstrate that structured
ecosystems—not one-off workshops—
drive engagement (+18%) and reduce
voluntary turnover (-22%).
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Amidst external chaos, management quality remains the
singular variable within institutional control.

External Headwinds (Uncontrollable) Internal Levers (Controllable)
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While institutions cannot control the “enroliment cliff,” they fully control the quality of the leaders executing
their response. Management is not administrative overhead; it is the infrastructure of execution.
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The “Expertise-Authority Gap” leaves
technical experts to lead without a map.

-
The Academic Promotion Paradox

The Capability Gap

o H O
' Promotion
LIl (©) (0]
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Subject Matter Chair / Director The Capability
Expertise Role

Result:
Gap Trial by Fire
Lack of training in budget,
conflict, or coaching

—

“Individuals assume managerial roles because of what they know rather than
their demonstrated ability to develop others.” — Gigliotti & Ruben, 2017

I
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e ol
60%
(0
Staff citing supervisor

relationship as top
satisfaction factor

k< 5(7

Institutions providing
structured training for
new managers
(CUPA-HR, 2021)
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Weak management creates bottlenecks that
stall strategic execution.

-
FLOW DYNAMICS OF EXECUTION
HIGH VELOCITY [ Strong M 25— -\, Objectives
Aol R
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THE BOTTLENECK /D\/ Weak Managers TN #a > Stalled

hoard info ‘ : AN | Initiatives

LJ
Likelihood of meeting Reduction in recovery time Risk: Small institutions face

objectives on time and o following leadership "Single Point of Failure” risks
x on budget with transitions in development- where weak managers hoard
€} high-alignment leaders O oriented departments knowledge rather than

(Scott et al., 2008). (Eckel & Kezar, 2003). distributing expertise.
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Who you report to determines your future:
The compounding effect of manager variance.

+28%
Salary Growth #f 14

Top Quartile Managers . ] M o nt h s

_— SH Grévwith Faster promotion
e — . cycles for employees

" Bottom Quartile Managers with strong managers.

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7

T

For early-career professionals, manager quality during the first three years predicts long-term career

trajectory more powerfully than educational credentials.
Source: Hoffman et al., 2022
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You cannot fix representation gaps without fixing
the management pipeline.
The Equity Imperative

Talent Pipeline

, Move Out
Manager Bias to Move Up
& Allocation

Diverse | , 70 Homogenous
Entry Talent 77 v N Leadership

. :
Disproportionate Impact Pipeline Drain
Women and employees of color are disproportionately affected The "Move Out to Move Up” dynamic forces diverse talent

by bias in manager assignment and evaluation (Catalyst, 2020) to leave institutions to advance (Bichsel, 2023).
= =i —

Equitable advancement requires equitable access to high-quality supervision.
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Moving from episodic workshops to a continuous infrastructure of support

STRUCTURED
PATHWAYS

OPERATING
MODELS

—
I

LY
Academies

l Pulse

: Surveys
Onboarding MANAGEMENT
QUALITY
ECOSYSTEM

©)]
; o O o Coaching
Incentives \/

Span of Control
P Peer Circles

FEEDBACK
ECOSYSTEMS

CAPABILITY
BUILDING

Standalone workshops fail. Sustainable improvement requires embedding new practices
into daily work via ongoing coaching and accountability (Avolio et al., 2009).
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The Shift:
Replace “one-off” onboarding
with cohort-based academies.

Action:
Cohort-based academies.

Action:
Action Learning Projects.

Intervention I: Structured Development Pathways

IN PRACTICE: ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY

« Implemented role-specific
academies (emerging, mid-
level, senior).

0 |:| D U « Tied participation to
advancement eligibility.

1,200

managers trained by 2020.

+ 1 8 O/ lift in “Supervisor Support”
O engagement scores.

A
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Intervention II: Transparent Feedback Ecosystems

The Shift: Fixing the “blind
spots” in leadership behavior.

Action: 360-degree
assessments.

Action: Anonymous pulse
surveys.

Action: Skip-level meetings.

IN PRACTICE: UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN

» “Leadership Pulse” survey rating

| supervisors on 8 behaviors
‘ (e.g., psych safety).
| » Data shared with managers +

mandatory coaching for low
scores.

My manager supports my
career: 52% —> 71%.

22% drop in voluntary turnover
among high-performers.
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Intervention III: Just-in-Time Capability Building

The Shift: From generic training
to sustained behavior change.

Action: Internal coaching
services.

Action: Peer coaching circles.

Action: Just-in-time transition
support.

=

IN PRACTICE: VANDERBILT UNIVERSITY

» Established internal
coaching service available
to all managers
(confidential, voluntary).

point increase in team
+1 2 engagement scores for
coached managers.

Significantly higher internal
promotion rates for teams led by
coached managers.

A

Human Capital
Innovations



http://www.innovativehumancapital.com

www.innovativehumancapital.com

'\

Intervention IV: Operating Models and Incentives

Structure: Georgia Tech

' Optimized span of gt :
_ control (5-9 reports) and Decision cycle tlmeg
delegated authority. decreased by 35%.

Incentives: Northeastern University
“Leadership Impact Award” !nteljna[ promption rates
for managers with high In winning units k.
LINA retention/development metrics. increased by 19%.

Takeaway: Do not compensate individual contributors and managers

identically. Recognize the burden of leadership.

i A
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The manager is the primary anchor in a shifting
psychological contract.

In an era of “gig academic work” and resource
constraints, the manager determines if the
employee feels “used” or “valued.”

The Manager’s Role in Recalibration:
1. Creating Meaning: Connecting tasks to
mission (Dik & Duffy, 2009).
2. Building Belonging: Fostering psychological
safety (Walton & Cohen, 2011).
3. Transparency: Honest communication about
constraints.
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Institutionalizing Capability:
From HR Initiative to Board-Level Priority

— Governance Actions:
Talent Dashboard

Q—// Implement annual Talent
Reviews to identify successors.

Internal Mobility Leadership Pipeline High-Potential
Rate Diversity Retention

Ve Q—// Explicitly name “Management
M M el f% ‘ Capability” as a pillar in the
[ H Strategic Plan.
2% o) 3:92635/'\{' ﬁfgﬁ‘;‘g%, 1</ Review talent metrics alongside
financial metrics at Board level.

| Talent Manaaement is a Boardroom Issue. l
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Investing in management is the prerequisite for
institutional resilience.

Institutional Future

Execution Velocity Talent Density Future Capacity
Strategy becomes action High performers Next-gen leaders ready

i yliiy e

“Management quality functions as hidden infrastructure: when it is weak, even well-designed
strategies stall; when it is strong, execution accelerates and organizational learning compounds.”

Treat management development not as a discretionary cost,
but as a capital investment in your institution’s future.
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