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Many colleges and universities purport agendas involving strategies centered on
the readiness to diversify the faculty, staff, and student bodies, modernize curricula,
and promote innovation in research and discovery, among other advancements.
However, higher education institutions remain reticent in addressing these
variables over the long term and are slow to change. In this article, we argue that
impediments to change continue to exist because many conflate willingness to
change with readiness for change. We seek to support institutions in identifying
and amplifying facilitators—both progressive leaders and stakeholders—who will
be supported to assess an institution’s current state and to advocate, facilitate,
and help lead the shift to a state of readiness for change to engender improved
institutional performance and impact. True commitment to or readiness for
change depends on an institution’s ability to accurately conduct a system-wide
assessment to identify and safeguard strengths, recognize gaps, and maximize
leverage points, i.e., points of likely effective intervention—all of which are necessary
to reimagine a progressive and sustainable path forward that would drive an
effective redesigning process and the development of system traits to promote
meaningful change. Entities that are genuinely committed to change may need
to implement interventions or mitigate constraints associated with human capital
and personnel (talent identification, support, and retention), economic levers or
financial barriers, environmental stewardship, cultural inertia or toxicity, policies
and processes, leaders and stakeholders who maintain the status quo or act as
gatekeepers, and traditional reward systems. Functional entities within institutions
may exist in various disparate states of willingness and readiness, and may progress
in a dissonant way, lacking the consensus of effective change-ready leadership.
Institutions that can successfully pivot from willingness alone to willingness that
facilitates readiness will achieve progressive institutional visions, processes, and
implementation. Some may even transition beyond readiness for change to attaining
a more dynamic, aspirational position.
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Whittaker and Montgomery

1 Introduction

Many academic institutions lead on a premise of innovation
and cutting-edge education, teaching, and research. However,
many of these institutions are motivated by peer or aspirant
higher education entities to employ evidence-based practices that
are often based on a plug-and-play implementation of established
strategies and policies. In practice, such an approach usually
involves rote replication. Institutions need to look beyond the
established narrative of comparisons to position themselves as
viable enterprises that are worthy of investments and who can
be trusted to use public (and private) funds to reliably provide
quality education and services to the communities and
constituents that they serve. To achieve this, institutions should
go beyond the mere use of evidence-based practices and adopt
evidence-based—as well as novel—innovations that take into
account institutional context and history (Dryden-Palmer et al.,
2020; Montgomery and Black, 2025; Whittaker and Montgomery,
2022). We have previously defined evidence-based innovation in
the context of higher education as the implementation and “use
of new parameters and metrics for assessing evolved frameworks
of scholarship based on non-standard outputs and integrated
collaborative and interdisciplinary efforts” (Whittaker and
Montgomery, 2022).

The complexity of the higher education ecosystem has been
associated with “cultural legacies, differences among disciplines,
and resource disparities across institutions” (Lombardi et al,,
2020). Many higher education institutions have historically not
been appropriately prepared, equipped, or positioned to
effectively compete in the academic landscape using either
evidence-based replication or innovation. Moreover, the playing
field is not level, with “flagship” institutions being most
economically and, perhaps, politically well positioned to serve as
comparator, aspirational entities—even within the context of
their own struggles to traverse the (Carnegie or Global)
institutional rankings or fully live up to the values and
commitments that they espouse. Such institutions are generally
buoyed by disproportionately higher amounts of investments of
public (state and federal) as well as private (foundation and
development) funds (Sav, 2010; Danner, 2020; Mugglestone et al.,
2019). To mitigate the academic inertia that can be prevalent
across the higher education landscape, institutions must
be willing to reassess their practices and break barriers, and even
some traditions, to enact or facilitate change. Consistent,
disciplined effort will, therefore, be required to drive
transformation and add value in a manner that is compatible with
the relevant institutional contexts.

A significant challenge to realizing necessary change in the
higher education ecosystem is that many institutions claim to
be ready to change, but this does not appear to be the reality for
some of them. In actuality, institutions exist on a continuum from
being resistant to change to being willing to change to being truly
ready for change. In order to approach true readiness, institutions
need to be open to consistent self-reflection, strategic thinking
and interventions, and an accurate assessment of where they
currently are to prepare them for the efforts—and, most likely,
transformations or reforms—needed to genuinely be ready
for change.
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2 Willingness and readiness defined

A “willing” institution is one that recognizes the importance of
consistent self-assessment and its need to change. When change is
appropriate, such organizations must move to assess their current state
and identify clear steps to achieve the required change as well as
commit time and resources for the same. However, even when
organizations recognize a need for adaptation or change, cultural
inertia may impede direct action and implementation and delay or
hinder them from moving beyond the common cycle of education and
engagement that can be separate from effective or lasting action and
implementation, thus leading to a failure to appropriately engender
and sustain change (Montgomery, 2018).

An institution that is “ready” is one that can face its challenges or
deficits and is prepared to leverage capabilities and strengths to
reinvent itself. Such organizations are distinct from those that are
resistant to, not ready for, or only willing to change. In organizations
that are willing but not ready to change, leaders may espouse
commitments to particular values, prestige, or principles without
employing practices that assess whether their lived experiences align
with those commitments or without appropriately pursuing expertise
or resources to support the achievement of this alignment
(Montgomery and Whittaker, 2022). Such institutions can become
stagnated or anchored in the willingness stage due to a lack of
understanding or leadership aptitude for facilitating the needed
change (Montgomery and Black, 2025). In contrast, institutions that
are ready to change prioritize connecting the disconnected, are able to
adopt a systems-oriented perspective to strategically navigate
challenges, and actively work to drive cultural transformation to align
their lived practices and policies with their stated values
and commitments.

Numerous organizational change frameworks exist in the
literature that have relevance in higher education settings for
promoting systems level change (e.g., Fullan, 2020; Foster-Fishman
etal., 2007; Meyer and Stensaker, 2006; Montgomery and Black, 2025;
Redmond et al., 2008; Schein, 2008; Lewin, 1947). Lewin’s (1947)
classic model for organizational change is built on three steps:
unfreezing, moving, and refreezing (pp. 34-35). The unfreezing stage
occurs when an organization recognizes a need for change and
prepares to transition from a current state. The second step is a period
of active change, or moving, during which new practices or behaviors
are instituted. Schein (2008) identified a challenge during the change
step in Lewins model as recognizing and navigating the reality of
“having to unlearn something before something new can be learned”
(p. 78). Relatedly, built on applying Edward Deming’s well-known
organizational transformation principles to higher education,
Redmond et al. (2008) highlight the importance of identifying and
dismantling barriers to change and recognizing the importance of
cultural change work for supporting overall organizational change
efforts. The third step in Lewin’s (1947) model is refreezing, or the
establishment of a new and improved equilibrium state. Additional
approaches for institutional change include Foster-Fishman et al’s
(2007) recognition that “systems change is an episodic and
transformative change pursuit that is fundamentally about shifting the
status quo by altering the elemental form and function of a system”
(p. 201). Fullan (2020) argues that effective organizational change
more often than not involves proactively, rather than reactively
challenging the status quo (p. 5). Furthermore, Foster-Fishman et al.
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(2007) assert the effectiveness of identifying pre-existing levers that
can be used to cultivate needed change (p. 200). Ultimately, we argue
that deciding on which organizational change approach may be most
appropriate for a particular institution requires understanding an
institution’s state of readiness for change.

Independent of the strategy or approach chosen to implement
organizational change, there are clear distinctions between
organizations that are willing to change and those that are ready for
change. Understanding these distinctions is critical as many of the
well-known organizational change models point out the problems that
arise when leaders do not pay attention to addressing the pushback or
resistance to change that frequently exists in organizations (Meyer and
Stensaker, 2006; Whittaker and Montgomery, 2022). The distinctions
in organizations that are willing to change vs. ready to change occur
across multiple dichotomies: traditional vs. design/entrepreneurial
thinking, equal vs. equitable reward systems, individual vs.
institutional/collective mindset, personal advocacy-based vs.
performance incentive-based reward systems, and competition- vs.
collaborative-based cultures (Figure 1). Workplace culture and
leadership styles are critical variables for achieving transformation and
success when moving from being willing to being ready for
organizational change (e.g., Hanna, 2017; Knowles et al., 2023; Rieg
et al., 2021; Xenikou, 2019).

3 Institutional factors correlated with
readiness for change

Academic institutions are inherently complex in terms of operations.
Progress in these institutions is dependent upon the complex interactions
between people, environment, systems, and processes, areas previously
identified as critical for organizational stewardship and transformation
(e.g., Caldwell et al,, 2023; LaRoche and Yang, 2014). Several key
institutional factors or variables in institutional ecosystems that are
related to people, systems, environment, and processes and their current
status in an institution reflect whether an entity is ready to change,
willing to change, or in a state of aspirational dynamic functioning. These

10.3389/feduc.2025.1571030

factors, also referred to as ecosystem variables, are discussed in this
section and include vision, leadership, culture, ecosystem stewardship,
fiscal functioning (e.g., internal and regulatory standards), economic
position (e.g., external relations, societal impact, and sustainability),
policies, human resources (HR), and incentive structures (Table 1).

3.1 Vision

Being ready for change requires leaders to articulate and obtain
buy-in for an institutional vision (Cheruvelil and Montgomery, 2019;
Kotter, 1996; Montgomery, 2020). Leaders should be mission- and
purpose-driven and, thereby, avoid the sole pursuit of traditional
short-term priorities, goals, and prestige. Indeed, in a meta-analysis
of studies on organizational change for sustainability in higher
education, Rieg et al. (2021) identified leader-driven and stakeholder-
supported vision as a critical factor in supporting successful change
efforts. In creating momentum toward envisioned change and
transformation, academic leaders should recognize and possibly
re-envision the human factors and the cultural contexts in which work
is performed. Obtaining stakeholder buy-in and alignment with the
shared goals and purpose is essential regardless of whether an
institution is willing or ready to change. Nonetheless, strategic
visioning must include action steps, benchmarks, and opportunities
for experimentation as key roadmap markers for assessing progress
toward the envisioned transformational outcomes. The inability of
leaders to model and cultivate cohesion, trust, and clarity with regard
to vision and purpose often results in fragmented, misaligned
priorities, with resources being allocated to the domain functionalities
of stakeholders rather than the system-wide stewardship that is
necessary for all to thrive and advance.

3.2 Leadership

Frequently, well-intended programs and strategies for institutional
progress and transformation lack appropriate leadership and necessary

Institution

Type: Willing-to-Change

Ready-to-Change

traditional processes
equal resource investments

individual mindset

competition-based culture

FIGURE 1

personal advocacy-based rewards

Characteristics of willing-to-change compared to ready-to-change institutions.

design/entrepreneurial thinking

equitable resource investments

institutional/collective mindset
performance incentives-based rewards

collaborative/team-based culture
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TABLE 1 Variables of institutions that are willing vs. ready for change vs. aspirational.

Institutional
variables

Willingness

Readiness

10.3389/feduc.2025.1571030

Aspirational

transactional; policy delimited;
negativity bias; equity and equality

indistinguishable

Vision Constrained outlook; attached to Employ strategic thinking; insightful system Shared goals; intentionality; future focused;
traditional resource structures, practices, = assessment; leverage collective strengths high value proposition
and activities

Leadership Limited delegation; management of Articulated vision; engage resistors and doubters; | Open to external ideas; collective approach to
established systems; disconnected cultivate team synergy to create momentum tasks; trusted and cross-functional teams
support infrastructure

Culture High inertia; fear based; highly Understand motivations; fear tolerant; embrace “Self-agency” allows for rapid change;

strategic risks; break down barriers; prioritize
people to drive culture change; equitable; some

flexibility; manage expectations or exceptions

psychological safety; trusting; agile; aligned
policies and processes to address emerging

inequities; co-created goals and processes

Ecosystem stewardship

Gatekeeping; awareness of societal
influences and strict responses to stay

aligned with status quo-related pressures

Groundskeeping; pathways for professional

development and student engagement

Maximize potential; pathways for

experimentation and entrepreneurship

Fiscal standing (e.g.,
internal and regulatory

standards)

Operating from place of necessity; risk
averse; budget-limited planning;

deferred maintenance

Risk tolerant; compliant; safeguards in place for

business continuity

Flexible; prioritizes regulatory compliance;

contingencies within budget

Economic position (e.g.,
external relations, societal
impact, and

sustainability)

Business model generally involves

minimal or no stakeholder input

Values based; strong; cost effective; reactive;

developing external partners

Intentionally aligned with stakeholders’
interests; agile or ability to pivot; proactive or

anticipate change

Policies

Minimally viable (do not anticipate

change/growth); operationally focused

Simplified; redesigned as needed to align with

strategic plan; regularly updated

Proactive; modernized; anticipate growth;

aligned with vision

Human Resources (HR)

Outdated hiring practices; conflict
averse; low personnel turnover
independent of performance measures;

constrained personal development

Integrated conflict resolution and accountability
processes; critical mass of qualified personnel;

process for succession

Recruit, hire, and retain highly qualified,
trusted teams; teams with complementary

skills

Incentives

Traditional; policy and practice

misalignment; flawed meritocracy

Allow for uncertainty; revised and inclusive
incentive structures; view challenges as

opportunities

Performance based; based on access to data,
insights; network based to promote

collaboration

effectiveness. Relevant initiatives also can be hampered by traditional
processes and get buried or hidden in campus silos. Institutional
leaders must not only recognize potential barriers and understand
inherent capabilities in the context of stakeholder needs but also need
to exhibit the aptitude to appropriately choose between employing a
consensus vs. direct decision-making leadership style when attempting
to move from willingness to readiness and beyond (McGrath et al.,
2019). They should also realize that strategic planning, solving
complex problems, and fostering broad change with regard to
organizational culture require consensus building, which may be slow
and incremental. This can pose a major hinderance to entrepreneurial
thinking at the highest levels, leading to unintended consequences for
navigating challenges and traditions and sustaining the momentum of
cultural change and progress (Shattock, 2018). In contrast, a direct
decision-making approach is necessary for agility and adaptation and
for responding to landscape and emergency disruptions, which
require critical, rapid, and innovative actions.

Successful institutional transition and transformation depend on
effective leadership, which requires strategic identification,
engagement, and leveraging of stakeholder talent and capabilities
while guiding visionary alignment and progress and ensuring
necessary accountability. When facilitating institutional transitions,

regardless of whether the entity is at the stage of willingness or
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readiness, leaders should be open to varying perspectives and remain
focused on building a trust-driven environment to effectively engage
constituents in reducing barriers and driving progress (Drew, 2010;
Fernandez and Shaw, 2020). A perceived static leadership or
management style would likely be contraindicated for transforming
institutions that are aiming to sustain ecosystems that are inherently
both structurally and functionally dynamic.

Leadership is interrelated with institutional vision, as a leader’s
failure to establish or adopt a compelling aspirational vision could
result in a persistent state of “willingness” stagnation, i.e., institutional
inertia or inability to move beyond their current state towards
readiness or an inability to engage forward-thinking acts to ensure
progress towards a specified vision. It is critical for those leading a
transformation and/or transition to communicate and optimize the
operational infrastructure and a mission-aligned culture to facilitate
an institutional strategic vision and direction for success (Fernandez
and Shaw, 2020; Montgomery, 2020). Mobilizing constituents to take
action while setting or establishing an ecosystem culture that will
serve the mission, vision, and aspirational direction via a creative and
evolving strategy is critical for transformation and progress. The
broader process of transition must be viewed as a journey that is based
on a keen awareness of the deep issues related to growth, success, and
progress. It may be important to address certain internal
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contradictions and cultural traditions, which may not be compatible
with socioeconomic/political sustainability (progress). In both willing
and ready institutions, such contradictions are likely to have been
reinforced over decades due to ill-conceived meritocracies and
incentive systems/processes.

Institutional leaders should be open to new perspectives and ideas
and understand the costs and other factors underlying the strategic
actions, stakeholder behaviors, and operations being executed in an
existing culture. They should also acknowledge and value inherent
strengths and capabilities, understand emerging threats and
disruptions as well as the consequences of failing to adapt, and develop
a culture of trust, accountability, open communication, and
transparency. According to Erlyani and Suhariadi (2021) who
conducted a review of literature on readiness for organizational
change, trust in leaders on the part of faculty and staff is critical to
successfully implementing change in academia. Thus, leaders must
work to build and sustain trust (Kezar and Eckel, 2002a). Indeed, upon
recognizing existing gaps in organizational capacity, leaders must
demonstrate a willingness to seek external resources, capabilities, and
technologies that can be modified, adopted, or integrated directly to
be effectively used in a local context to achieve and/or accelerate
articulated institutional goals/objectives and transformation.

3.3 Culture

Any effective leadership, especially one that embraces change, can
benefit from understanding the impact of culture and cultural
frameworks on their intended efforts (Kezar and Eckel, 2002b; Naidoo,
2013; Phillips and Snodgrass, 2022; Tierney and Lanford, 2018). An
institution’s culture impacts its functioning regardless of whether the
culture has been intentionally recognized and cultivated or exists
passively. Culture arises from the interactions that occur between
individuals in a community and can be reified through traditions or
socialization. As formally defined by Morris et al. (2015), culture is “a
loosely integrated system of ideas, practices, and social institutions
that enable coordination of behavior in a population” Culture can
exist in distinct forms at multiple levels in the case of a large
institution, such as at the department, college, or administrative-unit
level as well as at the level of the interactions that occur between
distinct units or levels. There can be distinctions between the
perceived culture and cultural norms and those experienced by the
members of the community. High-functioning institutions should
continuously assess where they stand, what changes or evolved
practices they need to implement, and how they can obtain appropriate
and constructive feedback as well as establish benchmarks to promote
progress toward their intended goals and outcomes.

It is likely that certain steps need to be taken to avoid getting
caught in the malaise or inertia associated with trying to please or
fulfill the agendas of individual stakeholders and potentially losing
sight of the broader institutional mission/purpose. It is vital for
progressive institutions to develop critical and adequate infrastructure
and operational resilience to keep them from getting stuck in
reverberating negative feedback and to help their communities
mitigate fear and embrace strategic risks that will enable progress
toward the proposed desired change by allowing them to understand
the motivations behind the change. Indeed, in a meta-analysis of
change aversion studies, Hubbart (2023) identified a critical role for
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leaders in mitigating change aversion through cultivating openness,
adaptability, and appropriate acceptance of risks in their ecosystems.
Thus, institutions can promote change, address risks head on, and
optimize functionality to sustain the aspects that work well in their
current ecosystem. When formulating strategies for change, it is
crucial to understand the trends, pressures, and priorities of the
external community and the role of the university in providing
potential solutions for workforce development and sociopolitical,
business, and economic policies as well as other institutional and
educational outcomes.

To be successful and effectively agile, organizations must first
address cultural issues and shun the need for sole or undue control by
leadership in an effort to overcome the general malaise associated with
building trust (Drew, 2010; Naidoo, 2013). Operating in a constant
state of urgency can jeopardize relationships, compromise the delivery
of quality service, limit clarity and foresight as well as the recognition
of consequences, and leave little capacity for learning and strategic
thinking. Therefore, it is important to prioritize people over processes
and meaningfully engage stakeholders to overcome resistance, gain
diverse perspectives, and adapt to shifting ecosystem trends. It can
be highly beneficial to build change-tolerant or change-resilient
cultures as a way of embracing risks and adapting to new strategies
that will guide organizational change and accelerate transformation
(e.g., Hubbart, 2023).

3.4 Ecosystem stewardship

Leadership that seeks to facilitate change can benefit from
operating through a framework of stewardship. Traditional
frameworks, including those that may indicate a willingness to change,
often function through the lenses of gatekeeping (Montgomery, 2021).
Gatekeeping in leadership can manifest through a strict adherence to
metrics that are aligned with status quo-related pressures and prestige
seeking. In contrast, leaders who function as ecosystem stewards may
operate through growth-promoting frameworks, such as a
Groundskeeping framework rather than more prevalent gatekeeping
2021).
Groundskeeping method seek to identify the gaps, deficiencies, and

approaches (Montgomery, Those who opt for the
necessary adaptations in an ecosystem and facilitate the required
efforts to support change (e.g., Montgomery and Black, 2025; Packard
et al,, 2025). This approach will involve not defaulting to only plug-
and-play methods of evidence-based replication practices that are
typical when approaching leadership traditionally or through
gatekeeping-associated practices, but, instead, is evidenced by leaders
seeking to employ novel practices or evidence-based innovations,
where they may look to aspirational institutions but specifically seek
learnings, practices, and processes that can be adopted and/or adapted
locally (Whittaker and Montgomery, 2022). To support institutions in
their transition to becoming ready for change, both leaders and
middle managers should be self-affirmed and institutionally supported
to function as ecosystem stewards and facilitators.

3.5 Fiscal standing and economic position

The fiscal risk tolerance of institutions often differs for those
willing to change compared to those ready for change. Institutions that
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are anchored in either resistance to change or in a willingness for
change often operate from a place of necessity and tend to be risk
averse. Facilitating institutional transformation requires a clear
understanding of the mission and purpose of the university as well as
its operational complexities and diverse revenue streams (Ecton and
Dziesinski, 2021; van den Berg, 2021). Hence, leaders in ready-to-
change institutions must be bold when challenging an institution’s
business model and engage in the decision making necessary for
altering internal processes and operational traditions to achieve
economic positions that will ensure years of fiscal and managerial
stability, risk mitigation, and growth (Phillips and Snodgrass, 2022).
Such progressive leadership moves in terms of finances can show up
in an institution’s financial history as a definitive and significant
change after long periods of financial decisions that maintained the
status quo (Ecton and Dziesinski, 2021). Building a community
involving trust and collective action around fiscal accountability and
transparency is critical for thoughtful and proactive resource
allocation and impactful investments. Moreover, such decisions
should support the overcoming of protracted challenges via rapid
adaptation to shifting market trends and the recognition of unique
opportunities as well as prevent spending on ill-conceived business
plans not intended to serve the interests of stakeholders broadly.

The economic standing of an institution is dependent on many
variables, including external relations, societal impacts, and
sustainability, and can be a major contributor to operational
complexities. Thus, the economic positions of institutions can
be impacted by both their internal and external networks (Tamtik,
2009). The ability to continuously assess the comprehensive financial
health of an organization and effectively operate in the context of
market, regulatory, and stakeholder pressures as well as other
economic forces is crucial when it comes to strategies that are intended
to align growth and transformation with cost management and
sustainable investment plans. Besides understanding revenue,
expenditures, and stakeholder and market needs, both willing and
ready institutions must have clarity regarding areas that need
improvement and the potential best practices that could be adopted
to enhance operational efficiencies and profitability—ready
institutions then move from awareness to action. Establishing an
institution’s value proposition and aligning its strategic goals with its
fiscal capacity and operational efficiencies will be essential
considerations for transformational decision making, organizational
progress, sustainability, and profitability as organizations move from
willingness to being ready for change.

3.6 Policies

The development and implementation of policies in higher
education settings can be an extremely slow and often an incremental
process, which contributes to the maintenance of the status quo or to
incremental change (Mintrom and Norman, 2013). To support
required change, institutional policies should ensure necessary
accountability (while promoting creativity), freedom to generate ideas,
and continuous learning as a part of an ecosystem that requires
support for growth and risk taking (Mokher et al., 2019). Fullan
(2020) also highlights the importance of promoting learning for
change in that it is important for leaders to “create new settings
conducive to learning and sharing that learning” (p. 93). Promoting a
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learning culture that facilitates change can be challenging in the higher
education domain, which can be considerably traditional and status
quo-oriented in its operational practices despite commitments to
pursuing cutting-edge work in the research and teaching realms.
Keeping tradition in perspective represents a way to shift from policies
that are primarily focused on operations to those that are regularly
updated to adjust to and, ideally, to anticipate the change and growth
that are in alignment with the defined vision. It is also important to
acknowledge and respond to the given context as institutions strive to
promote maintaining elements that work and moving forward
(beyond stagnation) to try new things and approaches.

Formulating effective approaches to ensure that local policies
promote agility rather than stagnation requires regular ecosystem-wide
policy assessment and efforts to ensure that policies are supporting the
stated goals, including those intended to facilitate change. Assessing
and cataloging the policy landscape can help leaders retain policies that
support the stated goals and recognize when and where other policies
need to be adopted or new policies need to be established to support
the realization of goals and change (Harvey and Kosman, 2013;
Montgomery and Black, 2025; Phillips and Snodgrass, 2022).

3.7 Human resources

Infrastructure quality and configurations can impact the quality
of the personnel that is attracted to an institution as well as the
efficiency of its operational processes. More traditional institutions
that exhibit a willingness to change but are not ready for the same
often have outdated hiring and promotion practices and are usually
averse to conflict even if it is productive or constructive (Small, 2008;
Veles et al., 2023). Institutions can regulate their qualitative academic
and research offerings and, thereby, their potential to attract
competitive funding resources, and personnel. In organizations that
are ready for change, this affords agility and responsiveness to
stakeholder and community needs. An institution’s fiscal and
economic standing, academic and technical capabilities, and past
performance will also be major variables for attracting highly qualified
personnel. The evolved or aspirational environment of ready-to-
change institutions must tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty and,
therefore, must be open to experimentation, creativity, and innovation
while being tolerant of failures—all of which will impact hiring and
staff support structures in human resource practices. Hence,
institutions are required to leverage the collective talents, skills, and
capabilities of both internal and external stakeholders to efficiently
address complex problems, capitalize on opportunities, and
proactively plan for the future.

3.8 Incentives

Conventional academic incentives primarily focus on rewarding
individual contributions and success, which, depending on the
institution type, generally include peer-reviewed publications and grant
funding, teaching excellence and awards, and prestigious service
opportunities, such as serving on the editorial boards of highly ranked
disciplinary journals, being invited as a reviewer or panel member by
funding agencies, and participating in some disciplinary society
engagement. Even when leaders and institutions purport a commitment
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to interdisciplinary or collaborative efforts, the same individuals may
try to parse individual contributions and proffer individual incentives
or rewards for them (Klein and Falk-Krzesinski, 2017; Whittaker and
Montgomery, 2022). Realizing a need for change and leaning into
readiness for change requires different modes of distributing incentives
at the individual and collective levels. As change requires revised or new
modes of thinking and functioning that will have some degree of risk,
incentive structures in ready-for-change organizations accordingly will
require the revision of the existing incentive models or, simply, the
development and use of new models. Several models to address this in
interdisciplinary research have been proposed (Boone et al., 2020;
MecLeish and Strang, 2016). Such change-tolerant incentives will help
identify collaborative and/or collective action and incentive structures
that recognize and reward effort or performance and learning instead
of only outcomes, especially when those outcomes are strongly
associated with the pursuit of prestige.

3.9 Institutional context

The factors that impact the transition of institutions from being
willing to change to being ready for change may impact distinct
sectors of the higher education landscape in different ways. In
addition, individual institutions, particularly large and complex
institutions, may have varied ecosystems internally where some units
are resistant to change, others may be willing to change, and others
still are ready for change. Such a varied landscape can provide
significant challenges to progress for an institution as a whole but may
also provide opportunities for intra-institutional learning when
leaders work to position those in a state of readiness to influence those
resistant to or only willing to change. The systems designed to catalyze
change and the inherent multi-sector dynamics within institutions
must be clearly understood to build functional strategies for progress.

Many, if not most, institutions have specific traditions, various
stakeholders, and dedicated alumni that can also create challenges in
relation to innovation and change. Indeed, institutions may be rife with
bureaucratic traditions that give the impression that the leaders, faculty,
and staff are constantly busy, but many of the associated unevaluated
practices and traditions do not accomplish much in terms of overall
organizational progress. The portrayal of busyness can result in
everyone seeming productive, as if they are contributing in useful ways,
but this is not necessarily the reality. Such a state can play into a paradox
of each individual being part of a team, while the policies and incentives
that are in place remain more individualistic. It is vital for ready-to-
change or aspirational organizations to be aware of their practices,
traditions, and policies and cultivate the ability to adapt to changing
circumstances while staying true to their mission, goals, and values.
Developing or engendering such inherent agility is of utmost
significance in the current climate of disruptions in the higher education
ecosystem. Part of future-proofing institutions must envision a resilient
future state based on inherent capacities and ability to effectively
navigate multi-sector dynamics such that contingencies become routine
components of strategy development and risk mitigation considerations.
Environmental landscape assessment can help in this regard by
identifying which practices are beneficial for driving institutions toward
necessary change (e.g., Montgomery and Black, 2025).

Some other factors can vary among different types of institutions,
including teaching-focused entities compared to research-focused
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ones, historically or predominantly white institutions (PWIs)
compared to those that have traditionally catered to minoritized
individuals, such as historically black colleges and universities
(HBCUs) or Hispanic-serving institutions (HSIs). HBCUs, for
instance, have long been documented as being underfunded and
under-resourced, which includes endowment values, relative to PW1Is
(Sav, 2010; Danner, 2020; Alexander, 2024). The impacts of these
distinctions in terms of financial support, access to resources, and
other critical factors may influence certain aspects of institutional
readiness. However, even those institutions that are supported by large
endowments or are otherwise well financed may choose to adhere to
traditional operational cultures and models and face barriers to
transformation. This resistance to change can arise due to cultural
inertia, external pressures, or other factors.

4 Conclusion: institutional readiness
across the higher education
ecosystem

A critical requirement for institutions to become ready for change
instead of being only willing to change is for their leaders to develop
creative mechanisms to balance and navigate both the internal and the
external pressures faced by their institutions regardless of their state
of willingness or readiness. Being keenly aware of the trends shaping
society and uncovering potential opportunities in response is a
common way of engendering change. Amid the current global
shifts, and
advancements, institutions must be prepared, i.e., be willing and ready,

geopolitical  tensions, economic technological
to rise as a collective driven to lead and to serve as resilient examples
(e.g., Saul and Blinder, 2025; Speri, 2025; Weissman, 2025). Ready
institutions must develop and/or adopt systems for self-reflection or
evaluation within their ecosystems to assess the dynamics of their
internal functional processes as well as to position themselves to drive
the corresponding societal impacts reflected in the local/regional
sociocultural, economic, or wealth-building activities, policies,
workforce, and human capital development. The ability to do so is
dependent on institutions’ internal capabilities and resources as well
as external factors.

We recommend that key actions critical to organizations that are
ready for change across the higher education ecosystem are as follows:
(1) regular communication of organizational vision by leaders to
support broad clarity and buy-in; (2) periodic cultural surveys to
understand perceived versus lived organizational culture in order to
promote readiness for change rather than cultural inertia that can lead
to willingness stagnation; (3) a landscape analysis of current practices
and policies, including those related to incentives, to determine where
standing policies may support change or where new or evolved
policies are needed to support readiness for change; and, (4)
establishing fiscal contingencies and a critical mass of qualified
personnel to support developing the flexibility to navigate the
complexities associated with the relevant functions, policies, culture,
and governance.

Current global political, social, and cultural factors continue to
influence higher education practices, with some institutions’ ability to
change being significantly impacted. It will take a timely recognition
of these shared challenges, rapid adoption and mobilization of
capabilities, and strategic collaborations to find relevant sustainable
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solutions in an increasingly chaotic and dynamic world. With the
ever-evolving academic landscape, it is crucial for institutions to
recognize and accept that the responsibilities of administrators and
leaders must transcend traditional roles and expectations. Being adept
at building strong, aspirational, and collaborative relationships will
be paramount for catalyzing and reinforcing transformative cultural
dynamism and driving positive, sustainable ecosystem change.
Cultivating an ecosystem based on strong, reliable operational
functionalities can yield competitive advantages and increased access
to opportunities.

Ultimately, to effectively accomplish the change and innovation
that institutions purport to pursue, institutions must employ self-
reflection and strategic thinking to go from being oriented toward
survival to being able to assess their needs and address competing
priorities. Such efforts will require the recruitment and support of
effective leaders to spearhead a relentless pursuit of shared goals by
leveraging collective talents and capabilities while creatively utilizing
all available resources. They will also require pivoting from the current
and prevalent institutional practices of being in a constant state of
reaction to persistent ecosystem change and moving toward practices
and operations that are founded in confidence and that function
proactively to help keep the institution one step ahead. To sustain
progress, growth, and ongoing success, institutional leaders should
be able to empower teams to anticipate and respond to change and
challenges and to capitalize on emerging opportunities while
maintaining their purpose and values-driven direction even in the
midst of chaos and uncertainty.
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