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INTRODUCTION: THE SEVEN TRUTHS

Many people approach the State Higher Education Executive Officer (SHEEO) role believing it is primarily a 
policy job. I worked extensively in state and federal government, national membership organizations, and 
a national philanthropy (Lumina Foundation). In all those roles, shaping public policy was a central focus of 
my work. I came to this research project believing state higher education leadership would reveal that my 
love of crafting, passing and implementing postsecondary policy would be central to the SHEEO role.  

It is not.

The role is more akin to a complex state government job which includes a higher education portfolio 
than a higher education job with some governmental responsibilities. SHEEO’s who succeed understand 
this early. Those who don’t often discover it under pressure, in public, and sometimes too late.

As one sitting commissioner put it plainly: “This is the kind of job you can lose at any moment, even if 
you’re doing everything right.”

The inspiration for this report was a desire to understand and share what new state higher education 
leaders do during their “first 90 days” and what exiting leaders do on their “last 90 days.” The interviews 
flowed from the following prompts:  

•	 what did you do during your first 90 days?

•	 what did you inherit from your predecessor?

•	 what did you do or expect to do during your last 90 days to set your successor up to 
advance your agenda and legacy?   

After 36 interviews with current and former executives of state higher education governing and 
coordinating boards, clarity and consistency were revealed. 

This report examines what it takes to lead a state higher education agency in today’s political, fiscal, and 
institutional environment. Drawing on these in-depth interviews, it moves beyond formal job duties and 
descriptions to surface the practical judgments, constraints, and leadership disciplines that determine success. 

The report is intended for current and aspiring SHEEOs, and the state policy and political leaders and 
governing bodies involved in selecting and supporting them. It is also of value to philanthropy, consultants, 
and policy organizations that invest in and guide state higher education reform. Understanding what 
SHEEO’s must do on a daily basis will better set expectations for how we can find more leaders that, as one 
senior SHEEO stated, “can be the mantle bearers for the value of higher education leading to an excellent 
quality of life and an informed citizenry.” Readers will gain a grounded understanding of why this role is 
uniquely complex; how effective leaders navigate authority, relationships, culture, and crisis; and what it 
takes to build durable influence in systems where formal power is often ephemeral. Rather than offering 
a checklist or blueprint, the report provides shared lessons, examples, and questions that can help leaders 
enter this work with clearer expectations, better preparation, and a more realistic sense of what effective 
stewardship looks like.

The interviews identified seven truths about the SHEEO role. These enduring and insightful observations 
are intended to establish the framing for the report, set its tone, and give the reader a richer, more colorful 
understanding of the role.



EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP IN STATE HIGHER EDUCATION: ADVICE FROM THE FIELD 5

THE FIRST TRUTH: THE ENTRY PATH SHAPES THE RISK PROFILE

This report reflects on multiple paths into the SHEEO role:

•	 Internal promotion

•	 Executive appointment

•	 Board appointment

•	 Legislative or advocacy background

•	 Academic leadership

•	 Interim succession

None is inherently superior, and each carries distinct risks. Internal successors often discover that familiarity 
does not convert into legitimacy. Outsiders discover that relationships built over decades cannot be 
replicated in months. Leaders entering during transition periods may inherit unresolved conflict without 
the authority to resolve it quickly.

One SHEEO that had served in multiple states as an outsider was frank: “Unless you’re being elevated 
from within, it takes eight months to a year just to understand where power really sits.”

Another SHEEO that started as an interim shared: “When people know you’re interim, they wait you out. 
You must decide whether to lean in anyway.”

It is a mistake to assume that someone’s background will protect or prepare them. In practice, it reshapes 
the dangers they face.

THE SECOND TRUTH: SHEEO’S ARE NOT HIRED TO “FIX HIGHER EDUCATION”

Many SHEEOs enter the role with elements of a mission: affordability, student success, workforce alignment, 
improving the value proposition, Return on Investment, institutional accountability. These goals are not 
wrong (and likely helped them land the job), but they are secondary. The consensus from this research is 
that a SHEEO’s first job is to run a state agency in a full-contact political system where they have little direct 
control over the outcome of those elements.  

One SHEEO described entering the role with a well-developed reform agenda that had been celebrated 
during the interview process. Within weeks, they realized their agency was understaffed, mid-audit, and 
operating under statutory deadlines they had not been told about. For the first year, “reform” meant 
keeping the agency solvent, compliant, and functional.

Another leader summarized the reality succinctly: This is not only a higher education job. This is a state 
government job where you make footprints in the sand. You make an impact, but it can wash away if you 
don’t understand your role, develop the staff, and build culture for longevity.

SHEEOs who treat the role solely as a reform platform before establishing operational credibility may not 
last long enough to see reform through.
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THE THIRD TRUTH: AUTHORITY IS NOT WHAT YOU THINK IT IS
Formal authority is inconsistent across states and often weaker than expected.

Some SHEEOs:

•	 Sit behind powerful coordinating or governing boards

•	 Operate inside a governor’s cabinet with limited independent authority

•	 Lead small agencies with comprehensive statutory mandates

•	 Depend on persuasion more than compliance

•	 Work among a constellation of competing state agencies and systems that have higher 
education responsibilities

What matters is not how authority is described on paper, but where it shows up when there is conflict. 
One leader recalled confidently advancing a policy proposal, only to discover, during a public hearing, 
that a board chair could block implementation unilaterally. The statute allowed it. Throughout the process 
of developing the proposal, no one had mentioned it. 

As another leader put it more bluntly: “You don’t have authority because of your title. You have authority 
because people decide it’s in their interest to listen to you.”

Understanding and diagnosing authority is not a static act; it requires constant data collection and assessment.   

THE FOURTH TRUTH: THIS JOB IS MOSTLY PEOPLE, NOT POLICY
It was surprising to learn from the interviews that, on most days, less than 20 percent of a SHEEO’s time is 
spent on higher education policy.

The rest is consumed by:

•	 Personnel decisions

•	 Board dynamics

•	 Legislative relationships

•	 Budget negotiations

•	 Crisis management

•	 Institutional conflict

•	 Media and narrative control

One leader noted that the most consequential decision of their tenure was not a policy initiative, but whether 
to remove a senior staff member whose expertise masked ongoing organizational cultural damage. Another 
leader noted that this job is not as intellectually difficult as it is relationally and emotionally demanding. 

One current leader noted: “The instincts that serve you in the legislature don’t always serve you in the 
executive seat. Listening changes when you’re accountable for implementation.”

THE FIFTH TRUTH: CAPACITY AND BEHAVIOR ARE STRATEGIES
Every leader interviewed for this report eventually arrived at the same conclusion: A successful SHEEO cannot 
pursue every good idea, and saying “yes” too often can result in leadership failure. What many leaders learn 
more slowly is that behavior matters as much as priorities. Staff, boards, and external partners do not assess 
leaders primarily by vision statements, policy agendas, and strategic plans; they assess them by:
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•	 Consistency

•	 Follow-through

•	 Clarity of expectations

•	 Predictability under pressure

One leader recalled: “You rebuild relevance by being useful: data, research, service, and responsiveness.”

Leaders who establish calm, disciplined operating rhythms with clear and well-structured meetings, 
transparent decision rules, and explicit boundaries, create trust even when strategy is still forming. If a 
leader inherits an agency already operating beyond capacity, and most do, the first responsibility is not 
expansion. It is stabilization.

THE SIXTH TRUTH: LEGITIMACY IS CONSTRUCTED, NOT GRANTED
Legitimacy does not automatically follow appointment. It must be built through:

•	 Early visibility

•	 Predictable communication

•	 Procedural fairness

•	 Decision consistency

•	 Coalition-building

One leader described spending their first year traveling relentlessly. They didn’t do this to promote 
new ideas, but to listen and explain constraints. When a crisis emerged later, those early investments 
determined who returned calls and who did not.

Legitimacy can also be lost quickly through overreach, inconsistency, or silence. The interviews 
demonstrated that leadership does not preserve relationships; it changes them.

THE SEVENTH TRUTH: THIS ROLE WILL TAKE AS MUCH AS YOU ALLOW IT TO
This job extracts more than professional and intellectual energy, and leaders spoke candidly about:

•	 Burnout

•	 Family strain

•	 Geographic isolation

•	 Loss of anonymity

•	 Emotional exhaustion

•	 Shortened tenures despite success

Also, these costs are not evenly distributed. They are higher for outsiders, first-time SHEEOs, women, 
leaders of color, leaders in highly politicized states, and leaders without structural insulation. 

One leader reflected: “This job will take as much as you’re willing to give it. The trick is deciding what it’s 
not allowed to take.”
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READING THIS REPORT
Ironically and counterintuitively, these effective SHEEOs do not always ask, “How do I change higher 
education?” They ask something harder:

What kind of leadership does this system permit, and how do I operate effectively within that 
reality without losing my integrity, my people, or myself?

This report exists to help answer these questions for future SHEEOs and to elevate wisdom for those who 
support SHEEOs. 

This section has outlined what the job is and what it isn’t, and the mindset to understand the role. The 
sections that follow will not tell future leaders what to do on a step-by-step process map with effectiveness 
as the destination. Leading complex state governmental organizations is not like building an Ikea cabinet. 
Instead, this report shares how others survived, failed, adapted, and endured; and what their experiences 
reveal about what is likely the hardest job in state government. Readers may approach the sections 
sequentially or selectively, using the reflections to inform leadership practice, support decisions, and have 
ongoing conversations about how this role is defined, prepared for, and sustained.

Section 1: The Myth of the First 90 Days describes what the onboarding process can look like and 
how the process is less about speed and more about calibration. 

Section 2: Diagnosing Authority Before Exercising It will help readers understand that authority is 
not something effective SHEEOs possess, but something that is constantly shifting due to politics, 
relationships, timing, and trust. 

Section 3:  Relationships are the Work describes how relationships are the mechanism through which 
authority, trust, and durability are created. 

Section 4: Culture Eats Structure demonstrates that organizational culture is a leadership instrument 
that effective SHEEOs use to their advantage.  

Section 5: Conflict, Crisis, and Staying Standing elevates that awareness, understanding, and 
managing crises is what helps leaders endure.  

Section 6: Durability and Knowing When and How to Leave demonstrates that leaving the agency 
improved is a consistent goal across effective SHEEOs.

Section 7: When the Job Comes from the Inside helps to differentiate the risk profile related to internal 
candidates who become SHEEOs. 

Section 8: Synthesis elevates consensus lessons from the interviews and recommends what the field 
should do differently in supporting SHEEOs. 

Appendix: Leadership Self-Assessment distills the wisdom collected from the interviews and poses a 
series of questions for leaders aspiring to this role. 
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SECTION 1: THE MYTH OF THE FIRST 90 DAYS

As indicated above, the inspiration for this report and the prompt for the interviews asked about a SHEEO’s 
first and last 90 days. That relatively simple query resulted in hours of deep and meaningful conversations 
about leadership, the how and the what, the desire for impact, and the “why” for each of these leaders. 
The idea of the “first 90 days” is deeply embedded in leadership literature, and David Watkins’ The First 
90 Days: Proven Strategies for Getting Up to Speed Faster and Smarter was recommended as a text from 
several leaders. It implies a defined window: assess the organization, build relationships, signal direction, 
and act decisively. For State Higher Education Executive Officers (SHEEOs), this framing is helpful but 
incomplete.

Most SHEEOs do not experience a clean or protected onboarding period. They inherit motion, obligation, and 
scrutiny from day one. What I learned from these conversations is that the question is less about how to use 
the first 90 days, but how to survive them without locking in the wrong identity, expectations, or narrative.

As one leader put it bluntly: “There was no onboarding. There was just work.”

WHY THE FIRST 90 DAYS CAN FAIL AS A CONCEPT

Unlike corporate or campus-based leadership roles, SHEEOs often enter:

•	 During legislative session

•	 Amid audits, lawsuits, or federal reporting deadlines

•	 Into agencies with staff vacancies or morale issues

•	 With authority that is fragmented, ambiguous, or contested

Several leaders described realizing within weeks that every meeting was already public-facing, every 
pause interpreted as indecision, and every statement treated as a signal.

The first 90 days are not a runway. They are exposure.

One long-serving SHEEO described entering during a new gubernatorial term with a legislative session 
already underway and budget decisions already in motion. There was no opportunity to observe quietly; 
immersion was immediate. In retrospect, the leader noted that while the intensity clarified relationships 
and institutional dynamics quickly, early hesitation, particularly around decisions tied to the budget cycle, 
quietly narrowed future options. 

FABLE 1: YOU CAN LISTEN QUIETLY BEFORE ACTING.

Listening is essential, but silence is not neutral.

Internally promoted leaders described trying to emphasize continuity and listening early, only to discover 
that others filled the vacuum. Presidents assumed nothing would change. Legislators assumed weakness. 
Staff assumed authority had not shifted.

One leader reflected that by prioritizing continuity too strongly, they unintentionally communicated that 
leadership had not truly changed. It was a perception that took years to undo.

Listening with a clock is different from listening without one. One leader offered a disciplined alternative: 
“I told the team: I’m not going to change meeting structures. I’m going to listen. Then after three or four 
weeks, we’ll create something new together.”
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One SHEEO emphasized that listening must be paired with explicit standards. Early in their tenure, they 
articulated a small set of behavioral expectations that included clarity, consistency, and professionalism, 
so staff understood what would not change even as leadership listened. This combination reduced 
anxiety and prevented silence from being misread as indecision.

FABLE 2: YOU SHOULD LAUNCH YOUR AGENDA EARLY.

The opposite mistake is just as common.

Some SHEEOs enter with fully formed reform agendas and feel pressure to demonstrate momentum 
quickly. Several described launching initiatives before fully understanding statutory constraints, staff 
capacity, or political sensitivities.

Being right too early can be indistinguishable from being wrong. Multiple leaders cautioned that technically 
sound ideas can harden opposition if introduced before context and coalitions are ready. The problem is 
rarely the idea itself. Being intentional about securing support is vital because sequencing matters. 

As one leader noted succinctly: “The worst thing you can do is be the smartest person in the room too early.”

One leader framed this lesson in practical terms: leaders earn credibility not by demonstrating insight, 
but by setting a reliable cadence that results in predictable follow-through and visible decision discipline. 
In their experience, staff and external partners trust leaders who behave consistently before they trust 
leaders with bold ideas.

Early action without situational awareness often accelerates resistance rather than progress.

FABLE 3: RELATIONSHIPS WILL STAY THE SAME.

They will not. Nearly every SHEEO interviewed described a moment, usually sudden, when relationships 
inverted. Colleagues became subordinates. Peers became skeptics. Support and verbal encouragement 
became silence.

As one leader put it: “People didn’t change. Their incentives did.”

The first 90 days are when these shifts become visible.

WHAT EFFECTIVE SHEEOS DO EARLY

Across interviews, effective early leadership converged around four approaches. 

1. Signal Identity Before Direction

Successful SHEEOs were intentional about clarifying posture early:

•	 How they would lead

•	 What they could promise

•	 What they would not pretend to control

Several leaders described explicitly naming constraints early, not to lower ambition, but to protect credibility. 
This identity signaling reduced misinterpretation and slowed unrealistic expectations. A long-serving SHEEO 
was explicit that he did not publicly describe the SHEEO role as the owner of institutions or the driver of top-
down reform. Instead, he consistently framed himself as a steward and translator, someone responsible for 
aligning institutions, policymakers, and public expectations without pretending to command them.
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He signaled this identity by:

•	 Talking about his responsibility to the system, not to individual institutions

•	 Emphasizing respect for institutional autonomy, even when pushing change

•	 Repeatedly distinguishing between influence and authority

This was not abstract philosophy; it was operational.

Another SHEEO emphasized that internally, leaders should articulate a personal leadership credo early. 
That involved describing how they communicate, how decisions are made, and how accountability works. 
This gives staff and partners a stable reference point even when strategy is still forming. Identity signaling 
does not necessarily require announcing a plan. It requires declaring how decisions will be made.

2. Diagnose Authority in Real Time

Authority diagnosis is not theoretical. It is empirical. The statutes matter, but so do people. Effective 
SHEEOs understand that state statute and regulatory authority are vital to understanding, but limited 
in diagnosing true authority for change, which can be limited by culture and internal and external 
relationships. 

Effective SHEEOs treated early conflict or success as diagnostic data, asking:

•	 Who can stop this?

•	 Who must be consulted even if not required?

•	 Who will speak when I cannot?

A recently hired SHEEO described asking presidents a deceptively simple question: Who is responsible for 
change? When responsibility was deflected, he learned immediately how much work lay ahead. 

Effective SHEEOs understand that mastering this skill is vital and something this report covers in more 
detail in Section 2.

3. Stabilize the Agency Before Expanding Its Work

Many agencies are already operating beyond capacity when new leaders arrive. Several SHEEOs described 
their most consequential early decisions not as launches, but as practicing restraint by declining new 
initiatives, slowing timelines, or removing work that no longer served statutory purpose.

One SHEEO underscored that stabilization is not passive. They paired restraint with clear internal rhythms 
that included short check-ins, explicit delegation, and regular professional development, so staff 
experienced calm without drift.

At the same time, leaders in budget-driven environments emphasized that restraint must be paired 
with decisiveness. Legislative calendars do not pause for onboarding. Delay is also a decision, and early 
hesitation can foreclose later influence.

One SHEEO entered the role just as a legislative session began, with budget decisions already underway and 
little time for orientation. Rather than advancing new policy proposals, the leader focused first on operational 
grounding by learning the mechanics of the state’s budget process, clarifying internal roles, and ensuring 
the agency could deliver accurate, timely information under pressure. Several anticipated initiatives were 
deliberately deferred. This early restraint was not visible as reform, but it quickly established credibility with 
legislators and staff alike. When the leader later advanced changes to funding and student aid, those proposals 
were received through a different lens: not as ambition untethered from reality, but as recommendations from 
a reliable partner who understood both the system and the constraints under which it operated.
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4. Control the Narrative Early or Accept the One Given to You

Narratives harden quickly. Narrative control is not spin. It is context setting. Leaders who lacked that 
context-setting control early found themselves framed by others: as obstructionists, technocrats, 
advocates, or placeholders. Some found that having others define them could be mitigated by traveling 
extensively, issuing predictable written updates, or meeting skeptics early rather than avoiding them.

One SHEEO entered a role following a highly visible predecessor known for bold public advocacy. Rather 
than competing with that legacy, the new leader explicitly reframed the moment as one of recalibration. 
In early conversations with legislators, presidents, and staff, the leader emphasized reliability, process 
discipline, and trust-building over new initiatives. Public remarks focused on listening, understanding 
system capacity, and ensuring the agency could deliver consistently under pressure. 

This shift initially disappointed some stakeholders who expected immediate action, but it also prevented 
unrealistic expectations from hardening. When the leader later advanced policy changes, those proposals 
were judged against the narrative the leader had set and not against a predecessor’s style. 

Another SHEEO entered the role facing broad expectations that the agency would simultaneously address 
workforce alignment, affordability, completion, and accountability. Rather than embracing that breadth, 
the leader used early conversations to narrow the narrative by emphasizing a small set of responsibilities 
the agency could reliably deliver in the near term. Progress was framed not in terms of new initiatives, but 
in consistency and follow-through. When additional priorities were later taken on, they were viewed as 
earned expansions rather than overreach.

GENDER, IDENTITY, AND THE COST OF RESTRAINT
Several interviews made clear that restraint is not interpreted equally. Women leaders and leaders of 
color described how the same behaviors: listening, pacing, and caution, were more likely to be read as 
uncertainty or weakness when coming from them than when they came from others. Internal promotion 
intensified this dynamic because prior identity narratives were already fixed.

One leader reflected that the cost of delaying authority signaling was higher precisely because others 
assumed they already understood her leadership style. Silence was not read as deliberation; it was read 
as confirmation of bias.

This is not an argument for performative assertiveness. It argues for direct clarity. Internal leaders who 
succeeded were explicit early about how they would lead, even if they chose not to act immediately.

The Core Lesson: Early leadership in the SHEEO role is less about speed and more about calibration.

There is a saying in triathlon races where the racer swims, bikes, and runs – that you can’t win the race 
in the swim, but you sure can lose it. Similarly, the first 90 days rarely determine success, but they often 
determine how hard success will be. 

Swim as hard and as fast as possible but understand there is a lot of race left. 

The section that follows examines how leaders assess and calibrate authority, relationships, culture, and 
capacity over time.
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SECTION 2: DIAGNOSING AUTHORITY BEFORE 
EXERCISING IT

Many SHEEOs assume that once appointed, authority will follow.

It often does not.

One SHEEO entered a role with clear statutory authority but quickly learned that formal power alone 
would not carry difficult reforms. Anticipating resistance, the leader deliberately positioned the board, 
not the agency, as the public owner of contentious decisions, ensuring members understood both the 
data and the political stakes. When opposition emerged, the question shifted from why the SHEEO was 
acting to why the board supported the direction. Authority was exercised not individually, but collectively, 
through the board’s legitimacy.

Authority in state higher education governance is distributed, conditional, and situational. Leaders who fail 
to diagnose where it operationally resides frequently discover its limits publicly, and sometimes at great cost.

FORMAL AUTHORITY IS AN UNRELIABLE GUIDE

Across states, SHEEO authority varies widely:

•	 Some operate behind strong governing or coordinating boards

•	 Some sit inside governor’s cabinets with limited independent power

•	 Some lead small agencies with expansive statutory mandates

•	 Most rely more on persuasion than enforcement

Statutes describe authority. They do not guarantee it. Statutory authority defines what is allowed; legitimacy 
determines what is possible.

One SHEEO entered the role with clear statutory authority to set policy direction for the system, including 
approval powers over certain academic and funding decisions. On paper, the authority was real. In 
practice, the leader quickly learned that exercising it without prior alignment triggered resistance from 
presidents and quiet opposition from board members who felt bypassed. Although no one formally 
challenged the decision, implementation stalled, communication deteriorated, and legislative skepticism 
followed. The experience made clear that authority existed in statute, but legitimacy resided elsewhere, 
and that influence had to be rebuilt relationally before authority could be exercised effectively. What 
matters is not always what authority looks like on paper, but where it shows up when there is conflict.

AUTHORITY VS. INFLUENCE: A FOUNDATIONAL DISTINCTION

Many leaders found it useful to distinguish between authority and influence:

•	 Authority is what you are formally allowed to do

•	 Influence is what others are willing to accept from you

A former legislative leader turned SHEEO described situations where he clearly had formal authority to 
advance a decision, particularly in budget-related or policy-alignment contexts. Yet he was careful to 
distinguish between what he could do and what would pass. Rather than exercising authority immediately, 
he focused on shaping how legislators and institutional leaders understood the issue, often delaying 
action until key stakeholders were prepared to support or at least defend the decision. The authority was 
real, but the outcome depended on influence built through timing, translation, and restraint.
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Problems arise when leaders overestimate influence or mistake agreement in private for support in public.

As one SHEEO put it plainly: “You don’t have authority because of your title. You have authority because 
people decide it’s in their interest to listen to you.”

One SHEEO inherited an agency with no clear agenda and little statutory authority. Rather than 
asserting control, the leader used previously unseen data to align institutional leaders around a shared 
attainment goal. By helping presidents coordinate their legislative messaging for the first time, the 
agency demonstrated its value and credibility. Influence followed not because the agency demanded 
compliance, but because the system began to rely on it.

COALITION IS CURRENCY

Several leaders emphasized that authority depends less on correctness than on coalition readiness. 
Technically sound proposals often fail when no one is prepared to absorb political risk. The real question 
is rarely who is right, it is who will stand with you when opposition surfaces.

Some leaders addressed this risk by anchoring legitimacy horizontally, building presidents into visible 
coalitions. Others relied on board ownership, legislative champions, advocacy organization engagement, 
or business and industry validators. In budget-centered agencies, influence often flowed not from 
directive power, but from being a trusted broker in negotiations.

Authority that cannot be shared is fragile.

AUTHORITY THROUGH INDISPENSABILITY

In states where formal authority is limited, contested, or unstable, several SHEEOs described a deliberate 
shift from directive leadership to a service-oriented strategy. Rather than attempting to exercise authority 
they did not reliably control, these leaders focused on making their agencies indispensable to the system. 
Influence accumulated through usefulness by providing data, analysis, tools, convenings, and problem-
solving capacity that institutions, boards, and policymakers came to rely on to do their own work well.

This strategy operated through incremental growth in credibility. Agencies that invested in high-quality 
data infrastructure, neutral analysis, and trusted research became the default source for diagnosing 
problems and framing options. Convenings were effective not because attendance was required, but 
because participation signaled value. Over time, stakeholders defended the agency’s role and relevance.

Importantly, this form of influence depended on internal capacity and discipline. Service provision worked only 
when agencies were consistent, responsive, and reliable under pressure. Leaders emphasized that data had 
to be contextualized rather than punitive, analysis had to illuminate tradeoffs rather than prescribe outcomes, 
and neutrality had to be maintained even in politicized environments. Where these conditions held, agencies 
with thin formal authority were nonetheless able to shape agendas, advance reforms, and stabilize systems.

In one state, a SHEEO responded to diminished authority by reorganizing the agency around service. Staff 
were realigned toward data analysis and problem-solving support, institutions were given easier access to 
their own information, and convenings were designed to address shared challenges rather than enforce 
compliance. Over time, institutions relied on the agency’s analysis to inform decisions, and legislators came 
to view it as a credible source of neutral information. When contentious issues later emerged, stakeholders 
who had benefited from the agency’s work defended its role publicly even when they did not fully agree 
with its recommendations.
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HIGH INFLUENCE, LOW AUTHORITY: THE BUDGET PARADOX

Several leaders described operating with minimal formal authority over institutions governed by 
independent boards, yet holding significant influence through the budget process. In these contexts, the 
SHEEO role is inherently paradoxical: advocating for institutions without commanding them; balancing 
legislative impulses for short-term resources against long-term institutional stability; and translating 
institutional needs into politically viable budget narratives. Success in this space depended less on issuing 
directives and more on credibility, restraint, and trust. These qualities should be reinforced daily through 
leadership behavior, not statutory power.

Out-of-state leaders described authority diagnosis as especially acute.

As one leader noted: “The hardest part of being an outsider is the legislature.”

Outsiders cannot instantly replicate relationships built over decades. They must manufacture legitimacy 
deliberately or be tested relentlessly. Leaders who failed to identify legislative translators early often 
discovered their authority was far thinner than expected.

Internal successors often assume that familiarity converts into authority. Several learned the opposite. 
Internal leaders must reintroduce themselves, formally and visibly, or risk being perceived as caretakers 
rather than decision-makers.

One leader summarized the experience succinctly: “Everybody loved me until I was in charge.”

AUTHORITY IS TEMPORAL

Authority can also change over time. Several leaders noted that early restraint expanded future options, 
while early overreach narrowed them permanently. Others described waiting too long to assert authority 
and paying the price in credibility. Sequencing how and when a leader flexes authority matters.

As one leader observed, “You only get to be new once, but you live with the consequences forever.”

THREE DIAGNOSTIC QUESTIONS

Before acting on any major initiative, many effective SHEEOs asked:

1.	Who can veto this formally or informally?

2.	Who benefits enough to defend it publicly?

3.	Who absorbs the political cost if it fails?

4.	What happens if I lose gubernatorial or board support?

If those answers were unclear, leaders delayed, not abandoned, action.

THE CORE LESSON

Authority is not something you possess. It is something others allow you to exercise. Diagnosing authority 
is not a one-time task. It is continuous work shaped by politics, relationships, timing, and trust.

The next section explores how leaders build, borrow, and protect authority through relationships.
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SECTION 3: RELATIONSHIPS ARE THE WORK

Nearly every SHEEO interviewed for this report offered some version of the same warning:

“If you don’t like relationships, this is the wrong job.”

This observation is often misunderstood. Relationships are not a prerequisite for effective leadership in this 
role. They are not something you build so that you can then “get to the real work.” They are the real work.

This section examines what that means in practice according to the leaders interviewed. It discusses how 
relationships function as authority, how they substitute for formal power, how they create durability, and 
how they can just as easily undermine leadership when misunderstood or mismanaged.

RELATIONSHIPS AS OPERATING INFRASTRUCTURE

In most state higher education systems, formal authority is fragmented. Boards govern and presidents 
lead institutions. Provosts manage the academic enterprise. Legislatures control budgets. Governors set 
priorities. Agencies coordinate, convene, and persuade. In this environment, relationships are not soft skills. 
They are operating infrastructure.

Several leaders described discovering that decisions were rarely made in the rooms where they were 
formally discussed. Instead, outcomes were shaped through:

•	 Pre-meetings

•	 Informal conversations

•	 Trust built over repeated, predictable interactions

•	 Those who returned calls when things went wrong

One long-tenured SHEEO described relationships as “the currency that keeps the system liquid.” Without 
them, even technically correct proposals stalled.

One senior leader made mention that in their state, the foundation for culture, politics, and policy is “red 
beans and relationships.” 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ACCESS AND TRUST

Many leaders enter the role with access. Far fewer have trust. Access is transactional. Trust is relational 
and harder to build. Several leaders described early misinterpretations of access as trust. Presidents took 
meetings. Legislators were cordial. Board members were supportive. Then, at the first sign of controversy, 
that support evaporated.

Trust, leaders learned, was revealed not when things were going well, but when:

•	 Bad news had to be delivered

•	 Expectations had to be reset

•	 Requests had to be denied

•	 Political risk surfaced

One leader put it plainly: “You know who trusts you when you disappoint them.”
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RELATIONSHIP STRATEGY, NOT RELATIONSHIP ACCUMULATION

Effective SHEEOs do not try to maintain equal relationships with everyone; they make strategic choices.

Several leaders emphasized the importance of identifying:

•	 Which relationships are mission-critical

•	 Which are symbolic

•	 Which are transactional

•	 Which must be managed at arm’s length

Time spent deepening the wrong relationships delayed progress and created false expectations. Time spent 
clarifying relationship boundaries often felt uncomfortable, but paid dividends later. One leader noted that 
learning who did not need to be in every conversation was as important as learning who did.

PRESIDENTS: PEERS, CLIENTS, OR CONSTITUENTS?

Relationships with institutional presidents sit at the center of the SHEEO role and are among the most complex.

Presidents are:

•	 Peers in public-facing leadership

•	 Clients of coordinating systems

•	 Constituents of boards and legislatures

•	 Political actors in their own right

Leaders who treated presidents as purely institutional “subordinates” quickly lost credibility. Those who treated 
them as “uncontestable” partners forfeited authority. Successful SHEEOs struck a careful balance: respecting 
presidential autonomy while clearly articulating system-wide responsibilities. Several described investing 
heavily in president-only spaces where candid discussion was possible without performance or posturing.

Trust with presidents, once built, became one of the most powerful sources of influence available. Leaders 
mentioned taking time to walk a campus with the president, without staff, to have off-the-record, authentic 
conversations. Some SHEEOs mentioned having a regular 10–15-minute check-in with presidents once 
they had established the relationship. 

One leader put it bluntly: “You need to have a texting relationship with every one of your presidents.”

BOARDS: AUTHORITY YOU BORROW, NOT CONTROL

Boards, especially board chairs, emerged across interviews as both enablers and constraints. Some SHEEOs 
benefited from deeply engaged boards willing to take ownership of difficult decisions. Others navigated 
boards that were fragmented, politicized, or disengaged. The common lesson was this: you cannot manage 
boards; you must align with them.

Effective leaders spent significant time:

•	 Understanding board member motivations

•	 Preparing chairs privately before public meetings

•	 Avoiding surprises

•	 Clarifying which decisions require board ownership
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Several leaders noted that when boards felt respected and informed, they were far more willing to take 
political heat. When boards felt bypassed, even strong policy proposals faltered.

One SHEEO recognized early that the agency’s authority would only extend as far as the board’s 
understanding and confidence. Rather than treating the board as a decision checkpoint, the leader invested 
in shared learning using professional development, horizon documents, and private briefings to walk 
through tradeoffs before decisions became public. When initiatives later faced scrutiny, board members 
were able to speak clearly and consistently about the rationale, effectively carrying the authority of the 
decision themselves. The work advanced not because the leader asserted power, but because the board 
was prepared to stand behind it.

LEGISLATORS: RELATIONSHIPS UNDER ASYMMETRY

Legislative relationships were universally described as asymmetric. Legislators control budgets and statutes. 
SHEEOs control information, narrative, and institutional priority translation. The imbalance is structural and 
unavoidable. Leaders who succeeded legislatively did not attempt to equalize power. They focused instead on:

•	 Reliability

•	 Responsiveness

•	 Candor about constraints

•	 Avoiding technical arrogance

One leader described the job as being “the most honest broker in the room,” even when honesty was 
inconvenient.

Outsiders emphasized the importance of securing legislative translators like staff, former legislators, or 
trusted intermediaries who could interpret tone and intent before missteps became public.

GOVERNOR’S EXECUTIVE OFFICES: PROXIMITY IS NOT PROTECTION

Many may assume a SHEEO’s proximity to the governor’s office confers insulation. Interviews suggest 
otherwise.

Gubernatorial support is:

•	 Conditional

•	 Episodic

•	 Often distracted

Leaders who relied too heavily on executive backing without building broader coalitions found themselves 
exposed when priorities shifted. Successful SHEEOs treated executive alignment as necessary but insufficient. 
They built parallel relationships with boards, presidents, and legislative leaders so authority did not collapse 
when attention moved elsewhere.

One leader described shifting institutional behavior not by asking for loyalty, but by offering value. By 
convening presidents around shared data and aligning their messaging before legislative hearings, the 
agency leadership created a rare moment of unity. Relationships deepened not because they were cultivated 
indiscriminately, but because collaboration produced tangible results.



EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP IN STATE HIGHER EDUCATION: ADVICE FROM THE FIELD 19

INTERNAL RELATIONSHIPS: CULTURE AS A TRUST ACCELERATOR

Relationships inside the agency shape everything else. Several leaders emphasized that internal trust 
multiplies external credibility. Staff who felt respected, informed, and protected were more willing to:

•	 Carry difficult messages

•	 Absorb public criticism

•	 Execute complex coordination work

Leaders who invested early in internal culture with clear expectations, predictable rhythms, professional 
development, and psychological safety found that the agency itself became a stabilizing force during 
external turbulence.

As one leader noted: “If your own staff doesn’t trust you, no one else will.”

WHEN RELATIONSHIPS FAIL

Nearly every leader interviewed described at least one relationship failure.

Failures occurred when:

•	 Expectations were not clarified

•	 Boundaries were avoided

•	 Silence replaced communication

•	 Loyalty was confused with obligation

One SHEEO believed they had invested heavily in relationships with key institutional leaders, meeting 
regularly and maintaining open lines of communication. When a contentious policy issue surfaced, no one 
openly opposed the proposal, but no one defended it either. Meetings became shorter. Responses slowed. 
Public neutrality replaced private candor. By the time opposition surfaced in legislative testimony, the leader 
realized that the relationships they had relied on were transactional rather than durable; they had been 
cordial but not committed. The failure was not hostility; it was the absence of obligation.

Several leaders noted that relationship repair was possible but only when addressed early and directly. 
Avoidance almost always made matters worse. One leader reflected that the hardest relationships to reset 
were those they had allowed to drift out of discomfort rather than from confrontation.

THE COST OF RELATIONSHIP WORK

Relationship-centered leadership can be exhausting. Leaders spoke candidly about:

•	 Emotional labor

•	 Constant availability

•	 Loss of privacy

•	 Difficulty separating professional disagreement from personal strain

Several noted that without clear personal boundaries, the job became unsustainable. Relationship work, 
they learned, must be intentional and finite. This is not a contradiction. It is a survival strategy.
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One SHEEO anticipated that a forthcoming policy proposal would strain relationships with institutional leaders 
and legislators alike. Rather than waiting for the issue to surface publicly, the leader met individually with key 
leaders weeks in advance, naming the tradeoffs and inviting criticism. Some concerns were uncomfortable, 
but they were addressed while trust existed. When the proposal later became public, several stakeholders 
did not fully agree, but they defended the process and the leader’s intent. The policy advanced not because 
everyone supported it, but because relationships had been built on candor rather than convenience.

THE CORE LESSON

In the SHEEO role, relationships are not a means to an end. They are the mechanism through which 
authority, trust, and durability are created. Leaders who treat relationships as transactional tools burn them 
out quickly. Leaders who treat them as the work itself and are strategic, bounded, and purposeful create 
room for progress even in constrained environments.

The next section turns to the less visible force that sustains or undermines all relationships over time: culture 
and how it is formed, protected, and repaired under pressure.
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SECTION 4: CULTURE EATS STRUCTURE

By the time some SHEEOs recognize culture as a leadership issue, it is already shaping outcomes. Interestingly, 
not through mission statements or value declarations, but through:

•	 How decisions are actually made

•	 	Who feels safe raising concerns

•	 	How conflict is handled

•	 	Whether staff believe leadership will protect them under pressure

In relatively small state agencies with limited formal authority, culture does not support strategy. It is strategy.

This section examines how culture forms in SHEEO offices, why it matters more than structure, and how 
leaders shape it, often unintentionally, through daily behavior.

CULTURE FORMS FASTER THAN STRATEGY
Many leaders arrive eager to articulate vision. Fewer realize how quickly culture solidifies. Several SHEEOs 
described discovering that staff were already drawing conclusions about leadership within weeks:

•	 Does this leader follow through?

•	 	Do they change direction suddenly?

•	 	Are mistakes punished or addressed?

•	 	Who gets access, and who doesn’t?

One leader reflected that by the time they felt ready to articulate strategy, staff had already internalized a 
working theory of how leadership operated. Culture, in this sense, is the accumulation of small signals, not 
formal announcements.

WHY CULTURE MATTERS MORE WHEN AUTHORITY IS WEAK
In roles with limited enforcement power, leaders rely on:

•	 	Staff judgment

•	 	Discretion

•	 	Willingness to absorb conflict

•	 	Institutional memory

Culture determines whether people take risks on your behalf. Several leaders emphasized that when staff felt 
protected and respected, they:

•	 	Flagged problems early

•	 	Gave candid advice

•	 	Defended leadership externally

•	 	Stayed during turbulent periods

When staff felt exposed or whiplashed, they retreated by doing only what was required and nothing more.

One long-serving SHEEO summarized it this way: “You can’t ask people to carry political risk if you won’t carry 
it for them.”
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CULTURE IS BEHAVIORAL, NOT ASPIRATIONAL
Across interviews, leaders converged on the same lesson: culture is created by what leaders do repeatedly, 
not what they say once. One SHEEO’s private sector leadership background made this explicit. They 
emphasized that staff take cues from:

•	 How meetings are run

•	 	Whether decisions are explained

•	 	How mistakes are handled

•	 	Whether expectations are consistent

Several leaders echoed this, noting that inconsistency, especially from well-intentioned leaders eroded trust 
faster than disagreement.

As one leader put it: “People can live with a decision they don’t like. They have a harder time living with 
unpredictability.”

SMALL AGENCIES AMPLIFY EVERYTHING
Most SHEEO offices are small. This magnifies culture.

In small teams:

•	 Leadership behavior is always visible

•	 	Mood travels quickly

•	 	Conflict has nowhere to hide

•	 	Burnout spreads silently

Several leaders described learning that tone-setting was not optional. Their presence, availability, and 
reaction under stress were interpreted as policy. One leader admitted that a single offhand comment, made 
during a stressful week, changed staff behavior for months.

Culture in small agencies is fragile, but also highly responsive. One SHEEO entered the role during a period of 
intense legislative scrutiny. The agency was understaffed, exhausted, and carrying unresolved conflict from 
prior leadership. Early on, the leader faced a choice: launch a high-profile reform aligned with executive 
priorities or pause to stabilize the agency. They chose stabilization. 

Externally, this decision was criticized as a lack of ambition. Internally, staff described it as the first time 
agency leadership had acknowledged their capacity limits. The leader slowed timelines, clarified decision 
rights, and publicly took responsibility when legislative hearings went poorly. Six months later, when a major 
political conflict erupted, the agency functioned. Staff absorbed pressure, translated policy accurately, and 
protected leadership from avoidable exposure.

The reform eventually moved forward — later than planned, but with durable support. The leader reflected 
afterward: “The strategy didn’t save us. The culture did.”

Many SHEEOs inherit agencies operating beyond capacity. Several leaders described realizing that the most 
important cultural signal they could send was what they chose not to pursue. Saying “no,” slowing timelines, 
or eliminating legacy work communicated respect for staff far more powerfully than motivational speeches.

One leader framed this as “capacity as strategy.” Others described it more simply: “stop breaking your 
people.” Stabilization builds trust faster than ambition.
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PERSONNEL DECISIONS SHAPE CULTURE MORE THAN STRATEGY
Almost every leader interviewed identified at least one personnel decision as culturally decisive. These decisions 
were rarely about competence alone. They were about:

•	 	Whether behavior aligned with expectations

•	 	Whether staff felt safe raising concerns

•	 	Whether leadership would tolerate internal erosion for external 
expertise

Leaders who delayed difficult personnel decisions out of loyalty or fear of disruption 
often paid a higher price later through morale loss, credibility erosion, or staff exits. 
Those who acted early, even painfully, found that clarity restored trust.

CULTURE AS INSULATION DURING CRISIS
When political pressure intensified, leaders with strong internal culture fared 
better. Staff who trusted leadership:

•	 Filtered noise

•	 	Protected leaders from unnecessary exposure

•	 	Maintained operational discipline

Several leaders noted that during crises, their agency’s culture, not their authority, 
determined whether they could function effectively. As one leader observed: 
“When everything else was unstable, culture was the only thing that held.”

CULTURE IS ALSO HOW YOU LEAVE
Several leaders emphasized that culture is one of the few things that outlasts 
tenure. Leaders who focused only on policy sometimes left fragile agencies 
vulnerable to reversal. Those who invested in people, norms, and decision 
discipline left institutions capable of adapting after they were gone.

One long-tenured SHEEO described success not in terms of programs, but in 
staff who could lead without them. That, they argued, was their real legacy.

THE COST OF CULTURAL LEADERSHIP
Culture-building is demanding. Leaders spoke candidly about:

•	 Emotional labor

•	 	The weight of being watched constantly

•	 	The difficulty of holding boundaries while remaining relational

Several noted that without deliberate self-protection, cultural leadership became unsustainable. As one leader 
reflected: “If you burn out, culture collapses with you.”

THE CORE LESSON
Culture is a leadership instrument. It shapes how authority is exercised, how relationships endure, and how 
institutions survive pressure.

The next section focuses on how leaders understand and deal with conflicts and crises.

CULTURE AND TRUST: 
WHAT LEADERS 
ACTUALLY MEAN

This callout synthesizes insights 
from leaders who approached 
culture explicitly as leadership 
craft rather than abstraction.

Effective SHEEO cultures were 
characterized by:

Clarity — People knew how 
decisions were made and 
who was responsible.

Consistency — Leaders 
behaved predictably, 
especially under stress.

Candor — Bad news was 
addressed early and honestly.

Grace — Mistakes were 
corrected without humiliation.

Boundaries — Leaders 
modeled sustainability and 
respected limits.

Gratitude — Staff effort was 
acknowledged, especially 
when invisible.

One leader summarized their 
leadership philosophy this way:

“If people trust your intent, 
they’ll forgive your mistakes. 
If they don’t, nothing else 
matters.”

Values were not just posted. 
They were practiced.
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SECTION 5: CONFLICT, CRISIS, AND STAYING 
STANDING

Every SHEEO encounters conflict. Most encounter crisis. What differentiates durable leaders from short-
tenured ones is not whether crisis appears, but how it is handled, narrated, and absorbed by the leader, the 
agency, and the system. This section examines how conflict and crisis can unfold in the SHEEO role, why 
technically “small” issues can become existential threats, and what leaders who survive learn about restraint, 
transparency, and timing.

CONFLICT IS INEVITABLE AND SOMETIMES MISDIAGNOSED

Most conflicts that destabilize SHEEO tenures do not begin as crises.

They begin as:

•	 Misaligned expectations

•	 	Unclear authority

•	 	Delayed decisions

•	 	Quiet resentment

•	 	Unspoken disagreement

Several leaders described early warning signs they did not recognize at the time: meetings that stopped 
happening, feedback that softened, questions that went unasked, or stakeholders who went silent rather than 
confrontational.

Silence, leaders learned, is not stability. It is often unexpressed opposition consolidating elsewhere.

CRISIS RARELY STARTS WHERE IT ENDS

Across interviews, crises that eventually became public almost always originated internally or quietly:

•	 A personnel issue deferred too long

•	 	A governance ambiguity left unresolved

•	 	A communication shortcut taken under time pressure

•	 	A reform launched before coalition depth was tested

By the time a crisis surfaced publicly, leaders often found that:

•	 The narrative had already hardened

•	 	Allies were uncertain how to defend them

•	 	Authority was thinner than assumed

One leader reflected afterward: “The moment I realized it was a crisis was the moment it was already too late 
to control it.”
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TECHNICAL PROBLEMS BECOME POLITICAL PROBLEMS FAST
Several SHEEOs emphasized that technical correctness offers little protection once issues become political. 
Audits, compliance findings, funding formulas, accreditation questions, or enrollment shifts, all technically 
manageable, can become existential threats when:

•	 Stakeholders felt surprised

•	 	Explanations sounded defensive

•	 	Leaders appeared inconsistent

•	 	Responsibility was deflected

Leaders who survived learned to treat technical issues as political events with technical content, not the 
other way around.

TRANSPARENCY IS NECESSARY BUT NOT SUFFICIENT
Many leaders enter crisis believing transparency alone will save them. Interviews suggest otherwise.

Transparency helped when paired with:

•	 Clear ownership

•	 	Procedural and process discipline

•	 	Predictable communication

•	 	Evidence of internal control

Transparency without structure often backfired, exposing uncertainty without reassuring stakeholders that 
someone was in charge. One leader described learning that “telling people everything” was less important 
than telling them what would happen next, and who was responsible.

PROCESS IS AUTHORITY DURING CRISIS
When authority weakens, process becomes legitimacy. Several leaders described surviving crises not by 
asserting power, but by:

•	 Following procedures meticulously

•	 	Inviting oversight rather than resisting it

•	 	Documenting decisions carefully

•	 	Slowing down when pressure demanded speed

This approach was not passive. It was described as defensive leadership. As one leader put it: “When you don’t 
control the outcome, you control the process. And that matters.”

RELATIONSHIPS ARE TESTED, NOT BUILT, IN CRISIS

Further evidence of why relationships are the work, leaders noted that crises revealed which relationships 
were real because leaders learned:

•	 Who would return calls

•	 	Who would speak publicly

•	 	Who would quietly distance themselves

•	 	Who expected protection rather than partnership
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Many described the pain of discovering that long-standing relationships did not translate into public support. 
Others found unexpected allies, often staff or secondary stakeholders, who stepped forward because trust 
had been built earlier.

One leader noted that crisis does not create relationships, “it reveals them.”

One SHEEO entered office with strong gubernatorial leadership backing and an ambitious reform agenda. 
Within the first year, an audit uncovered procedural failures tied to a legacy program. Media attention followed. 
Legislators demanded answers. Board members grew nervous. Initially, the leader tried to solve the problem 
quietly, correcting processes internally while minimizing public attention. This backfired. The silence was 
interpreted as evasion. Recognizing the shift, the leader changed course.

They publicly acknowledged the issue, paused the reform agenda, invited external review, and reassigned 
internal responsibility. In hearings, they avoided defensiveness and focused on process correction rather than 
intent. Internally, they protected staff from scapegoating and absorbed criticism personally.

The crisis dominated a full legislative session. It damaged momentum and cost political capital. But the leader 
survived.

Later, reflecting on the experience, the SHEEO said: “What saved me and the agency wasn’t authority or allies. 
It was credibility built by not pretending I was in control when I wasn’t.”

THE PERSONAL COST OF CRISIS LEADERSHIP

Crisis leadership extracts a toll, and leaders spoke candidly about:

•	 Physical exhaustion

•	 	Hyper-vigilance

•	 	Family strain

•	 	Loss of confidence

•	 	Isolation

Several noted that crises changed how they led permanently by making them more cautious, more process-
oriented, or more protective of staff. Others described a loss of innocence: a clearer understanding of how 
quickly legitimacy could evaporate.

One leader reflected: “I didn’t realize how much of my authority was borrowed until I had to repay it.”

KNOWING WHEN THE CRISIS IS NO LONGER YOURS TO CARRY

A few leaders described crises that never resolved. In these cases, the issue was not leadership failure but 
structural misalignment via political, statutory, or cultural conditions that made recovery impossible.

Leaders who exited with integrity did so by:

•	 Recognizing when authority was irreparably damaged

•	 	Protecting staff from further harm

•	 	Preserving institutional continuity

•	 	Leaving before the agency collapsed further

These leaders did not frame exit as defeat. They framed it as “stewardship.” The institution and the people 
mattered more than their ego or ambition. 
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THE CORE LESSON

In the SHEEO role, crisis does not end leadership. Mishandled crisis does.

Leaders who endure are not those who avoid conflict, but those who:

•	 Recognize early warning signs

•	 	Slow down under pressure

•	 	Protect staff credibility

•	 	Maintain procedural discipline

•	 	Accept limits honestly

The next section turns from survival to endurance, with what it takes to build leadership that lasts, and how 
leaders decide when it is time to leave.



EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP IN STATE HIGHER EDUCATION: ADVICE FROM THE FIELD 28

SECTION 6: DURABILITY AND KNOWING WHEN 
AND HOW TO LEAVE

In a role defined by fragility and conditional authority, longevity is often mistaken for success. Given that many 
SHEEOs serve for only a few years, this is understandable. Political turnover, shifting priorities, and structural 
constraints make long tenures rare. Leaders who remain are often praised simply for staying. Yet many leaders 
emphasized that endurance is not always the same as effective or healthy leadership. Endurance is surviving; 
durability is flourishing.

This section examines what enables leaders to sustain effectiveness over time, why some long tenures remain 
productive while others quietly stagnate, and how leaders decide when it is time to leave.

WHY LONGEVITY CAN BE MISLEADING

Several leaders cautioned against equating length of tenure with leadership effectiveness. Some long-
serving SHEEOs described periods when they still held the role but were no longer truly leading. Common 
signals included:

•	 Narrowed authority

•	 	Calcified relationships

•	 	Declining risk tolerance

•	 	Innovation giving way to maintenance

•	 	A shift from offense to defense

By contrast, some shorter tenures produced stable institutional change because coalitions, culture, and staff 
capacity were strengthened. Leaders consistently argued that durability is not measured in years served, but 
in institutional resilience, agenda adoption, and whether the organization is stronger than when they arrived.

WHAT ACTUALLY ENABLES LEADERS TO LAST

Across interviews, durable leaders shared few traits related to personality or ideology. What they shared instead 
were disciplined practices.

1. Managing Expectations Early and Often

Leaders who flourished over time were explicit about what the role could and could not do. They resisted 
being framed as saviors or lightning rods. When expectations exceeded reality, they reset them publicly rather 
than absorbing pressure privately.

One long-tenured leader noted: “The job got easier when I stopped letting people believe I could fix things 
I couldn’t.”

2. Building Coalitions That Outlast the Leader

Durable leaders invested in coalitions that did not depend on their personal presence. They elevated 
presidents, staff, board members, and legislative partners as visible owners of process and progress. Diffusing 
credit reduced personal exposure and increased political insulation. Leaders who centralized authority around 
themselves often burned brighter but for shorter periods.
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3. Culture as a Shock Absorber

Strong internal culture extended leadership tenure. Leaders with disciplined, trusting teams weathered political 
turnover, gubernatorial change, budget volatility, and public criticism. Those without internal cohesion found 
that even small disruptions became destabilizing.

As one leader observed, “When the culture is strong, the job doesn’t break you as fast.”

4. Restraint as a Leadership Skill

Several leaders emphasized that longevity depended on knowing which fights not to take. They described 
turning down opportunities aligned with personal values but misaligned with political or institutional readiness. 
This restraint preserved credibility for moments when action truly mattered. Durability, leaders noted, required 
saying no, not only to others, but to oneself.

THE HIDDEN RISK OF STAYING TOO LONG

Staying too long can become a liability personally, professionally, and institutionally. Several leaders described 
recognizing a gradual shift marked by:

•	 Overly familiar relationships

•	 	Increased conflict avoidance

•	 	Declining appetite for risk

•	 	Identity becoming entangled with the role

In these cases, leaders remained competent administrators but became less effective change agents. Some 
recognized the shift only after it was too late to recalibrate.

One leader reflected: “I stayed because things were stable. I left when I realized stability had become the goal.”

RECOGNIZING WHEN AUTHORITY HAS NARROWED

One leader noted that a strong, board chair relationship of trust is vital because authority often narrows before 
leaders consciously recognize it. Warning signs included fewer invitations into early-stage decision making, 
increased reliance on intermediaries, political and institutional leadership engagement becoming conditional 
or symbolic, and staff growing more cautious than candid.

Leaders who attended to these signals adjusted their approach or initiated a transition. Those who ignored 
them often found themselves surprised by abrupt endings.

CHOOSING TO LEAVE WELL

One long-serving SHEEO had weathered multiple administrations and legislative cycles, leaving the agency 
stable, respected, and functional. Over time, the leader noticed subtle changes: new political actors consulted 
them later in the process; staff deferred more than they challenged; the work had shifted from creation to 
maintenance. Rather than wait for conflict, the leader initiated a transition.

They prepared staff for continuity, documented institutional knowledge, and worked with the board and 
political leadership to ensure a smooth handoff. The exit was quiet, voluntary, and unforced. The agency 
continued to thrive.
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Afterward, the leader reflected: “Leaving wasn’t about being tired. It was about realizing the institution needed 
a different kind of leadership than I could offer.”

Several leaders reframed exit as one of the most consequential leadership decisions they made. Leaving well 
meant protecting staff, preserving institutional credibility, avoiding public implosion, and allowing renewal.

Leaders who delayed exit out of fear or misplaced loyalty often left under worse conditions, sometimes 
damaging both the institution and their own legacy. As one leader put it simply: “How you leave teaches 
people as much as how you lead.”

THE PERSONAL COSTS OF ENDURANCE

Durability isn’t just about professional and institutional success. Leaders spoke candidly about the toll of 
constant availability, the erosion of personal boundaries, and the difficulty of imagining life beyond the role.

Endurance without an exit plan, they warned, becomes entrapment. Leaders who transitioned well had 
invested in a professional identity beyond the position, relationships outside the system, and clear personal 
values about when “enough was enough.”

THE CORE LESSON

Leaders consistently emphasized that the goal of this role is not to stay as long as possible. It is to leave the 
institution stronger than you found it and to recognize when you are no longer the right steward.

Durable leaders understand that leadership is seasonal. They lead fully while the season is theirs, and they step 
aside when it is not.

The next section addresses some of the various pathways leaders take to the role and how that pathway 
shapes the risk profile of the job. 
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SECTION 7: WHEN THE JOB COMES FROM  
THE INSIDE

Many people may assume that internal promotion is the safest path into the SHEEO role. The logic is 
appealing – you know the system, the players know you, relationships already exist, and the learning 
curve should be shorter. In practice, internal succession often carries distinct and underestimated risks, 
especially around legitimacy, authority signaling, and role redefinition.

This section examines why leaders who come from inside the system frequently face more ambiguity, 
not less, and how successful internal leaders recalibrate quickly enough to avoid becoming caretakers 
rather than decision-makers.

THE FAMILIARITY TRAP

Internal leaders inherit more than knowledge. They inherit expectations. Colleagues expect continuity. 
Presidents expect access. Staff expect protection. Boards expect stability. Legislators expect predictability. 
None of these expectations are unreasonable, but taken together, they can quietly constrain authority 
before it is ever exercised.

Several internally promoted leaders described the same experience in different words: relationships that 
once felt collegial became fragile the moment authority became real. Trust did not disappear, but it 
changed form. One SHEEO said that familiarity can delay the moment when others recognize that your 
role and your responsibilities have changed.

One leader entered the role with long-standing internal relationships and recognized early that familiarity 
could blur authority. Rather than relying on informal understandings, the leader deliberately clarified 
decision rights, formalized processes, and documented roles, making expectations explicit even when 
it felt uncomfortable. By prioritizing clarity over comfort, the leader preserved trust while reinforcing 
authority, preventing familiarity from quietly undermining governance.

The lesson is that familiarity does not automatically convert into legitimacy.

AUTHORITY DOES NOT TRANSFER AUTOMATICALLY

Internal leaders often assume that credibility earned over time will translate into authority on day one. 
Authority must be re-signaled.

Several leaders described early missteps rooted in overestimating how much permission they had. Because they 
were known entities, they delayed visible authority-setting actions, especially around personnel, decision rights, 
or communication norms. In doing so, they unintentionally signaled that nothing fundamental had changed. By 
the time they realized this, expectations had hardened.

Many effective internal leaders did the opposite. They treated the transition as a reintroduction, not a continuation. 
They made explicit what was changing, what was not, and how decisions would now be made, even when 
communicating those decisions felt uncomfortable among former peers.
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INTERNAL DOES NOT MEAN INSULATED

One of the most important and counterintuitive 
findings from the interviews is that internal leaders are 
often less insulated politically than outsiders. Outsiders 
expect to be tested. Internal leaders often do not.

Several internal leaders described being caught 
off guard by how quickly long-standing goodwill 
evaporated under political pressure. Because they were 
known, legislators and board members often felt free to 
bypass them, pressure them privately, or appeal directly 
to prior relationships.

Successful internal leaders anticipated this and reset 
relationships proactively. They reestablished lines of 
communication, clarified roles, and, when necessary, 
diplomatically declined requests they previously would 
have accommodated.

INSIDER KNOWLEDGE CAN BE A STRATEGIC 
ASSET

Internal leaders do possess distinct advantages when 
they use them intentionally. Deep understanding of 
institutional history, board dynamics, and legislative 
patterns allowed some leaders to:

•	 Anticipate resistance before it surfaced

•	 	Sequence decisions more effectively

•	 	Avoid symbolic fights that produced little gain

•	 	Identify which issues were truly non-
negotiable

The difference between success and stagnation was 
how knowledge was deployed. Internal leaders who 
treated history as data thrived.

WHAT INTERNAL LEADERS WHO SUCCEED 
DO DIFFERENTLY

Across interviews, successful internal leaders shared 
several behaviors:

1.	They reintroduced themselves publicly. 
They did not assume people understood 
how their leadership would differ from their 
predecessor or prior role.

2.	They made at least one early, visible 
decision. Not to prove toughness, but to 
establish authority as real.

THE OUTSIDER RISK PROFILE

Leaders who enter the SHEEO role from outside 
the state or outside higher education face different 
risks. Authority must be diagnosed, legitimacy must 
be earned, and sequencing must be disciplined.

1. Misreading Where Power Actually Sits

Outsiders often overestimate formal authority 
and underestimate informal power networks. 
Statutory authority does not always align with 
where influence truly resides. Power may sit with 
a senior legislative staffer, a long-tenured board 
member, a system president, or an executive 
advisor—not necessarily where the organizational 
chart suggests.

2. Legitimacy Gaps with Institutions

Leaders entering from advocacy, executive offices, 
philanthropy, or other states frequently described 
the need to earn credibility inside institutions 
before asking for alignment. Policy fluency does 
not automatically translate into institutional trust.

One leader reflected: “I understood policy and 
politics, but I had to earn credibility inside the 
institutions. That’s a different kind of legitimacy.”

Without deliberate relational investment, policy 
initiatives risk being interpreted as external 
imposition rather than shared direction.

3. Speed Versus Sequencing Pressure

Outsiders often feel pressure—from governors, 
boards, or themselves—to move quickly and 
demonstrate value. This creates a sequencing 
dilemma. Acting too slowly reinforces perceptions 
of detachment; acting too quickly risks 
miscalculation.

As one leader put it: “The last thing you want 
to do as an outsider is make uninformed 
pronouncements.”

This risk is amplified when the outsider is 
recruited to “fix” or “reform” the system. Ambitious 
reforms announced before operational fluency 
is established can shorten tenure rather than 
strengthen it. 
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3.	They reset relationships deliberately. Especially with former peers and long-standing 
stakeholders.

4.	They treated continuity as a choice, not an obligation. They honored institutional 
memory without being captive to it.

5.	They clarified boundaries early. Around access, decision-making, and 
communication.

THE CORE LESSON

Coming from the inside reduces the learning curve but increases the legitimacy challenge.

Internal promotion is not easier leadership. It is different leadership. Those who succeed recognize that 
the job does not simply expand. It changes shape. Authority must be claimed, not assumed. Familiarity 
must be managed, not indulged. And relationships must be redefined before they define you.

The final section turns from individual judgment to collective learning: what the field now understands 
about leadership, risk, and preparation, and what it still needs to learn next.
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SECTION 8: SYNTHESIS

This report began with a simple premise: “Tell me how you spent your first 90 days, what did you inherit, 
and how will you spend your final 90 days in order to set your successor up to carry on your legacy?”

After nearly 40 interviews across states, entry paths, political contexts, and tenures, that premise is no 
longer hypothetical. It is empirical. The SHEEO role is far more fragile, complex, kinetic, and consequential 
than it is often treated. It is one of the hardest, if not the hardest, jobs in state government. 

Here, at the end, what follows is not a checklist, nor a model to be implemented wholesale. It is a synthesis 
of what experienced leaders have learned, often through conflict, crisis, or hard-earned restraint, about 
what this role demands. These lessons are offered not only to future SHEEOs, but to the field that appoints 
them, supports them, and too often misunderstands them.

The SHEEO role sits at the intersection of education, politics, and public trust. It is not a job for the faint of 
heart, but neither is it a role that rewards bravado, speed, or certainty. The leaders who endure are those 
who learn to operate within constraint without losing clarity, integrity, or care for the people around them.

As one leader reflected late in their tenure: “I stopped asking how much I could change, and I started 
asking what the system could carry and how I could help it carry more.”

That shift helps define effective leadership in this role.

LESSON ONE: THIS IS A GOVERNANCE ROLE, NOT A REFORM PLATFORM. 

The most persistent misconception about the SHEEO role is that it exists to “fix higher education, 
workforce development, or talent development.” By heaping so much on the shoulders of these leaders, 
we elevate the role of the SHEEO as some nexus point for higher education policy and practice within a 
state and gloss over how difficult and complex the role is to which these leaders have been appointed. 

As a former governor’s executive office staff member and philanthropic leader, this research has been 
deeply humbling, and I am optimistic that it may cause a re-evaluation of how the field can and should 
support these leaders.  

To understand the complexity, the role exists to operate a system within a multi-layered and nuanced political 
environment. Leaders who entered with reform ambitions succeeded only when they first established:

•	 Operational credibility

•	 	Political fluency

•	 	Relationship discipline

•	 	Cultural stability

Reform followed operational competency and not the reverse.

For the field, this means recalibrating expectations. Hiring, onboarding, and evaluation should prioritize 
governance skill, political judgment, and leadership discipline, not just charismatic policy vision. 
Philanthropic investment should also recognize these constraints and understand what these leaders 
can do effectively with the resources invested. 
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LESSON TWO: AUTHORITY IS CONDITIONAL AND MUST BE DIAGNOSED 
CONTINUOUSLY. 

Formal authority varied widely across states, but one truth held everywhere:

authority was never absolute, never permanent, and never guaranteed. Leaders who survived and led 
effectively:

•	 Diagnosed authority before exercising it

•	 	Understood who could veto, who would defend, and who would disappear

•	 	Adjusted strategy as authority shifted over time

Those who assumed authority based on title or statute learned its limits publicly. For the field, this suggests 
a need for more honest conversations, before appointment, about where authority authentically resides 
and how exposed leaders will be when it narrows.

LESSON THREE: RELATIONSHIPS ARE THE WORK. 

Every leader emphasized relationships. Fewer emphasized relationship strategy. Effective SHEEOs did not 
attempt to maintain equal relationships with everyone. They:

•	 Prioritized mission-critical relationships

•	 	Clarified boundaries early

•	 	Accepted that disappointment was unavoidable

•	 	Invested where trust could be durable

Relationship accumulation without a strategy drained time and created false expectations.

For the field, this means recognizing relational labor as core work, and ensuring leaders are given time, 
support, and legitimacy to do it well.

LESSON FOUR: CULTURE IS THE MOST UNDERESTIMATED LEADERSHIP INSTRUMENT. 

In relatively small state agencies with limited authority, culture determined:

•	 Whether staff raised concerns early

•	 	Whether leaders received candid advice

•	 	Whether agencies held during crisis

•	 	Whether institutions endured leadership change

Culture formed quickly, through behavior more than intent.

Leaders who stabilized workload, clarified expectations, and modeled consistency created internal trust 
that insulated them during external turbulence. Those who ignored culture paid for it later.

For the field, this means shifting attention from organizational charts to operating norms, especially 
during transitions.
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LESSON FIVE: CRISIS IS NOT EXCEPTIONAL. IT IS THE TEST. 

Every leader encountered conflict. Most encountered crisis. What differentiated durable leaders was not 
avoidance, but:

•	 Early recognition of warning signs

•	 	Willingness to slow down under pressure

•	 	Procedural discipline

•	 	Transparency paired with ownership

•	 	Protection of staff credibility

Crises rarely ended leadership. Mishandled crises did.

For the field, this suggests a need to normalize crisis preparedness, not as failure planning, but as 
leadership readiness.

LESSON SIX: DURABILITY IS DISCIPLINE. 

Long tenure was not produced by toughness alone.

Durable leaders:

•	 Managed expectations relentlessly

•	 	Distributed ownership and credit

•	 	Chose fights carefully

•	 	Maintained personal boundaries

•	 	Planned for exit even while leading

Staying too long proved just as risky as leaving too soon.

For the field, this means valuing stewardship over heroism and recognizing that knowing when to leave 
is itself a leadership act.

LESSON SEVEN: ENTRY PATH SHAPES RISK MORE THAN CAPABILITY. 

Internal promotions, external hires, interim appointments, and executive-driven selections all produced 
capable leaders. They also produced different vulnerabilities.

•	 Insiders underestimated legitimacy challenges

•	 	Outsiders underestimated political complexity

•	 	Interim leaders underestimated how provisional status constrained authority

No path was safer. Each required different preparation.

For the field, this argues against “best background” thinking and toward risk-aware selection and support, 
tailored to how leaders enter the role.
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WHAT TO DO DIFFERENTLY
Taken together, these lessons point toward several implications for the field:

1. Rethink Selection

•	 Prioritize governance and political judgment alongside policy expertise

•	 	Be explicit about authority limits and risk exposure

•	 	Match candidates to context, not ideals

2. Professionalize Onboarding

•	 	Treat the first year as high-risk, not orientation

•	 	Provide structured support around authority diagnosis, relationships, and culture

•	 	Normalize restraint and sequencing

3. Support Leaders, Not Just Agendas

•	 	Recognize emotional and relational labor

•	 	Protect leaders from unrealistic expectations

•	 	Invest in staff and agency capacity, not just initiatives

4. Normalize Exit as Stewardship

•	 Encourage planned transitions

•	 	Reduce stigma around voluntary departure

•	 Focus on institutional continuity, not personal tenure

CLOSING NOTE TO THE READER
If you are considering this role, this report is not meant to deter you. The reader may not come away 
from this report excited to take on the complex and complicated role of leading a state higher education 
agency. Frankly, this report is not intended to be inspirational. It is meant to be orienting. Its purpose is to 
help you understand what the job truly requires from those who hold and have held the role, and to help 
others understand what is being asked of these leaders.

It is meant to help you enter with your eyes open, your expectations calibrated, and the leadership 
challenges grounded in reality, rather than myth.

And, if you are part of the field that appoints, advises, or financially supports SHEEOs, the charge is 
equally clear: Leadership in this role is complicated and fraught. Be thoughtful in selecting, preparing, 
empowering, insulating, and supporting these public servants to meet the needs of the job.

That is the work ahead.
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APPENDIX

SHEEO LEADERSHIP SELF-ASSESSMENT
A Pre-Decision and Early-Tenure Reality Check

Purpose:

This self-assessment is not a scorecard. It is a diagnostic tool designed to surface risk, readiness, and blind 
spots before they surface publicly.

Answer honestly. Discomfort is a signal, not a failure. No one else needs to see this.

I. AUTHORITY & POWER REALITY
Answer Yes / No / Not Sure

•	 I can clearly identify who can overrule me.

•	 	I know who would defend me publicly if a major initiative faltered.

•	 	I understand whether my authority comes primarily from statute, board delegation, 
executive backing, or persuasion.

•	 	I know what happens if executive or board support weakens.

Reflection:

Where does real power show up when there is conflict—not when there is agreement?

II. ENTRY PATH & LEGITIMACY RISK
Check all that apply:

☐ Internal promotion

☐ Interim appointment

☐ External hire (out of state)

☐ Executive-driven appointment

☐ Board-driven appointment

Answer Yes / No / Not Sure

•	 I have a plan to establish visible authority in the first 90 days.

•	 	I have considered how familiarity or outsider status may work against me.

•	 	I am prepared for relationships to change once authority becomes real.

•	 	I have experience in improving student outcomes at the institution, system, or state level.

Reflection:

How might my background increase risk rather than reduce it?
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 III. POLITICAL & GOVERNMENT FLUENCY

Answer High / Moderate / Low

•	 My comfort navigating legislative processes

•	 	My understanding of budget mechanics

•	 	My experience working inside executive offices

•	 	My tolerance for ambiguity and slow decision cycles

Reflection:

Do I understand how decisions authentically get made here, or only how they are explained?

 

IV. CAPACITY, PACE & TIMING DISCIPLINE
Answer Yes / No / Not Sure

•	 	I know the agency’s full statutory workload.

•	 	I understand which activities are optional versus required.

•	 	I am prepared to say “no” or “not yet” publicly.

•	 I understand the state’s budget cycle well enough to know when learning time ends, 
and decisions begin.

Reflection:

What would I stop doing in the first six months—and can I say that out loud?

 

V. PEOPLE, CULTURE & BEHAVIORAL CONSISTENCY
Answer Yes / No / Not Sure

•	 Can I comfortably make early personnel decisions if needed?

•	 	Can I separate loyalty from leadership responsibility?

•	 	Can I articulate a small set of leadership behaviors people can reliably expect from me?

•	 	Do I understand how inconsistency erodes trust faster than disagreement?

•	 	Do staff feel safe bringing bad news early?

•	 	Does my urgency clarify priorities or transmit anxiety?

Reflection:

Which leadership behavior will matter more than my strategy in the first year?

 



EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP IN STATE HIGHER EDUCATION: ADVICE FROM THE FIELD 40

VI. COMMUNICATION & NARRATIVE CONTROL
Answer Yes / No / Not Sure

•	 I know who controls external communications.

•	 	I understand what I can say publicly without clearance.

•	 	I understand and can clearly describe the state agenda for higher education.

•	 	I have a plan for a predictable communication cadence (not just content).

•	 	I understand how silence may be interpreted politically.

Reflection:

If others told my story for the first year, what would they say?

 

VII. PERSONAL SUSTAINABILITY & BOUNDARIES
Answer  Yes / No / Unsure

•	 	I have discussed this role’s demands with my family or close support system.

•	 	I have thought about geographic, emotional, and relational strain.

•	 	I have identified at least one non-negotiable personal boundary.

•	 I have a support system outside the role.

Reflection:

What would make this role unsustainable—and how would I know early?

 

VIII. EXIT & LEGACY AWARENESS
Answer Yes / No / Not Sure

•	 I have thought about how this role might end.

•	 	I am comfortable leaving work unfinished.

•	 	I value leaving a healthy institution more than preserving my 
agenda.

•	 	I can imagine success that does not center me personally.

Reflection:

What should survive me if I leave tomorrow?

FINAL QUESTION (DO NOT SKIP)
Given the realities above, do I still want this role, and under what 
conditions would I say no?

Write a one-sentence answer. If you cannot, pause before proceeding.

BOTTOM LINE 
ASSESSMENT

If you answered:

Mostly “Yes” → You 
understand the risks and 
tradeoffs.

Mostly “Not Sure” → You 
need more information 
before committing.

Mostly “No” → The role 
may cost more than it 
gives—at least right now.
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