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Many perceive the decision
making role of the depart· 
ment head as becoming in· 
creasingly complex. 

Department 
heads as 
decision 
makers 

By Janice Wissman 

The academic department as the basic organizational 
unit within a university is a widely accepted assumption 
(Millet, 1978; McHenry and Associates, 1977; Corson, 
1975; and Bolton and Boyer, 1973). The administrator who 
traditionally heads the department is usually referred to as 
chairman or head. 

The department as the locus of decision making is 
emphasized In the literature. Roach (1976) estimated that 
80 percent of all university decisions take place at the 
departmental level. Dykes (1968) and Mclaughlin and 
others (1975) studied faculty participation in decision 
making and noted the most significant participation level 
in decision making was at the departmental level. 

It is evident administrators of academic departments 
play an important role in decision making. The importance 
of this role results from their position {administrator) and 
from the organized unit with which they are affiliated 
{department). 

The purpose of this study was to explore decision 
making by department heads through a review of l iterature 
and interviews with five department heads in a selected 
College of Home Economics at a Midwest land·grant 
university. Specifically, the study sought answers to the 
following questions: 1) What types of decisions do depart· 
ment heads make? 2) What future critical decisions do 
department heads predict? 3) Is the decision.making 
power of department heads Increasing or decreasing? and 
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4) What kind of experiences could contribute positively to 
decision·maklng skills uti lized by department heads? 

FINDINGS 
Types of Decisions 

Corson (1976) emphasized the variability' among 
departments in relation to the types of decisions made by 
department chairmen. Findings from interviews with five 
department heads (1979)', however, seem to be in 
agreement with such authors as Balderston (1974) and 
Hoyt and Spangler {1977) as they note department heads 
tend to make similar types of decisions regardless of the 
department. The decision types identified related to per· 
sonnel (Including faculty placement, evaluation, tenure, 
promotion, and salary), curriculum {including scheduling 
course offerings), and budget. Only two out of the five 
department heads interviewed identified student-related 
decisions. One department admin istrator noted space· 
and time-related decisions. 

Personnel decisions appeared to be the most difficult 
for the department heads. There seemed to be no con· 
sensus concerning what types of decisions take the most 
time. Criteria used for decision making by these selected 
department heads related primarily to departmental goals 
and the individuals directly affected by the decision. 
When confronted with decisions that have both long-term 
and short-term consequences, one department head said 
she almost always places more weight on the long·term 
consequences before she arrives at a decision (Spears, 
1979). 

Most writers perceive the decision·making role of 
department chairmen as becoming increasingly complex 
(Brann and Emmet, 1972; Mcintosh and Maier, 1976). 
Future critical decisions identified by the five department 
heads interviewed (1979) related to faculty evaluation, 
dismissal of faculty members, space, and goal setting 
(especially critical in consideration of so many external 
pressures). One department head expressed special con· 
cern about the external pressure to take programs and 
classes off campus (Spears, 1979). 

Power and Autonomy of Department Heads in Decision 
Making 

The autonomy and power of a department head in the 
decision-making process both appear to be affected by 
such variables as pressures outside the college, outside 
the university, within the department, the professional 
field, the personality of the dean and the decision-making 
philosophy of the department head. 

Gross and Grambsch (1977) reported their research 
findings that indicated the power role of department chair· 
men had declined between 1964 and 1971 , while Corson 
(1975) noted the curtailment of autonomy of department 
chairmen due to external pressures. R.L.D. Mor.se (1979), a 
department head for 24 years, noted an overall decrease in 
power not only due to external pressures but also due to 
Internal pressures from facu lty and students. Morse (1979) 
and Huyck (1979) both emphasized the part that the per· 
sonallty of a dean plays in the amount of power and 
autonomy a department head has. Mclaughlin and others 
(1975) even noted the differences In power for depart· 
mentally-made decisions among different colleges. (In 
their study, departmental chairmen In Colleges of Arts and 
Sciences had more power than their counterparts in other 
colleges including Colleges of Home Economics.) Huyck 
(1979) expressed her philosophy of decision making that 
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Is In agreement with Hoy and Miskel (1979) as they all 
point out the need for autonomy by the administrator in 
making certain decisions. Huyck (1979) said there are 
situations when only the department head has access to 
the necessary Information for decision making. 

Preparation for Declslon·Making Roles 
of Department Heads 

Roach (1976), believing the role of department head is 
becoming more significant, points out the need for 
training lor the position. McKeachie (1968) suggested all 
scholars are prepared adequately for becoming a depart· 
ment head because of their scholarly habits related to 
problem solving. Brann (1972) disagreed. He said scholars 
have worked with the tools o f analysis not synthes is. 
Futhermore, scholars' preference for contemplation and 
reflection Is not always appropriate in situations that call 
for quick decision making. Mcintosh and Maler (1976) 
remind their readers that different skills (creative 
management skills) are needed now rather than the 
coping and balancing-the-budget skills administrators 
needed In the late '60s and early '70s. The five department 
heads Interviewed (1979) recommended a management· 
training background together with professional expertise 
as important preparation for the decision-making roles of 
a department head. These experiences were cited 
because of the perspective they provide. One department 
head added, "One must also know how to select a good 
secretary" (Morse, 1979). 

Department heads are decision makers by virtue of 
their role (administrator) and organizational unit affil iation 
(department). Personnel, curriculum, and financial decl· 
slons are among the major decisions made by department 
heads Identified In this paper. Among these decisions, 
personnel-related decisions are the ones most difficult to 
make. Departmental goals and those Individuals direc tly 
affec ted by the respective decisions were the decision. 
making criteria most often cited. Goal setting, personnel 
evaluation, faculty dismissal and spaoe·related decisions 
were Identified as future critical decisions. External 
pressures were recognized as contributing to loss of 
overall power of department heads. Management training 
was an example of one of the experiences considered ap· 
proprlate for preparing one to make departmental 
decisions. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Thi s article does not attempt to deal with the 

theoretical constructs of decision making. It does, 
however, reveal the types of decisions department heads 
make as they operate on both a horizontal and vertical 
plane. Most of the perceptions of the interviewed depart· 
ment heads are consistent with the findings In the 
literature concerning decision making. It Is interesting to 
note that while many believe the overall power of depart· 
ment heads has decreased because of external pressures, 
the declslon·making role of the department head Is 
recognized as becoming more complex. Decision·making 
programs for newly selected or elected department heads, 
would·b e department heads, and experienced department 
heads appear to have an audience. As colleges and univer· 
si tietO continue to seek to serve new markets, it behooves 
them to consider such programs. 

NOTES 
1. Department heads interviewed included: Jane Bowers, Ph.D.: 
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Elnora Huyck, Ph.D.; R.L.D. Morse, Ph.D.; Mary Don F>eterson, 
Ed.D.; and Marian Spears, Ph.D. 
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