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Closing the Chasm of Subtle Second 
Generation Discrimination 
BY ALVIN EVANS AND EDNA CHUN

This article draws upon insights from Edna Chun and Alvin Evans’ forthcoming book Bridging the Diversity Divide: 
Globalization and Reciprocal Empowerment in Higher Education. Despite apparent signs of progress in diversity 
within higher education, deeper cultural change must occur within academe to erode and eliminate subtle behavioral and 
organizational barriers to diversity. Organizational learning is one of the most powerful levers for such change. This article 
provides 10 key strategies that will assist human resource professionals in creating a culture of empowerment and inclusion. 

Introduction
In a year in which the democratic nominee for president of the United States is biracial and the republican vice 
presidential nominee is female, some would deny that discrimination continues to exist in the country. However, the 
stark reality is that only two black governors have been elected since reconstruction and Barack Obama is only the 
third African-American senator in American history (Inniss 2008). Of the nation’s 100 senators, white women hold 
16 of these roles and only eight of the 50 governorships (Inniss 2008). Too few women and minorities are appointed 
to top state jobs that lead to political careers — of 1,834 top state jobs, only 35 percent were held by women and 16 
percent by minorities in the decade between 1997 and 2007 (The New York Times 2008). 
 Similarly, women and minorities appear, on the surface, to be represented on college and university 
campuses, both in classrooms and administrative offices. Unfortunately, attainment of diversity in the academy 
mirrors the relative lack of diversity in national politics. For example, the number of African American faculty 
still hovers at only 5.3 percent, with little change over the past 15 years (U.S. Department of Education 2003b). 
While the percentage of white women in administration rose from 35.1 percent to 40.7 percent between 1993 and 
2003, the percentage of minority women only rose from 6.7 percent to 9.6 percent in the same time period (U.S. 
Department of Education 2003a). 
 Women have had difficulty gaining access to upper-level management or decision-making positions on  
college campuses and tend to be found more frequently in support roles rather than in executive positions. 
Minorities are often concentrated in lower-level positions — the mail room rather than the board room. A study of 
852 institutions of higher education found that only 23 percent of women are in senior academic roles — a troubling 
statistic since these roles represent the typical pathway to the presidency. The study also found that the vast majority 
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 of men and women in senior administrative roles are white, and that only 16 percent of senior administrators 
and less than 10 percent of chief academic officers are from underrepresented groups (King & Gomez 2008). Gay, 
lesbian, bisexual and transgender workers continue to be locked in the closet and unable to share their whole identity 
at work. Diverse faculty and staff members often occupy marginal roles and are essentially powerless to make 
important decisions or allocate resources. 
 Although the more egregious, blatant expressions of discrimination of the pre-Civil Rights era have 
dwindled, subtle behavioral and organizational forms of discrimination have emerged. These new forms of 
discrimination are cumulative, repetitive and take place in the form of micro-incursions. Those who perpetuate 
these forms of behavior may often do so unconsciously, reflecting what Steve Robbins describes as “unintentional 
intolerance” (Robbins 2007). In fact, a whole new vocabulary is required for us to talk about the subtle actions 
that make up the second-generation of discrimination. Research-based constructs based on findings in the social 
psychological literature describe subtle forms of avoidance; aversive racism that occurs when otherwise liberal 
individuals reconcile negative feelings by amplifying positive behavior toward minorities (Dovidio, Gaertner & 
Bachman 2001); and attributional ambiguity when targets of subtle discrimination are uncertain as to how to 
interpret ambivalent behavior toward themselves (Crocker, Vole, Test & Major 1991). 

Bridging the Diversity Chasm 
The chasm that minority and female faculty and staff experience can take place through 10 organizational barriers 
which are intertwined in the power structures of our institutions: hiring; promotion and advancement; lack of 
support; failure to empower and include in decision making; differing expectations; stereotyping; lack of mentoring; 
isolation and soloing; tokenism; and the revolving door (Evans and Chun 2007). The road to inclusion requires 
surmounting these barriers and dismissing the perception of women and minorities as usurpers.
 While institutions of higher learning have recognized the need for diversity progress, many have not yet 
gone from an awareness of what is wrong to doing something about it. Diversity development is a continuum with 
dimensions that may be present sequentially or simultaneously. Valverde (1998), for example, identifies five stages of 
diversity development: 1) the monocultural campus; 2) the ethnocentric campus which has a dominant white culture 
but admits minorities; 3) the accommodating campus that addresses inclusion through policies; 4) the transitional 
campus with limited pluralism; and 5) the transformed campus that is fully multicultural. Smith (1995) describes 
the evolving dimensions of diversity as: 1) structural representation; 2) climate and psychosocial environment; 3) 
educational and scholarly mission; and 4) transformation. 
 Based upon our experiences, many diversity plans have not yet moved beyond the stage of awareness to 
empowerment and inclusion. Yet an unparalleled opportunity exists in higher education to harness the power of all 
talent in service of the research, teaching and service that form the central focus of the mission of our universities 
and colleges. How do we narrow or, better yet, close the chasm of discrimination and cross the diversity divide? 

Organizational Learning 
Organizational learning is one of the most powerful levers for bridging the diversity chasm (Chun & Evans, in 
press). For inequities to disappear, cultural change must occur, and that can only happen when initiatives come from 
the leadership of an institution and are launched in a formal way. Theorists such as Daryl Smith and Sharon Parker 
(2005) have pointed out that the model of organizational learning relates to an institution’s core enterprise and 
engages stakeholders to take ownership and make decisions consistent with this mission. The evolutionary process of 
organizational learning is, by necessity, one that engages both academic and administrative stakeholders and involves 
them in reshaping their respective subcultures. 
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Addressing the Chilly Climate Phenomenon
A second major bridge across the chasm needs to address “chilly climate,” or a climate of benign neglect that allows 
the marginalization of talent to continue. The existence of a chilly climate for minorities and women has been well 
documented in research literature. What does it mean in practice? Common structural features of a chilly climate 
in academe include devaluation and hostility that take place within the trivial patterns of daily experience (PS: 
Political Science & Politics 1999). Since faculty have been at the forefront of identifying symptoms of chilly climate, 
growing evidence points to how minority faculty experience such marginalization in everyday professional and social 
interactions (Johnsrud 1993). These insights apply also to administrators and staff, who, in fact, generally have more 
tenuous employment situations without tenure or other protections.
 In addition to feeling unwanted, unappreciated and unwelcomed, minority faculty must continually prove 
their worth and work harder than their male white counterparts (Johnsrud 1993). Female and minority faculty are 
often overburdened with teaching and service responsibilities as well as committee obligations (Allen et al. 2002). 
Within the context of a hostile department, individual faculty or staff members can develop a deep sense of shame, 
believing that she/he deserves to be treated poorly (PS: Political Science & Politics 1999). Treatment of dominated 
groups as objects lacking full human subjectivity can damage the self-esteem of those who have been targeted (Hill 
Collins 1993).

Reciprocal Empowerment
The thematic principle of reciprocal empowerment (Prilleltensky & Gonick 1994) provides a bridge to inclusion 
since it offers a values-based framework that counteracts forms of oppression that are consciously or unconsciously 
reenacted within institutional settings. From a definitional standpoint, reciprocal empowerment is a values-based 
approach comprised of three pillars: self-determination, distributive justice and collaboration (Prilleltensky & 
Gonick 1994). Self-determination or self-definition is essential for women and minorities. In this regard, Patricia 
Hill Collins (1993) notes in her discussion of black feminist thought, “self-definition and self-valuation are not 
luxuries — they are necessary for black female survival.” Distributive justice refers to the need for equity in access to 
resources and also may require active intervention to provide such equitable distribution within the power structure 
(Prilleltensky & Gonick 1994). Collaboration involves participation in decision-making processes (Prilleltensky & 
Gonick 1994).
 
Key Strategies for Closing the Gap
Crossing the chasm of discrimination requires proactive steps to prevent the potential waste of human talent, 
ingenuity, innovation and creativity and to build a culture of inclusion. A systematic, tactical approach is needed to 
overcome subtle behavioral and organizational forms of discrimination in the workplace. As part of a results-oriented 
action plan, following are some key strategies for closing the gap:  

1)  Secure from the board of trustees and the president sustained commitment for diversity initiatives. Human 
resource professionals can serve as a channel for communicating the importance and value of diversity 
programs as identified by institutional leadership.

2)  Develop specific mechanisms that foster awareness of the experiences of those who have been marginalized 
or isolated. Such mechanisms can include mediation programs, listening meetings, mentorship programs and 
other formal and informal vehicles.  

3)  Celebrate, communicate and reward small successes. Such successes will eventually move the “building-
breakthrough flywheel” (Collins 2001). Momentum will be achieved by pushing steadily and relentlessly in 
one direction (Collins 2001). While these celebrations may not appear to have appreciable impact, over time 
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they will gradually move the organizational flywheel.

4)  Develop systematic organizational learning programs that address the affective and emotional aspects of 
change to surface deep-seated cultural assumptions and overcome resistance to change.

5)  Create formalized opportunities for intergroup contact through task forces and other institutionalized 
structures. These experiences will help dispel stereotypes and enhance communication. Research indicates 
that greater likelihood of success will occur when such groups have meaningful institutional objectives (van 
Dick et al. 2004). 

6)  Build an institutional safety net for those who have been traditionally marginalized. For example, create 
support groups that are safe zones for dialogue facilitated by professionals with backgrounds in social 
psychology, counseling or related areas.

7)  Use the external impetus of accreditation as a catalyst for diversity progress. This process will promote greater 
accountability in the attainment of diversity outcomes.

8)  Conduct a comprehensive climate survey that elicits input about how to improve the campus climate for 
diversity and ensure that the results generate concrete objectives.  

9)  Adopt a diversity manifesto that will crystallize the institution’s commitment to diversity.  Such a manifesto 
should include expectations for conduct and community. Institutions can develop grass roots support by 
building buy-in from a broad range of constituencies including student affairs, academic affairs and campus 
constituent groups.

10)  Embed recognition and reward for diversity work within significant organizational processes such as 
evaluation, tenure, merit pay and budgeting. Such programs will amplify exponentially the potential for 
genuine and sustained cultural change.

Conclusion
As emphasized earlier in this article, diversity leadership must come from the board of trustees and president in 
order for enduring change to occur. Organizational culture represents the most daunting challenge in terms of 
diversity progress, since it is deeply rooted and woven throughout the assumptions, norms, approaches and conduct 
of members of the campus community. The power of organizational culture cannot be underestimated and, in some 
sense, outweighs the impact of specific individuals. As human resource professionals attempt to bring about change 
in cultural assumptions relative to diversity, organizational learning is the most potent instrument for overcoming 
cultural roadblocks (Chun & Evans, in press). Developing a systematic, structured organizational learning program 
focused on diversity will gradually begin to shift the internal cultural paradigm.  Difficult conversations must 
be undertaken and resistance is to be expected. Nonetheless, human resource professionals can be “diversity 
champions” — those mountain climbers who can help bridge the chasm and lead the way to a workplace of genuine 
inclusion. 
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Examining Work Engagement and Job Satisfaction 
of Staff Members in Higher Education
BY JILL HERMSEN AND VICKI ROSSER

Staff members are a large and growing set of employees within higher education. While their numbers are growing, they 
also are seeing a change in their salaries and working conditions. Given this situation, institutions are considering work 
engagement and job satisfaction research as they seek to increase motivation and productivity. The purpose of this article 
is to examine those work life perceptions, identity issues and demographic and profile characteristics that explain the work 
engagement and job satisfaction of higher education staff members.  

Introduction
Colleges and universities are labor-intensive organizations. In fact, in 2005, over 3.5 million individuals were 
employed in higher education institutions (U.S. Department of Education 2008). Of those employees, 69 percent of 
full-time employees were professional and nonprofessional staff members rather than faculty members or instruction/
research/service staff (U.S. Department of Education 2008). While the number of staff members on campus is 
impressive, what is even more noteworthy is that this population is growing in size. In 1993, professional and 
nonprofessional staff members (excluding faculty and instruction/research assistants) made up 64 percent of the full-
time employees on campus (U.S. Department of Education 2008, 1996). 
 While institutions are seeing growth in staff members’ numbers as well as their responsibilities, institutions 
are also facing strained budgets, which are affecting salaries and working conditions of this demographic (Johnsrud 
2002). Given this situation, it is understandable that institutions are seeking ways to motivate employees while at 
the same time increase efficiency. Two lines of job-related research — work engagement and job satisfaction — are 
considered by institutions as they seek to increase motivation and productivity. The purpose of this study is to 
examine those work life perceptions, identity issues and demographic and profile characteristics that explain the 
work engagement and job satisfaction of higher education staff members.

Literature on Job Satisfaction and Work Engagement
The literature clearly indicates that researchers are interested in understanding the factors that influence employees’ 
perceptions of and involvement with their jobs. Within the higher education arena, many studies have focused on 
the factors that contribute to employees’ job satisfaction. Outside of higher education, research has focused on the
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factors that contribute to employees’ engagement. Thus, the literature review for this study examined both the higher 
education staff member job satisfaction literature as well as the engagement literature to ascertain the issues that 
influence job satisfaction and work engagement.

Job Satisfaction Literature
The literature on higher education staff members indicates that there are many work life and identity issues as well 
as demographic and profile characteristics that influence job satisfaction and morale. Work life issues, in particular, 
have been examined extensively in higher education job satisfaction research. The research identifies several work 
life concerns related to job satisfaction. These concerns include responsibility without authority (Johnsrud 1996; 
Rosser 2000, 2004; Scott 1978), lack of recognition (Johnsrud & Rosser 1999a; Johnsrud, Heck & Rosser 2000), 
advancement opportunities (Johnsrud 2004; Johnsrud & Rosser 1999b), training and development (Johnsrud et al. 
2000; Scott 1978) and professional association orientation (Scott 1978).
 Issues related to identity have also been addressed in the higher education job satisfaction literature. These 
issues include community (i.e., teamwork versus interpersonal conflict), discrimination (Austin 1985; Rosser 2004; 
Volkwein, Malik & Napier-Prancl 1998), connections between people and groups (Johnsrud & Rosser 1999a; Rosser 
2000, 2004) and relationships with external constituents (Johnsrud & Rosser 1999a; Rosser 2004).
 Demographic and profile characteristics related to staff members’ job satisfaction include both individual 
and institutional issues. Individual characteristics related to job satisfaction include age (Volkwein & LaNasa 1999), 
length of service (Volkwein & Zhou 2003), administrative rank (Volkwein & Parmley 2000), administrative unit 
(Volkwein & Zhou 2003), salary (Johnsrud & Rosser 1999a; Rosser & Javinar 2003), gender (Johnsrud et al. 2000; 
Volkwein & Zhou 2003), race/ethnicity (Johnsrud & Rosser 1999a) and minority status (Rosser 2004; Rosser & 
Javinar 2003). An institutional characteristic related to job satisfaction is institutional type. In one study, community 
college employees were found to be more satisfied than employees of research universities or liberal arts colleges 
(Johnsrud et al. 2000).

Employee Engagement Literature
Similar to the higher education job satisfaction literature, the engagement literature identifies a number of work 
life and identity issues as well as demographic and profile characteristics that influence an employee’s level of 
engagement. While the engagement literature we found was not as extensive as the higher education job satisfaction 
literature, nor had it yet expanded to include studies conducted within higher education, it was still helpful to 
identify the factors that influence an employee’s level of engagement, with the assumption that these factors also 
apply to the higher education environment. Each of these issues is discussed below.
 Similar to higher education job satisfaction research, work life factors were the focus of most engagement 
studies. Factors found to influence employee engagement include autonomy and control (Bakker, Hakanen, 
Demerouti & Xanthopoulou 2007; Llorens, Bakker, Schaufeli & Salanova 2006), job characteristics (May, Gilson 
& Harter 2004; Saks 2006), organizational norms (Bakker et al. 2007) and professional development opportunities 
(Harter, Schmidt & Hayes 2002). Two issues related to identity were addressed in the engagement literature. The 
two issues are work-role fit (May et al. 2004) and positive interpersonal relationships with supervisors, colleagues 
and/or customers (Harter et al. 2002; Kahn 1990). 
 In terms of demographic and profile characteristics, engagement research has shown that age, gender and 
occupational type are related to engagement (Schaufeli, Bakker & Salanova 2006). Yet, concerning the age and 
gender issues, the studies have indicated that the relationship between those issues and engagement is so small or 
inconclusive that researchers did not consider them to be important findings (Schaufeli et al. 2006). Occupational 
type, however, is an important finding, with studies indicating that managers have higher levels of engagement than 
blue-collar workers (Schaufeli et al. 2006).
 To summarize the literature, a number of job satisfaction studies have been conducted with higher education 
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staff members. These studies have yielded important data about the factors that contribute to job satisfaction. 
Likewise, engagement research identifies factors that affect employee engagement levels. While the engagement 
research is not as robust as the higher education job satisfaction literature, one can still find similarities in two 
primary areas of the literature. Indeed, much of the previous literature suggests that specific work life and identity 
issues as well as demographic and profile characteristics such as age, length of service and occupational type 
influence an employee’s reaction to his/her job.

Theoretical Framework
This study rests on two theoretical frameworks. The first is that work engagement is related to one’s identification 
with one’s work role. In turn, one’s identification with one’s work role is related to one’s embracement of the role, 
which depends upon one’s fit with the role, attachment to the role and social support received in the role. Thus, 
engagement depends upon job fit, role fit and social support. The second theoretical position is that job satisfaction is 
a result of satisfaction with the facets of one’s job which, in turn, is the result of the fit between what one expects and 
how well those expectations are perceived to have been met. Thus, job satisfaction is a result of perceptions about 
work life issues. Both of these frameworks are described below.

Work Engagement
According to Kahn (1990), engagement is “the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles” so 
that they “employ and express themselves physically, cognitively and emotionally during role performances.” He 
asserts that “people can use varying degrees of their selves, physically, cognitively and emotionally, in the roles they 
perform” and when people bring more of themselves to a role “the more stirring are their performances and the more 
content they are with the fit of the costumes they don.” In his research, Kahn finds that “work contexts, mediated 
by people’s perceptions, create the conditions in which they personally engage and disengage.” Kahn’s work was later 
used as the framework for studies by May et al. (2004) and Saks (2006). While their studies revised Kahn’s model, 
their findings support Kahn’s overall idea that work contexts and psychological factors do influence engagement. 
 In this study we sought to build on the work of Kahn (1990), May et al. (2004) and Saks (2006) by 
examining the factors that explain engagement. However, rather than looking at the psychological factors that 
influence an employee’s level of engagement, this study incorporates a more sociological perspective. Sociological 
theories, such as role identity, argue that role embracement, which is similar to engagement, is a result of identity 
issues such as work-role fit, job-ability fit and social support (Goffman 1961; Howard 2000). Thus, our goal was to 
incorporate these identity issues into the study’s instrument. 

Job Satisfaction
In addition to adapting Kahn’s (1990) framework to include sociological perspectives, this study also built on the 
previous work of Rosser (2004) regarding the job satisfaction of university mid-level administrators. Her research 
indicates that work life issues along with demographic and profile characteristics (i.e., age, length of service) are 
related to job satisfaction. The research is grounded in the theoretical framework of Lawler (1994), who argues that 
job satisfaction stems from satisfaction with particular job facets (i.e., work life perceptions) as well as an overall 
assessment of the job. Employees’ overall level of satisfaction “is determined by the difference between all the 
things a person feels [he/she] should receive” and “all the things [he/she] actually does receive” (Lawler 1994). Thus, 
according to Lawler, there is a relationship between the different facets of job satisfaction levels and one’s overall job 
satisfaction level. 
 This theory is similar to Kahn’s findings in the engagement study, which indicate that work contexts 
influence engagement. Thus, this study draws upon the conceptual models provided by Kahn (1990) and 
Rosser (2004) to explore the relationships among identity issues, work life perceptions, demographic and profile 
characteristics, work engagement and job satisfaction. 
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Method
Using a survey instrument, this study examined which work life perceptions, identity issues and demographic and 
profile characteristics explain the work engagement and job satisfaction of staff members in higher education. The 
survey was distributed in March 2008 to all employees working within two organizational units (representing 
student affairs and academic affairs) at one institution. The institution is a four-year public university with 
approximately 14,000 students. The survey was sent to 294 employees, and after three e-mail notices, 178 surveys 
were completed and 170 were considered usable, resulting in a response rate of 58 percent. 

Demographic Data
Of the respondents, 120 (67%) were female and 46 (26%) were male. In terms of respondents’ racial/ethnic identity, 
117 (66%) were Caucasian, 26 (15%) were African American, and 13 (7%) were other underrepresented minorities. 
The average age of respondents was 38 (SD = 11.87). Respondents had been working in their current position for 
an average of 3.9 years (SD = 5.30) and on that campus for an average of 6.3 years (SD = 8.01). Questions related 
to additional demographic and profile characteristics were included in the survey, including position/rank, salary, 
minority status, administrative unit, foreign-born status, highest degree earned, previous employment in higher 
education and contact time with students. 

Survey Instrument
The survey instrument used in this study was adapted and modified from instruments used by Rosser and her 
colleagues in national-level studies of administrators working within higher education (Rosser 2004; Rosser, 
Hermsen, Mamiseishvili & Wood 2007). It served as the basis for the items related to work life perceptions and 
job satisfaction. Additional items were drawn from other surveys to represent identity and work engagement issues 
(Abdel-Halim 1981; Caplan, Cobb, French, Van Harrison & Pinneau 1980; May et al. 2004; Schaufeli et al. 2006).
 The adaptations and modifications to the existing instruments were based on a thorough review of the 
literature, a comparison of satisfaction and engagement surveys and input from human resource staff members at the 
institution endorsing the survey. The survey instrument included 63 statements about work life perceptions, identity, 
work engagement and job satisfaction. The survey items were presented on a Likert scale, with a five-point scale for 
the work life perceptions and identity items (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) and a seven-point scale for the 
work engagement (1 = never, 7 = every day) and job satisfaction (1 = extremely dissatisfied, 7 = extremely satisfied) 
items.

Factor Analysis
Prior to analyzing the data, the 63 survey items were reduced into 11 meaningful constructs using factor analysis. 
The statements related to work life perceptions and identity issues were reduced into nine scales (alpha coefficients 
are in parenthesis): Career Support (.87) (e.g., access to training, clear performance criteria); Inter-institutional 
Networks (.89) (e.g., contact with and advice from peers at other institutions); Recognition for Competence (.81) 
(e.g., recognition, guidance, autonomy); Working Conditions (.72) (e.g., salary, work environment); Work Unit 
Relationships (.86) (e.g., sense of teamwork, good communication); External Relations (.76) (e.g., relationships with 
faculty, staff, students, public); Job Fit (.80) (e.g., abilities, competencies, match); Role Fit (.93) (e.g., identity job 
gives, fits with vision of self); and Social Support (.82) (e.g., supervisor or colleagues help to make the job easier, are 
easy to talk with and can be relied upon).  
 The dependent construct of work engagement was defined by nine items (.91) related to employees’ physical, 
emotional and intellectual attachment to work. Job satisfaction, the other dependent construct, was defined by 
responses to eight items (.92) that addressed topics such as job variety, control, autonomy and satisfaction with work 
responsibility.
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Findings
Multiple linear regression analysis was completed to examine which work life and identity constructs as well as 
demographic and profile characteristics explain the work engagement and job satisfaction of higher education 
staff members. Two separate multiple regression models were created, one that includes work engagement as the 
outcome or dependent variable and one that includes job satisfaction as the outcome or dependent variable, which 
best explained work engagement and job satisfaction in parsimonious models. Significant variables in the two final 
regression models are discussed below. Non-significant variables such as gender, unit and previous employment in 
higher education were dropped from the final model.  

Work Engagement
The work engagement model accounted for 63 percent of the variance (37 percent of unexplained error) in work 
engagement. As shown in Table 1, significant variables in the work engagement regression model include working 
conditions, job fit, role fit, time spent interacting with students and length of employment on campus. 
 The construct of working conditions was found to be a significant and positive indicator of work engagement 
(p < .01). This indicates that better working conditions are related to higher work engagement. Job fit (p < .05) and 
role fit (p < .001) were also found to be significant and positive indicators of work engagement, which means that 
higher levels of job fit as well as role fit indicate higher levels of work engagement. 
 Two demographic and profile characteristics were found to be significant indicators of work engagement. 
Time spent interacting with students (p < .001) was found to be positively related to work engagement. In other 
words, staff members who reported spending more time with students reported higher levels of engagement. Length 
of employment on campus was found to be a negative indicator of work engagement (p < .01), which means that the 
longer employees in this survey had been working on campus, the lower their level of work engagement. 

Job Satisfaction
Multiple regression analysis was also used to examine which factors explain job satisfaction. The job satisfaction 
model accounted for 77 percent of the variance (23 percent of unexplained error) in job satisfaction. As shown in 
Table 2, the significant variables in the job satisfaction regression model include career support, recognition for 
competence, working conditions, external relations and role fit.
 Career support (p < .05) and recognition for competence (p < .001) were found to be significant and positive 
indicators of job satisfaction, meaning that staff members who perceived greater career support and recognition for 
competence were more satisfied. Similarly, working conditions (p < .001) and external relations (p < .05) were found 
to be significant and positive indicators of job satisfaction, meaning that employees with better working conditions 
and external relationships were more satisfied. Finally, role fit was also a significant and positive indicator of job 
satisfaction, (p < .001), meaning that employees who reported greater role fit had higher job satisfaction. 

Discussion 
This study sought to examine which demographic and profile characteristics, work life perceptions and identity 
issues explain higher education staff members’ work engagement and job satisfaction. To answer this research 
question, two multiple regression models were examined, one for work engagement and the other for job satisfaction. 
 The work engagement regression model indicated that five factors were related to an employee’s engagement. 
Four of the five issues — working conditions, job fit, role fit and time spent interacting with students — were found 
to be positively related to work engagement, whereas length of employment on campus was found to be negatively 
related to work engagement. The relationship between work engagement and job fit, as well as work engagement 
and role fit were not surprising given the engagement literature (May et al. 2004). The relationship between work 
engagement and working conditions, time spent with students and length of employment on campus were surprising 
in that they are not addressed in previous engagement studies. However, the higher education job satisfaction 
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literature, though not directly related to work engagement, does address these issues (Rosser & Javinar 2003; 
Volkwein & Zhou 2003).
 The job satisfaction regression model indicated that five factors were related to employee satisfaction. The 
five issues are career support, recognition for competence, working conditions, external relations and role fit. All five 
issues were found to be positively related to job satisfaction. The higher education job satisfaction literature supports 
the relationship between job satisfaction and career support, recognition for competence, working conditions 
and external relations (e.g., Johnsrud 1996; Johnsrud & Rosser 1999a; Rosser 2000, 2004). Furthermore, the 
engagement literature indicates that role fit is an important component of an employee’s engagement and thus that 
literature can be applied to this facet of job satisfaction (Kahn 1990).

Implications for Practice
The findings from this study point to actions human resource professionals can take that may help to enhance 
engagement and satisfaction. Institutions looking to improve both engagement and satisfaction should take action 
in the areas of working conditions and role fit, which explain both work engagement and job satisfaction. The 
importance of working conditions emphasizes the need to consider the impact tight budgets have on the salary and 
benefits of employees as well as on the resources given to the work unit and put into the physical work environments. 
While budget constraints may prevent augmenting financial resources, institutions should consider non-financial 
ways to improve the benefits and resources provided to employees. 
 In terms of role fit, institutions need to examine more closely the actions they are taking to align an 
employee’s role identity with position. For example, in the hiring process, additional questions could be asked to 
determine how employees see themselves in relation to the position. For current staff members, employees could be 
encouraged to reflect on their role fit and to find aspects of their positions that affirm their role identity. In addition, 
positions may be adapted to reflect the role identity of the position holder. Aligning current staff members’ role 
identity with positions would acknowledge that both employees and positions change over time, yet role fit remains 
important.

Conclusion 
The findings from this study can be useful to human resource professionals in that they shed more light on the 
factors that explain the work engagement and job satisfaction of higher education staff members. In addition, 
they point both to a possible crossover between the work engagement and job satisfaction literature and the need 
for additional research in the area. These results are timely in that colleges and universities are facing internal and 
external challenges that are resulting in increased numbers of staff members with new roles and responsibilities. 
In addition, there is increased public concern about rising costs, the seeming lack of attention to undergraduate 
education and the sometimes irrelevance of research, resulting in limited budgets, which have an impact on salaries 
and working conditions (Johnsrud 2002). Thus, institutions have sought ways to foster work engagement and job 
satisfaction in employees so that they can continue to offer a quality education within the current fiscal landscape.
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Table 1: Multiple Linear Regression Model – Work Engagement

Variable      B Std. Error      Beta    t       Sig

Constant   1.355     .446            --  3.037      .003
Career Support   .088     .125          .067 .708      .480 
Networks   .013     .054          .014 .244      .808
Recognition   -.122     .119         -.102 -1.026      .307 
Working Conditions . 258     099          .194 2.600      .010*
Relationships   -.043     .136         -.030 -.312      .755 
External Relations  .010     .125          .005 .081      .935 
Job Fit .   325     .130          .232 2.508      .013*
Role Fit   .336     .090          .337 3.716      .000*
Social Support   .229     .131          .153 1.751      .082 
Job Satisfaction  .040     .114          .040 .351      .726 
Time With Students   .183     .048          .211 3.813      .000*
Years on Campus  -.019     .007         -.143 -2.656      .009*
R2adj = 0.625
F (12, 131) = 20.899, p < .001.
*p < .05
 
Table 2: Multiple Linear Regression Model – Job Satisfaction

Variable      B Std. Error      Beta    t       Sig

Constant   -.315     .356           -.886      .377
Career Support   .207     .093          .155 2.215      .028 *
Networks   .010     .042          .010 .231      .818 
Recognition   .300     .088          .249 3.414      .001 *
Working Conditions  .249     .073          .184 3.387      .001 *
Relationships   -.029     .103         -.020 -.286      .775 
External Relations  .207     .090          .110 2.286      .024 *
Job Fit    .106     .101          .074 1.049      .296 
Role Fit   .323     .067          .322 4.823      .000*
Social Support   .073     .099          .048 .731      .466 
Engagement   .014     .062          .014 .229      .819 
R2adj = 0.773
F (10, 138) = 51.319, p < .001
*p < .05
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FEATURE ARTICLE

Health Benefits 101: 
The University of Kentucky’s Effort to Improve 
Lives, Control Costs and Offer a Sustainable 
Benefits Package
BY JOEY PAYNE

A few years ago, the University of Kentucky found itself faced with unsustainable trends in retiree health care costs, as 
well as the rising cost of health care in general. This article provides an overview of the decisions made by the University 
of Kentucky to effect positive change in its health benefits for employees, retirees and their family members. These changes 
resulted in the creation of targeted health intervention programs, increased benefits and services for some individuals, 
preservation of retiree health care benefits and mitigation of overall costs to the university. 

Introduction 
When Lee T. Todd Jr. became president of the University of Kentucky on July 1, 2001, it was a critical time for 
employees, retirees and the university as it related to health benefits offerings. President Todd established a task 
force to examine the health benefits issues for active employees and appointed Health Management Services 
Professor Tom Samuel as “czar” for health benefits. After the task force made its recommendations, Professor 
Samuel worked with leaders in human resources on implementing a schedule of change. Some of the key tenets 
of the recommendations included  increasing the university contribution (subsidy) for employees with spouse and 
dependent coverage; introducing “consumerism” into the health plan benefits design; working with the top-ranked 
College of Pharmacy on the rising cost of prescription drugs; and integrating the university’s wellness program with 
the health plan.
 While the health plan for active employees was undergoing change, an even tougher issue was being 
discussed on the retiree health benefits side of the equation: a committee established by Interim Vice President for 
Fiscal Affairs Jack Blanton was in the process of reviewing the university’s costs for Other Post Employment Benefits 
(OPEB) under Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB) 45. The committee consisted of financial, 
HR and retiree representatives. The committee made recommendations to the administration on how to alter 
retiree health benefits in order to maintain reasonable benefits while also making them sustainable. However, the 
recommendation was rejected by the campus community due to the perceived lack of campus-wide involvement and 
disbelief that the funding problem truly existed since none of the university’s benchmark institutions were having 
public discussions on the topic.

JOEY PAYNE is director of benefits and self-funded plans at the University of Kentucky. He joined the university in 
1993. He also served as acting director of human resources for the Kentucky Community & Technical College System, 
which was created for community colleges that were once affiliated with the University of Kentucky. Payne is a frequent 
presenter on employee benefits issues to various government, university and employer groups around the state and country. 
He can be reached at joey.payne@uky.edu.
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 Eighteen months later, a new committee was established and former KPMG Accounting Professor and 
Associate Dean of the Gatton College of Business and Economics Mike Tearney was named chair of the committee. 
This committee consisted of retirees and faculty members from accounting, agriculture, economics, law and health 
care, as well as staff members from across campus. The first step of the process was to determine if a funding 
problem truly existed. After reviewing the OPEB liability figures, the committee determined a problem did indeed 
exist and that the “do nothing” approach would require the university to dramatically increase its annual funding of 
retiree health benefits.
 The following discussion outlines the university’s innovations, the decisions made and the savings realized by 
applying “best practices” to the management of employee health benefits. These best practices and innovations, from 
designing new health benefits programs to tapping into valuable existing resources, have brought human resource 
leaders from around the country and the world to the University of Kentucky to review and study its strategies and 
programs. 

Improving Lives
The University of Kentucky (UK) has approximately 28,000 health plan members. This figure includes employees, 
retirees and family members. All health plan participants fall somewhere on a continuum of health, ranging from 
very healthy to chronically ill (see Figure 1). The university’s health plan works closely with its health and wellness 
program and the UK PharmacistCARE program to deliver telephonic lifestyle case management programs and 
disease management programs. Lifestyle case management includes the Behavior Health Improvement Plan 
(BeH.I.P) and Weight Loss Matters, an on-campus weight loss program. BeH.I.P addresses depression, stress, 
smoking, weight loss, pre-diabetes, sedentary lifestyle and high blood pressure. Weight Loss Matters focuses on 
what and how to eat rather than how to diet and encourages long-term behavior change. Participants can self-enroll 
or be directed to the programs by their physicians or health counselors provided through the Healthtrac Rewards 
Program.  

Health & Wellness
Healthtrac Rewards is a tiered-incentive offered through the university’s health and wellness program. Employees, 
retirees and their adult family members can earn up to $15 per month ($180 per year) by taking a health assessment 
several times throughout the year, agreeing to talk to a personal health coach and logging on to a Web site and 
recording exercise and healthy behaviors on a monthly basis. UK boasts over 9,000 participants in Healthtrac 
Rewards. These programs are popular with both employees and retirees and have helped create a culture of personal 
health awareness and responsibility at the university. 
 Although health care cost reductions are not currently apparent, recent research has indicated that 
Healthtrac Rewards participants, all of whom self-selected into the program, were of higher past cost versus non-
participants, indicating a greater potential for cost reduction and health improvement in the future. As is common 
when initially unhealthy employees enroll in health improvement programs, these participants pursued more 
preventive care than non-participants, which may contribute to the non-reduction of health care costs. However, 
Healthtrac Rewards participants who agreed to talk to a personal health coach had lower average costs than those 
who did not talk to a health coach, suggesting that a greater commitment to and involvement in the program is 
correlated with desirable outcomes. 
 Thirteen hundred individuals participate in BeH.I.P., the university’s telephonic lifestyle case management 
programs, and Weight Loss Matters has enrolled approximately 150 participants. These programs have seen positive 
results in the reduction of targeted health risks and also have received national recognition. In 2005, the university 
received Honorable Mention for the C. Everett Koop National Health Award — an award that highlights employer 
programs that positively influence personal health habits and encourage cost-effective use of health care services. 
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PharmacistCARE
The PharmacistCARE program offers educational programs to participants with diabetes and/or cardiovascular 
disease. The program is nationally recognized and has won several awards and received honors including American 
Diabetes Association Recognized Program status; Pinnacle Award (the American Pharmacists Association’s highest 
honor for excellence in patient care); recognition by Senator Mitch McConnell in the Congressional Record; 
designation as a University of Kentucky Commonwealth Collaborative; and the Innovative Pharmacy Practice 
Award from Kentucky Pharmacists Association. 
 Over the past four years, patients with diabetes who have participated in the diabetes education programs 
have improved their clinical indicators and lowered diabetes-related medical costs compared to non-participants. 
While reaching approximately 350 patients with diabetes, the program is seeking further participant incentives 
from the health plan to entice the remaining 800 patients with diabetes in the health plan to join the program. 
The cardiovascular program was introduced during 2006-07 and continues to see an increase in the number of 
participants each month. At present, there are approximately 50 participants enrolled in the program.   

Financial Impact
Health care expenditures for active patients in the DiabetesCARE program were compared to a control group of 
diabetes patients within UK HMO over a 24-month period. The total health care expenditures for both groups 
increased at an equivalent rate; however, the pattern of utilization shifted during the intervention year for the 
patients enrolled in DiabetesCARE. The control group experienced a decline in ambulatory and drug utilization 
that was followed by a considerable increase in spending on inpatient and emergency center services. The 
DiabetesCARE patients increased their use of medications and ambulatory care during the intervention year but 
significantly decreased utilization of inpatient and emergency center services compared to the control group.

Clinical Outcomes
The best method to track control of diabetes is the A1C test which shows the average blood sugar level over the 
past two or three months. Lower A1C levels indicate patients in the DiabetesCARE program showed a significant 
improvement in glycemic control. Those in the higher baseline A1C levels had the greater reduction in A1C levels. In 
addition, all components of the cholesterol panel as well as blood pressure readings improved in participants.  

Chronic Care Disease Management
Participants with chronic diseases (coronary heart failure, coronary artery disease, end stage renal disease, etc.) are 
offered chronic care disease management programs coordinated through the university’s third-party administrator. 
These programs are offered on an opt-in basis and have been used to mitigate the costs associated with “large claim” 
cases. Although return on investment is difficult to calculate since many of these “events” happen before participants 
enter the programs, we do know the number of excessive large claim cases ($250,000+ annually) have been reduced 
from more than five cases per year before 2001-02 to two to three cases each year since.  

Silver Sneakers
Medicare eligible retirees are eligible to participate in the Silver Sneakers program by enrolling in the Private Fee for 
Service Medicare Advantage Plan offered by the university. Silver Sneakers provides Medicare-eligible health plan 
members access to gym memberships and fitness programs.  

All of the above mentioned programs are UK’s attempt to address long-term medical expenses. An investment now 
in these programs is expected to prevent or lower future medical claims. 
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Controlling Costs
In the late 1990s and early 2000s, health plan premiums for active employees had been increasing at double-digit 
rates. Historically, the university’s contribution strategy for active employees was to pay toward the cost of a “single 
plan” for the employee, but no more for employees whose plan choice included spouses and dependents. Some 
employees’ annual salary increases were marginalized by annual health plan premium increases if they elected 
coverage greater than single coverage.
 The first action taken was to implement a larger subsidy for spouse and dependent coverage. The university’s 
benchmarks were subsidizing spouse and dependent coverage in the 90 percent range (now falling toward 80 
percent). UK’s contribution for a single plan when applied to a family policy was approximately 33 percent of the 
premium. Over a three-year period with increased funding, the university’s contribution for family coverage has 
increased to approximately 62 percent. This infusion of recurring money into the health plan in the form of a 
subsidy for spouse and dependent coverage helped stabilize the number of employees and family members enrolled 
in the health plan and made coverage more affordable for the average university employee.  
 With more participants enrolled in the health plan, the goal was to introduce them to health care 
“consumerism.” Consumerism is the current strategy in health benefits, replacing HMOs and managed care from 
the 1990s. When reviewing the past capabilities of managed care, consultants indicated that maximum efficiency 
has been reached. It is now up to the patient/health plan participant to make wise choices to help control medical 
spending within an organization. Medical spending continues to increase nationally, often resulting in unaffordable 
health benefits for many U.S. citizens.  
 UK’s entry into consumerism came in the form of offering a consumer-directed health plan known as 
Health First and by adding coinsurance to the prescription drug program. Health First has not been as successful 
as other plans since it has a high deductible (common in consumer-directed health plans) and a higher monthly 
premium than other plans offered by the university. The UK HMO, which requires Lexington-area participants to 
use UK HealthCare for medical services, remains the most popular choice for employees (65 percent participation) 
and pre-Medicare retirees due to the low monthly premium.  
 The most significant cost savings has been realized through efforts to better manage the university’s 
prescription drug benefit program. Prior to the 2003-04 fiscal year, HR entered into an agreement with the UK 
College of Pharmacy to provide services for health plan participants. These services consist of two pharmacists 
working full-time in the employee benefits office, managing the prescription drug benefit and offering copay 
counseling services. Other groups of pharmacists offer disease management services for patients with diabetes and 
cardiovascular disease and also offer database aggregation services.
 During the 2003-04 fiscal year, HR staff made sweeping changes in the management of prescription drugs. 
The first change was related to the “carving out” of the prescription drug benefit. HR now contracts directly with a 
pharmacy benefit manager (PBM) instead of a third-party administrator or health insurance carrier that contracts 
with a PBM. This arrangement allows the university to receive rebates directly from the PBM based on prescription 
usage and to have more control of the plan design and formulary.  
 During benefits open enrollment in the spring of 2003, UK introduced coinsurance (paying a percentage of 
the actual drug cost versus a flat copay amount) for prescription drugs as a form of consumerism. Under the previous 
plan design featuring flat dollar copays ($8, $20, $40), participants paid on average approximately 30 percent of the 
overall cost of the prescription. The purpose of the new Rx plan design was to engage the participant in the process. 
The hope was that a participant would not just accept the highest cost “brand” medication being dispensed, but 
would check to see if it was a preferred brand or if a low-cost generic medication was available. Initially the out-of-
pocket cost of medication was more expensive for some participants, causing them to contact HR with complaints. 
However, with the introduction of copay counseling services, participants with concerns about increased prescription 
costs were directed to the two pharmacists working in the employee benefits office. 
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 These pharmacists review the participant’s medications, offer information on the medications, check for 
drug-to-drug interactions and make recommendations for alternative medications that can lower the cost for 
the participant. Recommendations can be made to switch to a preferred brand from a non-preferred brand or to 
switch to a generic choice. Some drugs do not have a generic alternative, but there may be other drugs in the same 
“therapeutic class” that have cheaper alternatives. Recommendations for prescription changes are forwarded by the 
participant or pharmacist to the participant’s prescribing physician for consideration. The vast majority of time, the 
physician is willing to make the switch. When medications are affordable, patients/participants are more likely to 
purchase them and take them as directed, which in turn improves compliance, thereby reducing more potential 
costly health complications.  
 Copay counseling currently saves UK approximately $4.6 million per year (see the calculation below). Prior 
to implementing coinsurance, the university’s generic fill rate (percentage of drugs purchased in the generic form) 
was 42 percent. Over the past four-and-a-half years, the generic fill rate has increased to 69 percent. The university’s 
PBM indicates that for every 1 percent increase in generic medication usage, the pharmacy spend is decreased by 
1.01 percent. For fiscal year 2006-07, the university spent approximately $17 million on prescription drugs.

Increase in UK generic use = 27%
 
27% x 1.01% savings factor = 27.27%
 
Amount spent on Rx in 2006-07 = $17 million
 
Annual savings: 27.27% x $17 million = $4,635,900 

See Figure 2 for details related to the increase in generic fill rates and the various programs initiated. As the generic 
fill rate has increased, the average cost per prescription has continued to decrease, resulting in the participant 
continuing to pay approximately 30 percent of the overall cost of the prescription. Both the participant and the plan 
benefit financially when the participant is engaged in the process.
 UK health plan premiums have remained stable over the past several years due to a variety of plan strategies: 
copay counseling, plan design changes, lifestyle case management and disease management programs. During the 
past five years, large national employers have had medical trend above 9 percent while the university has realized an 
actual trend during this same period in the 6 percent range.

Sustainable Retiree Health Benefits
Prior to the implementation of GASB 45, the university expense for retiree medical care was approximately $7.3 
million for fiscal year 2004-05. UK’s annual cost in fiscal year 2007-08 under GASB 45 would have been $30.5 
million, a four-fold increase. A committee established by Executive Vice President for Finance and Administration 
Frank Butler and chaired by retired professor Mike Tearney determined that the annual funding requirements were 
not affordable. Changes needed to be made not only for the short term to make retiree medical benefits affordable 
in 2007-08 when GASB 45 was scheduled to go into effect, but also for the long term in order to be sustainable for 
the future. Working with a consulting firm, the committee implemented several changes in retiree health benefits in 
order to reduce the cost of the program while maintaining the benefits for this constituency.

Employees Hired After January 1, 2006
One decision, which was made fairly quickly, was to eliminate the employer subsidy for employees hired after 
January 1, 2006. Employees hired after January 1, 2006, have access to the group medical plan and group rates 
when they meet retirement eligibility, but do not receive a premium subsidy from the university. Although simplest 



to execute, since current employees and retirees were not affected, the reduction in the annual funding was not 
significant enough and did not solve the impending problem. The impact of this change will be realized over time by 
limiting the growth in the liability; however, further cost reductions were needed.  

Medicare-Eligible Retirees (age 65 and older)
UK funds 90 percent of the monthly premium for Medicare-eligible retirees. Current Medicare-eligible retirees 
continue to pay their Medicare Part B premium to Medicare and pay $25 or 10 percent of the monthly health plan 
premium, whichever is greater, to the university (10 percent of the monthly premium is expected to be greater than 
$25 in the next few years). This change protects retirees from larger future rate increases within a given year, but 
makes it clear that as premium costs increase, retirees will pay more as well.  

Pre-Medicare Retirees (under age 65)
The fundamental change in UK’s retiree health benefits plan has been in the area of pre-age 65 (pre-Medicare) 
coverage. Prior to the change, pre-65 retirees participated in the same health plans and paid the same premiums as 
active employees. However, the university subsidizes only single coverage for these pre-65 retirees. GASB 45 requires 
institutions to record the liability for the “implicit subsidy” for pre-65 coverage. This subsidy is realized when pre-65 
retirees (usually older than the average employee population) are combined with the active employee population to 
determine monthly premiums for coverage. In health plans, there is a strong correlation between age and medical 
claims, meaning the older an individual is, the more medical claims that person typically incurs. When pre-65 
retiree medical claims are established separately from active employees, the costs are often close to 50 percent or 
more than premiums for active employees. GASB 45 requires employers to recognize this expense as a part of the 
annual OPEB liability if they do not establish “true pre-65 retiree rates.” 
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Employees and Retirees Eligible to Retire as of July 1, 2007
Although the university increased the monthly premium charges for pre-65 coverage, it increased the employer 
contribution or subsidy for employees who were eligible to retire as of July 1, 2007. Employees and current pre-65 
retirees in this group pay 10 percent of the monthly premium (benchmarked to the UK HMO), with the university 
picking up 90 percent of the monthly premium. A significant cost increase has been realized by retirees who elect 
spouse coverage, since they are now paying a higher monthly premium but are not receiving a subsidy from UK for 
spouse or dependent coverage.  

Future Retirees
Another group who will experience a significant cost increase in the short-run is employees hired before January 
1, 2006, but who were not eligible to retire as of July 1, 2007. This group of employees will receive the university 
subsidy for pre-65 coverage based on their age and years of service at retirement. UK will pay between 20 percent 
and 85 percent of the premium until the retiree becomes eligible for Medicare (usually at age 65). Once the retiree 
becomes eligible for Medicare, the university will pay 90 percent of the premium.  

Working With Medicare
In recent years, Medicare has enhanced its program to offer more services to beneficiaries (Medicare Part D and 
Medicare Advantage plans) while offering subsidies to employers to entice them to continue offering retiree health 
benefits so as not to totally shift the cost to the government. Medicare Part D offers individuals the ability to 
purchase prescription drug coverage. Additionally, it offers employers a variety of subsidy options if they continue 
offering prescription drug coverage for Medicare-eligible retirees.  
 Initially, the university took advantage of the “28 percent subsidy” in 2006. This was the best option at 
the time since it required little or no change to the employer’s benefit offering. In 2007 however, UK switched to 
Medicare’s Employer Prescription Drug Plan (PDP) option. This option requires the university to follow Medicare’s 
guidelines more stringently and offered the highest level of subsidy to the university. Under GASB 45, the university 
has the ability to recognize the subsidy received under the Medicare Employer PDP, which reduces the GASB 
liability and expense. Dollars received under the 28 percent subsidy from Medicare are not eligible to be recognized 
under GASB 45.  
 On the medical side, Medicare began offering Medicare Advantage plans as a result of the Medicare 
Modernization Act of 2003. In the Lexington area, the first plans offered were PPO plans where only certain 
providers participated. The network was limited under this plan, and the university chose to remain under the 
Medicare “carve-out” option where Medicare is the primary health coverage for retirees, and the university’s plan is 
more of a supplement and pays secondary. For 2007, UK chose the Private Fee for Service (PFFS) plan, which is a 
fully-insured plan. This plan offers Medicare beneficiaries the ability to utilize any provider who accepts Medicare, 
and services are paid for by the retiree with copays. This plan limits the out-of-pocket expense to the retiree for 
large catastrophic procedures (e.g. surgery). Retirees continue to pay Medicare Part B premiums to Medicare, and 
Medicare provides health insurance companies a monthly “capitated” payment for anticipated services for each 
participant enrolled in their plans. 

The aforementioned changes in retiree health benefits along with the programs offered though Medicare have enabled 
UK to reduce its fiscal year 2007-08 OPEB liability under GASB 45 from $30.5 million to $13.6 million. In spite 
of significant savings, the university was required to add approximately $5 million of recurring funds to the 2007-
08 fiscal year budget to fully fund the OPEB liability under GASB 45. Programs and subsidies available through 
Medicare are dynamic and will need to be evaluated annually to position the university to take full advantage of 
available options and to make changes when existing options are eliminated. Changes in benefit design, employee 
eligibility and Medicare programs have made UK’s retiree health benefits sustainable for long into the future.
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Conclusion
The University of Kentucky has taken several steps to help its employees improve their health. Healthy employees 
impact the university’s bottom line on several fronts, from increased productivity to less absence from work to 
decreased health care costs and much more. UK’s health and wellness programs, including diabetes education 
and management, cash incentives for healthy living, weight loss management, behavioral health programs and 
chronic disease management, provide employees with educational services and the support they need to succeed. 
Engaging employees in the prescription drug buying process with the utilization of coinsurance and consultations 
with UK pharmacists continues to keep the trend on the Rx benefit in line. And after a thorough review of retiree 
health benefits and adjustments to pre-65 plan design, along with the implementation of Medicare Advantage and 
Medicare PDP plans, UK has made its retiree health benefits sustainable for the future. The University of Kentucky’s 
very real problem of spiraling, out-of-control health care costs was not solved overnight, but with a lot of research, 
creativity, hard work and patience, very real solutions were able to be implemented, and the university is leaps and 
bounds above where it was just seven short years ago.  

FIGURE 1



FIGURE 2: Generic Fill Rates
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Succession Planning and the Imposter 
Phenomenon in Higher Education 
BY ANNA PARKMAN AND ROXANNE BEARD

This article illustrates the impact of the imposter phenomenon on succession planning in higher education, describes 
imposter behavior in detail and offers a number of strategies to address these behaviors. The authors examine how to reduce 
the likelihood that an imposter is placed into the succession pipeline and how to reduce imposter behaviors in employees and 
describe the skills needed for those who manage an imposter.

Introduction
The present-day, dynamic, challenging higher education environment requires colleges and universities to be flexible 
and adaptive. These organizational competencies require a skilled and talented workforce to develop creative, 
sometimes unique responses to emerging trends in funding, changing workforce demographics, shifts in enrollment 
patterns and unexpected events. Human resource managers across a variety of higher education institutions 
recognize that key employees have a significant impact on strategic and operational outcomes. In an effort to meet 
the demands of the evolving educational environment, HR managers have come to rely on succession planning 
to identify and develop talented, high-potential employees. Both the uncertainty of the academic and economic 
environment and the long-term commitment required for employee development make succession planning a high-
stakes strategy. Paradoxically, as economic conditions become more complex, succession planning becomes more 
challenging and more critical (Greer & Virick 2008).  
 There are two significant workforce demographic issues driving institutions to practice successful succession 
planning. The first relates to the sheer number of individuals in the baby boomer cohort. It is estimated that 
currently there are well over 60 million workers between the ages of 41 and 59 who are approaching retirement 
(Harrison & Hargrove 2006). While boomers currently make up 47 percent of the workforce, that number is 
expected to increase, despite the looming retirement of the cohort. This phenomenon is partly due to the fact that 
Generation X, the generation that follows the boomer generation, is relatively small when compared to the number 
of boomers (Dohm 2000; Harrison & Hargrove 2006). This change in workforce demographics creates a significant 
challenge for all industries, with higher education being no exception. The need for experienced, knowledgeable 
faculty, staff and administrators will increase in importance as those with experience will be exiting for retirement at
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the same time the pool of early-entry and mid-career professionals available for development through the succession 
program shrinks.
 The second workforce demographic driving succession planning is also related to the retirement of the baby 
boomers. Institutions will be challenged by the speed at which the current pool of experienced leaders will leave 
the workplace. In 2006, the first baby boomers turned 60 at a rate of 330 every hour. The rate of retirement will 
continue to increase as the boomers move through the next decade (U.S. Census Bureau 2008). The impact will be 
more significantly realized in higher education, where institutions face a decline in interest in the professorate as a 
whole as “budget deficits are accelerating the retirement of a number of faculty members through early retirement 
benefits” (Harrison & Hargrove 2006). 
 It is perhaps these two workforce issues, more than anything else, that have driven HR managers to 
recognize the need to develop succession planning initiatives and to scrutinize more closely the causes for failure. 
Despite well-developed succession plans, the possibility of poor results exists. According to Crumpacker and 
Crumpacker (2007), “HR’s ability to work with management to cultivate a preferred organizational culture through 
succession planning initiatives, including recruitment, training and development, and retention programs, is 
increasingly important to organizational success.” A succession plan requires thoughtful development, execution and 
assessment. Many fall short on the assessment of the plan, missing a pattern that may hold the key to retention and 
development of employees in the succession plan pipeline. The derailment of a key individual or individuals in an 
organization’s succession program may have significant and long-lasting negative effects.
 Stories of disappointing successors or gaps in leadership due to the unexpected loss of a key individual 
abound. Even when organizations have the right person at the right time in the succession pipeline, many factors 
may influence the outcome of the succession plan. Assessment of the succession plan process has led to the 
recognition that the imposter phenomenon may play a part in retention overall and more significantly the derailing 
of promising candidates in the leadership pipeline. Employees exhibiting imposter behaviors are at risk for a variety 
of ineffective workplace performance patterns, negatively influencing peers and subordinates and derailing the 
institution’s succession plan. 

Imposter Phenomenon Behaviors in the Workplace
Those demonstrating imposter behaviors are often high achieving individuals with outstanding professional and/
or academic accomplishments, frequently deemed successful in the eyes of those who assess their performance. 
Imposters hear the compliments and affirmations of their work, but are unable to attribute that success to their own 
skills and abilities, causing the individual to spend a great deal of time explaining why they truly do not deserve 
the praise. Success, according to the imposter, is falsely bestowed because it is not of their own doing; it is simply a 
matter of luck or the ability to utilize charm, wit or attractiveness (Fried-Buchalter 1997). 
 Many imposters attribute their success to the extra hours they put in, the fact that they must work harder 
to get things done or their skill in hiding their lack of abilities through polished presentation (Cowman & Ferrari 
2002; Kets de Vries 2005; Kumar & Jagacinski 2006). Still other imposters believe promotions and rewards have 
been a function of who they know, being at the right place at the right time or lowered standards (Clance & Imes 
1978; Cowman & Ferrari 2002; Fried-Buchalter 1997; Kets de Vries 2005; Kumar & Jagacinski 2006). All of this 
leads the imposter to feel like a phony, fraud or charlatan, and triggers in the individual a host of behaviors that will 
prevent the imposter from being “found out.” 
 It is this fear of being discovered as “not worthy” that drives many imposters to strive for perfectionism 
and to put in excessive hours at work. Imposters tend to start projects much earlier than necessary and put in 
significantly more hours in completing the work than is needed by normal standards (Cowman & Ferrari 2002). 
Imposters make no effort to conceal the long hours they devote to assigned tasks. They are known to overproduce, 
strive for perfection, and in the end, attribute success to the hard work they “must” do because they are not as smart 
or as skilled as their peers. This hard work does not, however, bring the imposter a sense of pride or accomplishment, 
even when goals are met. 



Fall/Winter 2008 - Page 31

 In the mind of the imposter, it is very clear that if he or she were truly up to the task, and the right person 
for the job, it would not be necessary to work so hard. The imposter will ruminate on these thoughts and the 
cycle continues. Ironically, the long hours and superior effort only sets the imposter up for further anxiety and 
fear of discovery. The imposter’s work ethic produces success which often leads to more public recognition and 
opportunities for promotion. This cycle of effort, success, recognition and promotion feeds the imposter’s worst 
fear as it becomes clear that with advancement and development there is an increased chance of being found out. 
This leads the imposter to set impossible goals and to work tirelessly to achieve them. Ultimately, the imposter fails 
in the attempt to achieve these unreachable goals, leading to intense periods of self-incrimination for the failure. 
The imposter reacts by working harder to be perfect, putting in more hours to assure the façade stays in place and 
demonstrating workaholic behaviors (Cowman & Ferrari 2002; Kets de Vries 2005; Kumar & Jagacinski 2006).
 Arguably the most significant impact of imposter behavior is the tendency to burn out, check out and leave 
the organization. When the imposter feels mounting pressure to advance in position and responsibilities, or assume 
a more visible role, the individual is likely to make the decision to seek employment elsewhere rather than risk 
being discovered as a fraud. When an imposter exits, the institution experiences three critical losses. First, a talented 
employee who possesses both tacit and explicit organizational knowledge is lost. In the present higher education 
environment, this knowledge may be critical to the strategic efforts of the institution, thereby making the knowledge 
valuable. Second, the exit of the imposter represents a considerable loss of organizational resources as many hours of 
mentoring, assessment and feedback, as well as development funds, have been invested in the employee. Third, the 
resources invested in the imposter could have been used to develop a different employee, one more likely to remain 
committed to the organization. 
 If the imposter is managing or mentoring employees in the succession pipeline, the impact on the 
organization’s succession planning could be significant. The 
drive for absolute perfection and the tenacious work ethic 
of the imposter can wreak havoc not only in an individual’s 
own life but also in the lives of those who directly report 
to that person. Clance (1985) points out that imposters 
often retain work that should be delegated or shared, 
protecting their efforts from those who might judge. This 
behavior, combined with the need for perfection, leads to 
rigidity surrounding tasks and goals, resulting in a very 
narrow definition of acceptable performance standards for 
peers and subordinates. Work-life balance is meaningless 
as direct reports are pushed to perfectionist standards, 
are expected to work long hours and become fearful of 
questioning the status quo. Kets de Vries (2005) explains 
that it is the work ethic and inability to tolerate mistakes 
that often leads to imposters being viewed as intimidators. 
The tendency to set excessively high goals for themselves is 
also applied to their units of responsibility. 

How Imposter Behaviors Can Derail Succession 
Planning
In general, HR professionals work to design succession 
plans to move an employee from a specific or tactical 
role toward a general, more strategic role. Due to 
the high stakes involved with succession, the activity 
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should be purposeful and systematic. Addressing candidate selection, development, assessment and advancement 
issues, organizations invest significant resources in the effort to maintain leadership continuity and managerial 
competencies. Selection to the organization and to the succession plan is important because much of the 
development process occurs in the daily activities of the job, in the stretch assignments accepted and in new skills 
and abilities acquired as the institution evolves. Even the best plan must rely on foundational work experiences to 
provide growth and learning opportunities for potential successors. This transition is difficult for even the most 
motivated employee. 
 HR managers should work with leadership within the organization to assure they are prepared to provide 
high levels of support for this transition. This is particularly important for employees who exhibit imposter 
tendencies, as the increased level of responsibility is likely to cause the employee to develop behaviors that put the 
organization’s succession plan at risk and positions the employee to fail. Therefore, all individuals selected should be 
appropriately vetted, with particular attention to imposter phenomenon behaviors.

Who’s at Risk?
The phrase “imposter phenomenon” was first coined by Clance and Imes (1978) as they described feelings of 
fraudulence or phoniness experienced by a group of high-achieving women who seemed to lack the ability to 
internalize and own their accomplishments. Harvey and Katz (1985) noted that men and women working in 
professional fields dominated by the opposite sex were more likely to feel the affects of the imposter phenomenon. 
Findings in higher education have been mixed. Topping and Kimmel (1985) reported imposter tendencies to be 
higher in male faculty. In contrast, Fried-Buchalter (1997) found no significant differences in male and female 
faculty members. The Fried-Buchalter findings are supported by many studies indicating that the imposter 
phenomenon is likely to occur in both sexes (Cowman & Ferrari 2002; Cozzarelli & Major 1990; Kets de Vries 
2005; Kumar & Jagacinski 2006; September, McCarrey, Baranowsky, Parent & Schindler 2001; Langford & Clance 
1993).  
 Harvey and Katz (1985) found that the imposter phenomenon is more likely to be seen in individuals who 
were the first in their families to achieve success in a profession and/or to obtain a college degree. Research clearly 
indicates family dynamics also play a part in the development of imposter tendencies (Kets de Vries 2005; Langford 
& Clance 1993). While imposter tendencies are more often seen in firstborns, it is not uncommon for a sibling who 
lives in the shadow of a family “star” to struggle with it. In addition, higher rates of the imposter phenomenon have 
been reported in individuals coming from families where parental investment in their children’s success is either 
excessive or there was no expectation. 
 The imposter phenomenon has been reported across a variety of professions. Clance and Imes (1978) 
reported finding evidence of the phenomenon in 150 women in the professional fields of law, nursing, medicine, 
social work and higher education. The phenomenon has also been documented in clinical nurse specialists (Arena 
& Page 1992), nurse practitioners (Huffstutler & Varnell 2006) and physician assistants (Mattie, Gietzen, Davis & 
Prata 2008; Prata & Gietzen 2007). In addition, incidences of the phenomenon in banking (Crouch, Powell, Grant, 
Posner-Cahill & Rose 1991) and marketing managers (Fried-Buchalter 1997) have been documented. 
 A number of studies and articles have been published highlighting the imposter phenomenon in higher 
education. Zorn (2005) claims that academic culture feeds the imposter phenomenon and that it is in fact pervasive 
in higher education. A number of studies have highlighted the phenomenon in undergraduate and graduate students 
(Henning, Ey & Shaw 1998; King & Cooley 1995; Kolligan & Sternberg 1991; September et al. 2001). Others have 
documented the imposter phenomenon in faculty (Brems, Baldwin, Davis & Namyniuk 1994; Crouch et al. 1991; 
Laursen 2008; McGregor, Gee & Posey 2008; Sigurdson 2008; Topping & Kimmel 1985). Academic administrators 
are taking notice of the phenomenon and questioning how institutional culture and climate may promote or foster it 
on their campuses. In a recent blog posted on the University of Manitoba Web site, Dean of Arts Richard Sigurdson 
(2008) states “…we in the academy need to consider how our own climate and culture, not to mention the political 
economy of academic life, contribute to the problems associated with the imposter phenomenon.”  



Recommendations for Addressing Imposter Phenomenon Behaviors Affecting  
Succession Planning
Processes designed by HR managers to minimize the negative effects of an imposter on succession planning should 
fall into two categories — those focused on managing the individual imposter and those developed to foster 
awareness within the organization. At the individual level, Conger and Fulmer (2004) recommend timely, consistent 
and effective feedback that provides frequent reinforcement regarding personal skills and abilities, thereby reducing 
the likelihood that the imposter would downplay personal talents that have led to success. The feedback would help 
to establish that the employee is already a high performer, minimizing the internal conflict the imposter feels to 
push harder. According to Clance (1985), these individuals derive much from documenting positive feedback along 
with doubts of authenticity and examining messages from others. Imposters may also benefit from human resource 
programs that emphasize developing a peer group, working with a mentor and discussions addressing work situations 
where high levels of anxiety are generated (Huffstutler & Varnell 2006). 
 Managers would do well to work with individuals struggling with imposter behaviors to help them define 
success and excellence while disavowing them of the notion that either is tied to perfectionism. Stocker (1986) 
advises those struggling with imposter tendencies to keep a written record of accomplishments and the work 
activities directly linked to the accomplishments. The inclusion of a discussion of the imposter phenomenon in 
human resource orientation and leadership training programs would aid in the development of individual and 
institutional awareness (Leung 2006). In addition, this would open the door for opportunities for peer group 
development around the topic. Overall, the goal is to get the imposter writing, thinking and talking about this 
fear of being discovered, in an effort to diminish its impact and allow the individual to own and enjoy his or her 
achievements and success. 
  While being alert to the imposter tendencies in faculty, staff and administrators is important, human 
resource managers must also consider what types of messages are being sent via organizational processes and 
policies. Assuredly HR orientation, leadership and management programming is structured to convey organizational 
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expectations with regard to preferred work behaviors (Crumpacker & Crumpacker 2007). Clear expectations for the 
role should be set as individuals take on new challenges and responsibilities. It is important that HR programs and 
materials emphasize the value of work-life balance and that perfection is not the expectation. In fact, Kets de Vries 
(2005) points out that most imposters would have been aided greatly early in their career path had someone pointed 
out that mistakes offer learning opportunities for both individuals and organizations. For this reason he suggests 
leaders praise direct reports and make it clear that making mistakes and learning from those mistakes is very much a 
part of a successful corporate culture.  
 Mentoring is a significant part of the culture in organizations today and there are those in higher education 
who suggest that careful training and selection of mentors could offer much in identifying organizational 
messages that encourage the imposter and in addressing the behavior when found (Sigurdson 2008). This would 
be an effective way to help those with imposter tendencies manage the self-imposed workload, fear of failure and 
unrealistic goal setting. In particular, a number of studies note that women often benefit from mentoring from other 
women. In this type of structure, women were found to learn more about achieving work-life balance, overcoming 
promotion barriers and reducing workaholic behaviors (Greer & Virick 2008; Noe, Greenberger & Wang 2002). 
Mentors who are informed of a protégé’s imposter tendencies should have prior training on it so they can not 
only act as a sounding board and a role model for non-imposter behaviors, but also can connect the individual to 
counseling resources to deal with the components of the issue out of their scope of understanding (Leung 2006). 
This positions the mentor to serve as a sounding board, model effective non-imposter behaviors and direct the 
imposter to appropriate counseling resources if needed (Leung 2006).

Conclusion 
Succession planning has become one of the most significant human resource management responsibilities within 
today’s organizations (Crumpacker & Crumpacker 2007). Given the current environment for higher education, 
no college or university can afford to attract, invest in and then lose its high potential employees. The best way to 
address these challenges is to retain and develop administrators, faculty and staff who provide high-quality, value-
added performance (Harrison & Hargrove 2006). This means that organizations need to work to develop awareness 
of the imposter phenomenon and look for organizational messages that feed and grow the behaviors. While the 
imposter phenomenon may represent a threat to successful succession planning, it can be neutralized by human 
resource managers through orientation, training and development programs. 
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