
THE SITUATION

John Mims knew culture change was a tall task in higher education, especially quick culture change. Quick change, 

however, is exactly what Franklin Pierce College needed in order to reverse the downward spiral in work relations that 

existed between key members of the faculty union and administration. 

“Things don’t run like a business in the higher education sector,” said Mims, Chief Financial Officer of Franklin Pierce 

College. “Changes can take years to implement.”  

Mims said that over the past few years communication and trust between faculty and administration had 

broken down. Miscommunications regarding deadlines, decisions, and processes created serious rifts and 

misunderstandings. Lack of dialogue led to information being withheld and feelings being hurt. “The administration 

said they were listening, but faculty didn’t feel they were being heard,” said Catherine Koning, a faculty member. “The 

faculty felt like they were always being cut off in meetings. As a result, administration never received open and honest 

feedback or vital decision-making information. There was a lack of understanding in both directions that resulted in 

anger and everybody being incredibly unhappy.”

With job satisfaction plummeting, performance began to be affected. “Stress increased and negotiations became 

contentious – at that point things stopped getting done. It felt like the lid was put on a pressure cooker,” said Koning, 

explaining that important initiatives such as curriculum formation and prioritization projects were disrupted and 

delayed. “Initiatives would move forward, but without the faculty’s input and agreement.” 

As a consequence of the communication breakdown, the administration found themselves spending more time trying 

to repair relations with faculty than working on strategy and development initiatives. “We spent a huge amount of time 
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working on these interpersonal issues – time that 

could have been spent more productively,” said 

Mims. “We saw a drop in our grants coming in.  It 

got to the point that we went for a couple years 

without any grants.” For a tuition-driven school, a 

drop in grants meant cut-backs in programs across 

the board, further increasing everyone’s frustration.

With growth at a standstill, financial woes 

abounding, an ever-expanding communication 

chasm between faculty and administration, and 

a continued need to deliver the high-caliber 

education expected at Franklin Pierce, something 

needed to change – and quickly. 

THE TRAINING COURSE

In the midst of the crisis, the chairman of the 

board of trustees picked up a copy of Crucial 

Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes are 

High, read it, and passed it along to the president 

of the college. “We needed something to restore 

a better working relationship,” said Mims. “Crucial 

Conversations seemed to be an appropriate fit.”  

Both administration and faculty members engaged 

in Crucial Conversations training, equipping each 

side with tools to communicate on a common level 

and begin to resolve issues in a non-contentious 

manner. Each group discussed simple, short-term 

problems in the training sessions and developed 

practical and immediate solutions.

Through extensive surveying and close 

examination, the long-term barriers to effective 

dialogue were also diagnosed. Two of the most 

prominent barriers were a lack of trust and 

working together,” said Mims.  “Now 

administration and faculty have a very good 

ongoing conversation, and people don’t feel 

hindered in talking with one another.” 

Koning agrees. “Crucial Conversations has 

created an atmosphere that enables people 

to talk,” she says, explaining that now faculty 

and administration are openly discussing their 

differences.  “Fear and anger used to prevent real 

issues from being discussed,” said Koning. “Now 

it feels safer to talk, and there has been increased 

participation among faculty – participation that is 

actually effective.”

As participation in dialogue increased between 

faculty and administration and the suggestions 

of the work-groups were carried out, the college 

experienced significant decreases in anger and 

mistrust. Survey results gathered six months after 

the intervention showed that passive-aggressive 

behavior and anger due to deficient communication 

was down by 14 percent, while trust levels had 

increased by 15 percent.  Relationships were being 

mended, job satisfaction was on the rise, and 

negotiations were running more smoothly. 

With restored trust and open lines of dialogue, the 

college can now look forward to a brighter future.  

“We are working on solutions and strategic plans, 

and spending our time and energy on activities 

which are building the college rather than fighting 

about something that happened six months to two 

years ago,” said Mims. “We talk about how we can 

improve and then we make it happen.”

simmering anger due to a lack of communication. 

Cross-functional teams composed of both faculty 

and administration members called “work-out 

groups” were immediately formed to tackle the 

more substantial issues. 

To ensure progress and sustained results, a series 

of follow-up surveys and trainings took place, and 

significant results became evident.

THE RESULTS

Crucial Conversations training at Franklin Pierce 

College dramatically altered the damaged 

relationships between faculty and administration, 

as well as the overall culture.  “Before Crucial 

Conversations we weren’t talking; we weren’t 
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“Now administration 

and faculty have a 

very good ongoing 

conversation, and 

people don’t feel 

hindered in talking 

with one another.”

– John Mims, CFO 

Franklin Pierce College


