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Abstract: Leading an interdisciplinary program change is challenging. Effectively communicating those changes across a 
University brings additional challenges associated with organizational and cultural differences across administrative and 
academic units. This design-based research study used exploratory sequential mixed methods to develop a strategic internal 
communication plan for a new Bachelor of General Studies degree. Data included interviews with four university admin-
istrators and faculty who were involved in the development of the BGS degree program followed by a survey completed 
by 161 staff and faculty advisors and administrators outside of the program. Interview and survey results were interpreted 
using sociocultural learning, co-orientation theory, and a two-way symmetrical model of communication. Findings empha-
size the importance of cultural differences across administrative and academic units: collectivism (community), profession-
alism (cooperation and trust), balanced power-distance (student-centered learning balanced with the expertise and authority 
of the faculty), pragmatism (practical results and blunt pragmatic communication style), and a results-oriented approach. 
The results were used to design an internal marketing plan that promotes sociocultural learning across cultural differences 
within the university and reciprocal exchange of information among undergraduate faculty and advisors.
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1. Introduction
The purpose of this study was to identify dimensions of organizational culture (Hofstede et al., 1990) from interview

results of university-level administrators and faculty involved in the development of the BGS degree program, to develop a 
survey based on those results and administered to undergraduate faculty and academic advisors, and to utilize those results 
along with communication theory in order to develop to a strategic internal communication plan to promote common ground 
and collaborative efforts in an institution historically organized along disciplinary lines (Brewer, 1999). Key stakeholders 
were defined as those who the BGS degree program impacted: undergraduate faculty and advisors, university administrators, 
faculty, staff with direct BGS program responsibility, and the intended beneficiaries of the program, including students, their 
families, their current or potential employers or graduate programs.

Communication reinforces the cultural identity of the organization and all that it values. For the present study, culture 
is understood to be “the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of 
people from others” (Hofstede, 1984, p. 51), and includes the day-to-day patterns or ways of living that define one group 
from another (Damen, 1987). The characteristics of organizational culture are related to the ways things have historically 
been done, are socially constructed, and are usually hard to change (Hofstede et al., 1990). Culture includes deeper-level 
values and the behaviors, attitudes, knowledge specific to an institution, and often between groups within that institution.

The organizational culture of the university is a variable closely associated with both employee communication and 
internal public relation strategies (Smircich, 1983; Sriramesh et al., 1992). Employee communication is the way information 
is communicated within the organization, is a sub-discipline of communication, and is a practice area of internal public 
relations (Grunig et al., 2002). Employee communication has two components: communication content and communication 
climate (Smidts, et al., 2001), both of which are influenced by organizational culture (Sriramesh et al., 1992, Rhee & Moon, 
2009). 

To gain a better understanding of the organizational culture of the undergraduate advising community, the author used 
an exploratory sequential design (Creswell, 2008). In the qualitative study, interviews were conducted with a sample size 
of four, and in the quantitative study, surveys were distributed to all of the university’s 2059 full-time faculty and academic 
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advisors. Of that number, there were 338 total filtered response counts, a 16.4% response rate, with 197 or 58.2% out of 
the 338 responding that they advised undergraduate students. Of that 197, 161 or 47.5% completed the anonymous survey. 
The qualitative results provided an orientation of the complex problem, solution, and dimensions of culture involved in the 
development of the degree program. The analysis of the qualitative results was done using thematic content analysis (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006; Guest et al., 2012) and interpreted using program theory (Chen, 1990) and a logic model. The analysis of 
the quantitative results was done using SPSS data analysis software. 

The results from the interviews and surveys were integrated with communication theory, education and sociocultural 
learning, and social psychology’s dimensions of culture to create a strategic internal communication plan. The process 
was not linear, but used systems thinking and systems mapping to deconstruct the complex problem and understand it as a 
system. Systems thinking was useful to map the problem in order to understand how the constituent parts of the problem 
related to each other and to the problem as a whole (Repko & Szostak, 2017; Szostak, 2004).

2. Studies
2.1 Study 1: Qualitative interviews

The purpose of the interviews was to gather data from administrators and faculty about their perceptions and beliefs 
related to the BGS degree program. 

Although the qualitative research portion of this study was not phenomenological, per se, it did involve the phenomenon 
of university administrators who were living through and experiencing the problem of the “gates” within university degree 
programs, with the term “gates” being representative of the requirements students must meet in order to be admitted to or 
graduate from a degree program. For example, the capstone course in the mechanical engineering program is a gate that 
leads to program completion, one that requires students to earn a C or better in order to graduate. Students who do not pass 
this type of final course are unable to graduate. Another example of a gate is the pre-requisites required for admission to 
a degree program. Students who have changed majors may be unable to complete the pre-requisites required for program 
admission and may continue to accumulate undergraduate credit hours in excess of the 120 required to graduate from most 
degree programs. The pre-requisites are a gate that does not allow students into a degree program and leaves them without 
a pathway to graduation. 

While the BGS program was designed to provide students a pathway to graduation, it was also designed to address and 
support the university and its stakeholders’ structural, political, and symbolic interests. The interviews provided insight to the 
structural causes of the problem and included degree programs students were disqualified from, unable to be admitted to, or 
conversely, were unable to pass the final coursework requirements. Political causes were related to the increasing number of 
students accepted through alliances formed with partner state college programs, continuing education, the university’s global 
program that teaches international students English and prepares them to apply to the university as matriculated students, 
and the university’s online degree programs. The symbolic causes and perspectives included beliefs and perceptions of 
undergraduate faculty and advisors about university priorities, standards of rigor associated in disciplinary vs. general 
studies degrees, the attitudes and beliefs about the university as a closed vs. open system, and the university’s practices. 
These three organizational theory lenses were used first to develop the interview questions for the small group of four 
administrators and faculty involved with the development of the BGS degree program, and second for the survey questions 
for the undergraduate faculty and academic advisors. The interview questions were aligned with dimensions of both national 
and organizational culture. Hofstede’s (1984) dimensions of national culture examined were individualism vs. collectivism, 
and power distance. Hofstede’s (2011) dimensions of organizational culture examined were professional vs. parochial, 
process-oriented vs. results-oriented, and pragmatic vs. normative.

Methods of Study 1 are as follows.
2.1.1 Research question

RQ1. What is the organizational culture of the university administrators and faculty 
member who were interviewed?

2.1.2 Sample

Interviews were conducted with three university administrators and one faculty member familiar with the BGS initiative. 
All participants gave verbal consent for the interview to be recorded and acknowledged that they could stop or leave the 
interview at any time. 
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2.1.3 Interview protocol

Interviews were conducted to understand the future the four key stakeholders envisioned for the BGS program and 
to identify dimensions of culture. Participants were asked for professional information about themselves and questions 
(Appendix A) based on their structural perspective of how the BGS degree would fit within the structure of the university, the 
short, medium, and long-term program outcomes in the areas of  learning (awareness/knowledge of the program within the 
university, attitudes toward it, skills associated with it, motivations—university and student); action (anticipated behavior of 
stakeholders, practice [whether stakeholders would refer students to the program], and policies); and conditions (social and 
economic conditions that contributed to the problem and how BGS is expected to benefit stakeholders).

All interviews were conducted on the university campus, with two conducted in the interviewees’ offices, and two 
conducted in the author’s office. Interviews were recorded using the iOS Voice Memo app, and notes were taken during each 
interview. The recordings were transcribed verbatim using computer-based artificial intelligence technology offered in the 
Transcribe – Speech to Text app, and the transcriptions were reviewed and edited while listening twice to the audio recording 
of each interview. 

The transcriptions were coded and evaluated for themes and patterns and data were analyzed using thematic content 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Guest et al., 2012) with program theory as the theoretical framework. The process of 
organizing the data began with identifying significant statements from each interview, and then creating formulated meanings 
from these significant statements. Formulated meanings were organized into clusters of themes, followed by the emergent 
themes. Examples from this process are provided in Tables 1 and 2. 

2.2 Study 2: Survey of faculty and academic advisors
The questions in this nonexperimental research design survey were written to provide data about undergraduate faculty 

and academic advisors’ knowledge, perceptions and beliefs about the complex problem, university priorities, and core 
metrics, and dimensions of culture identified in the interviews. Survey responses were evaluated to identify statistically 
significant differences between undergraduate faculty and academic advisor, and compared to interview results.

Methods of Study 2 are as follows.
2.2.1 Research questions

RQ2. Are faculty or academic advisors who advise students formally or informally more likely to suggest to an 
undergraduate student that they change degree programs to Interdisciplinary Studies?

RQ3. Are faculty and academic advisors more likely to have heard about the newly created BGS degree?
RQ4. What is the likelihood that faculty or academic advisors will suggest to an undergraduate that they change degree 

programs to BGS?
RQ5. Does the organizational culture of the undergraduate faculty and academic advisors who were surveyed differ 

from the dimensions of culture of the university administrators and faculty member interviewed?
2.2.2 Instrument

To collect the data, the author developed the Bachelor of Integrative General Studies online anonymous survey in 
Fall, 2019. The survey was pilot-tested with two faculty members and revisions were made in response to the feedback 
and suggestions they provided. There was one initial filter question, and nine survey questions in total. The questions were 
based on two different instruments, the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) Faculty Survey Instrument (2016-2017) 
provided the basis for the first five and last three knowledge-based questions adapted for the purpose of this survey, plus 
the initial filter question, “Do you advise undergraduate students?” Ten different statements comprised question six with 
responses in a four-point Likert scale with a forced choice (Allen & Seaman, 2007) from strongly agree, agree, disagree, and 
strongly disagree. The first, and fourth through seventh statements in this question were based on Hofstede’s (2011) work 
Dimensionalizing Cultures: The Hofstede Model in Context. The second, third, and eighth through tenth questions were 
based on metrics in the university’s Collective Impact Plan (2017). The survey was anonymous, meaning that no individually 
identifiable information was collected. In any reports that used data, it was only reported after it was combined with other 
participant’s responses. This information will be retained for a period of five years, and is stored within a password protected 
account in the university’s Qualtrics survey system through which the data and reports were generated. 
2.2.3 Participants

Survey participants were full-time faculty and academic advisors who worked at the university for at least nine months 
of the year. Their participation in the study was voluntary, and they were free to withdraw their consent and discontinue 
participation in this study at any time without prejudice or penalty. It was stated clearly in the Explanation of Research 



Journal of Higher Education Research 74 | Devon Cadwell Bazata, et al.

invitation to participate that their decision to participate or not participate in this study would in no way affect their 
relationship with the university, including continued enrollment, grades, employment, or relationship with the individuals 
who may have an interest in this study. 

Participants had to be at least 18 years of age or older to take part in the research study. The study’s inclusion/exclusion 
criteria stated that individuals who were employed full-time as faculty or academic advisors were eligible for inclusion in 
this study. Individuals employed part-time as faculty or academic advisors were excluded. To have participated in this study, 
participants had to meet the requirements of both the inclusion and exclusion criteria. 
2.2.4 Procedure

The list of participants for the survey was generated by the university’s Institutional Knowledge Management (IKM) 
unit and emailed to the author on November 27, 2019 in response to the data request “IKM-505 Contact List of Full-Time 
Faculty and Advisors.” The data provided by IKM was from the university’s PeopleSoft database, and based on data pulled 
on November 15, 2019. The list included 9-month and 12-month faculty as well as all academic advisors. Full-time was 
defined as anyone working at or above a 0.75 FTE. The term “FTE” refers to the number of hours the employee is contracted 
for out of a 40-hour work week, with 20 hours being .50 FTE, and 40 hours being 1.0 FTE. The list included names, job 
titles, email addresses, as well as college and home department names. Those missing a college name were working in non-
academic units. 

Since the survey was anonymous, the columns with personally identifiable information were deleted from the 
distribution list and the remaining list of e-mails was uploaded to the Qualtrics Contacts tab to create a contact list. The 
survey was distributed to all 2062 participants on the distribution list three times. The first distribution was on December 
4, 2019, the first day of the final exam period, the first semester that BGS was offered. The second distribution was on 
December 16, 2019, the day that grades were due from faculty to the university Registrar. The third and final distribution 
was on January 6, 2020, the first day of the Spring 2020 semester. The survey was closed at 12 noon on January 9, 2020. 
Three e-mails were returned undelivered after each mailing, and 2059 e-mails were delivered. Of that number, there were 
338 total filtered response counts: 334 participants responded “Yes” to giving consent to participate, two responded “No”, 
and two participants opened and left the survey open at least 24 hours before it closed. The number responses was 338/2059, 
or 16.4%. In the second filter question, “Do you advise undergraduate students?” The total number of participants who 
responded “Yes,” they advise students was 197, or, 58.2% out of the 338. Of that 197, 161 or 47.5% completed the survey. 
It is not possible to say what proportion of the total population this sample represents because there is no accurate count of 
the number of faculty and advisors who advise undergraduate students. 

Participants completed the 5-minute web-based online Qualtrics survey. The consent letter informed them that the 
survey was anonymous and that only the researcher and dissertation chair would have access to the results. 
2.2.5 Validity

Limited evidence for the validity of the scores is provided by the fact that established instruments used in the HERI 
Faculty Survey (2013), Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv, and Sanders (1990), and Hofstede (1980, p. 326–331) organizational 
culture instruments have been previously reported in the literature. 

3. Study results and summaries
3.1 Study 1
3.1.1 Results

The two main themes that emerged were a) student motivations (who these students are, and their primary reason 
for changing their degree to BGS); b) university motivations for the BGS degree (both the perceptions of the degree and 
impact). The interviewees believed that decreased time to graduation would be students’ primary motivation, and an increase 
in completion rates and an increase in the number of students who graduate within four years, or six years were university 
motivations. The main points in the interview results were as follows. 

(1) Students unable to graduate from or gain entry to their chosen degree program were accumulating excess credit 
hours over the 120 required for a bachelor’s degree. The three administrators had more experience with and understanding 
of this complex problem than the faculty. The faculty member was more aware of the personal, financial, and professional 
issues this problem caused for students, while the administrators were aware of the ways it impacted the university and key 
performance metrics associated with funding. Survey questions developed from this point measured faculty and academic 
advisors’ knowledge about the percentage of students with 120 or more credit hours but unable to graduate. This related 
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to who is responsible for addressing this problem, and whether the purpose of education was viewed as how to learn 
(individualism), or how to do (collectivism) (Hofstede, 2011). 

(2) Different types of students earn university degrees for different reasons. Identifying students who are a good fit for 
the BGS program was related to the reasons why a student was earning the degree. Survey questions developed from this 
point were based on perceptions about whether undergraduate students with more than 120 credit hours should be eligible to 
earn an undergraduate degree; if degree programs that prepare students to solve today’s complex problems was a university 
priority; and if there was a perceived difference in the university’s priority of graduation rates for different types of students 
including first time in college (FTIC) students, transfer students, and non-traditional students. These main points all related 
to the State University System’s 2025 Strategic Plan (State University System of Florida, 2019) and the core metrics related 
to state funding. Also present in this data were the parochial vs. professional cultural dimensions (Hofstede et al., 1990). If 
the dimension of culture were parochial, then faculty and advisors would find it difficult to accept anything different than 
the traditional disciplinary silos that define the structure of the university. A professional dimension would be more open to 
working collaboratively (Hofstede, Neuijen et al., 1990). Other dimensions of culture reflected were pragmatic vs. normative 
(Hofstede, 1998), where a pragmatic organization values results more than normative procedures; and a process-oriented vs 
results-oriented culture (Hofstede, 2011), where a results-oriented culture accepts unfamiliar situations and demonstrates a 
strong concern for outcomes. 

(3) Leaving a degree program does not mean a student has left behind the knowledge gained in coursework or no longer 
belongs at the university. Students who leave a degree program, either voluntarily or due to GPA requirements or other 
reasons, rely on their faculty advisor or academic advisor to direct them to other options. Survey questions developed from 
this point asked whether faculty and advisors had ever suggested a student change degree programs to IDS, and how likely it 
would be they would suggest a student change degree programs to BGS. Also developed from this point were statements to 
evaluate perceptions about power distance as it related to a student-centered education vs a faculty or departmental-centered 
one (Hofstede, 1984). 

(4) The university is motivated to step in if a student leaves a degree program and offer other degrees for students to 
graduate in order to help students meet their goals and to help the university meet its own goals of completion rates and 
time to degree. Survey questions developed from this point were based on the sense of community, (individualism vs. 
collectivism) both within degree programs and within the university, and on whether collaborative efforts between degree 
programs were prioritized (parochial vs. professional) (Hofstede et al., 1990). 

(5) It is the university’s institutional imperative to increase access to education for students, and find ways to decrease 
time to degree. The survey questions developed from this point were based on perceptions about the priority the university 
places on lowering time to degree, and whether faculty and academic advisors believed that the organizational culture was 
results-oriented or process-oriented (Hofstede et al., 1990). 
3.1.2 Summary

The results of the interviews provided the answer to RQ1: 
RQ1. What is the organizational culture of the university administrators and faculty member who were interviewed? 
Answer: The university-oriented organizational culture of the administrators and faculty was community-oriented 

and collectivist as opposed to individualistic; professional and open to an organizational framework that differed from the 
traditional disciplinary structure representative of a parochial culture; had a low power distance indicative of a student-
centered education; was pragmatic and results-oriented as represented by a willingness to be flexible and adaptive; and 
included the perception that undergraduate faculty and academic advisors were equally knowledgeable about the university’s 
priorities. 

3.2 Study 2
3.2.1 Results

There were 161 responses, with 128 or 79.5% from faculty, and 33 or 20.5% from advisors. These were the filtered 
responses of the 341 participants who took the survey, with a total of 161 who reported that they advise students, either 
formally or informally. Responses were divided into two groups: Faculty and Academic Advisors. The data were analyzed 
using SPSS data analysis software. 

The first question asked if the participant had ever suggested to an undergraduate student that they change degree 
programs to Interdisciplinary Studies (IDS). Prior to the Fall 2019 implementation of the (BGS) degree, the IDS Bachelor 
of Science and Bachelor of Arts degree programs were the primary option for students with a range of majors, accumulated 
credits, and diverse curricular interests. While the IDS degree required students to fulfill requirements in two disciplinary 
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areas of study and a minor, the BGS degree program was introduced to provide students greater flexibility with coursework. 
It was important to know whether one of the two groups, faculty and staff, were more likely to have suggested to an 
undergraduate that they change their degree to IDS. In order to determine this, the odds of one group as opposed to the 
other were computed using a 2 x 2 contingency table with Faculty and Academic Advisors, plus Yes or No. The odds were 
calculated using a .95 confidence interval. The results showed that of the individuals who completed the survey, academic 
advisors were 27 times more likely to refer a student to IDS than a faculty member. The differences between the two groups 
was statistically significant with p = .05.

The same approach was taken for the second question. Results showed that Academic Advisors were 23 times more 
likely to have heard about the BGS degree program as faculty.

The third question provided the mission of the BGS degree program and then asked participants how likely it would 
be that they would suggest to an undergraduate student that they change degree programs to BGS. The nonparametric test, 
Mann-Whitney U test, was selected to use within the SPSS statistical analysis program in order to compare differences 
between the faculty and academic responses. The assumptions for this analysis required that the dependent variable was 
measured as ordinal, which it was: the four-point scale for responses met that assumption. The second assumption met was 
that the independent variable consisted of two independent groups, faculty and academic advisors. The third assumption 
met was that an independence of observations existed, or that faculty and academic advisors were each in their own group, 
and there was no overlap. The last assumption was that the distributions had the same shape, which is an assumption that 
could not be determined in this study and the reason why the Mrank or mean rank was used. The Mann-Whitney U test results 
indicated a statistically significant difference in responses to question three: faculty tended to be less likely (Mrank = 73.11) 
than staff (Mrank = 111.17), U = 1116.50, N = 161, p = .000, to suggest to undergraduates that they change degree programs 
to BGS.

There were no statistically significant differences between faculty and staff advisors on a number of other survey items. 
Question 4 asked participants to indicate how true or not true a set of statements were for them. The same assumptions were 
met as in Question 3, so the results for Question 4 were also analyzed using the Mann-Whitney U test and the mean rank. 
The results indicated no statistically significant difference in levels of agreement for the statement “Not everyone admitted to 
my degree program will be able to graduate from it” between faculty (Mrank = 78.18) and academic advisors (Mrank = 87.22), 
Mann-Whitney U = 1,801.00, N = 159, p = .292. 

There were also no differences in levels of agreement between faculty and advisors in the statements “Narrowly 
focused undergraduate disciplinary degree programs are more rigorous than programs with a broader focus” between faculty  
(Mrank = 79.94), and academic advisors (Mrank = 82.75), Mann Whitney U = 1,976.00, N = 160, p = .747, or “Undergraduate 
students with more than 120 credit hours should be eligible to earn an undergraduate degree” between faculty (Mrank = 77.49) 
and academic advisors (Mrank = 89.95), Mann-Whitney U = 1,713.00, p = .151. While the difference test between the two 
groups was important in these, it is also important to note that for each of these statements, both faculty and academic advisors 
responded that they agreed undergraduate disciplinary programs are more rigorous than programs with a broader focus, with 
the majority of responses at slightly above “agree” for both faculty and closer to “strongly agree” for academic advisors. If 
an Mrank is 50, the responses would be equally divided between “agree” and “disagree,” and an Mrank of 75 would indicated an 
equal division between “agree” and “strongly agree.” The faculty Mrank = 79.94 indicated agreement and academic advisors 
Mrank = 82.75 indicated an even stronger agreement that narrowly focused undergraduate disciplinary degree programs are 
perceived as more rigorous than programs with a broader focus. Faculty also agreed that undergraduate students with more 
than 120 credit hours should be eligible to earn an undergraduate degree with an Mrank = 77.49, and academic advisors agreed 
more strongly with Mrank = 89.95, although the difference was not statistically significant.

Question 5 asked faculty and academic advisors to approximate the percentage of current undergraduate students who 
have earned more than 120 credit hours. The Mann-Whitney U test showed no statistically significant difference between the 
faculty and advisors’ knowledge about the percentage of students with 120 credit hours. There was no statistically significant 
difference between the Faculty (Mrank = 71.57) and academic advisors (Mrank = 82.39) U = 1,604.00, N = 147, p = .193 
knowledge about the percentage of the university’s undergraduates with more than 120 credit hours. Of interest, however, is 
that 33.3% of academic advisors and 12.3% of faculty selected the correct percentage of current university undergraduates 
in Fall ’18, which was between 11% and 13%. The results are illustrated in Table 5.

Results for Question 6 indicated how strongly participants agreed or disagreed on whether each of 10 different issues 
are university priorities. This question examined the faculty and academic advisors’ knowledge, perceptions, and beliefs 
about university priorities related to core performance-based funding metrics and Hofstede’s (1984, 2011) dimensions of 
culture identified in the interview results. The results were evaluated as a whole, and also as two separate groups. The 
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results are reported in Tables 6 and 7, with an asterisk (*) next to statistically significant results. Table 6 indicates the results 
for dimensions of culture represented by the data. In Table 7, the results for the Mann-Whitney U test indicated two areas 
with a statistically significant difference between the perceptions of faculty and academic advisors: The first is that faculty  
(Mrank = 83.55) showed a statistically significantly difference from academic advisors (Mrank = 66.44) that it is a university 
priority to offer degree programs that prepare students to solve today’s complex problems (U = 2,526.50, p = .028). The 
second is that academic advisors (Mrank = 95.20) were significantly more in agreement than faculty (Mrank = 75.36), that FTIC 
graduation rates are a priority (U = 1,544.50, p = .015). The remaining survey questions provided data about the number of 
course faculty were teaching during the semester the survey was administered, and whether respondents had full-time or 
part-time status.
3.2.2 Summary

The results of the survey provided the answers to RQ2 – RQ5:
RQ2. Are faculty or academic advisors who advise students more likely to suggest to an undergraduate student that they 

change degree programs to Interdisciplinary Studies?
Answer: Of the faculty and academic advisors who completed the survey, academic advisors were 27 times more likely 

to refer a student to IDS than faculty, with p=.05.
RQ3. Are faculty or academic advisors more likely to have heard about the BGS degree?
Answer: Academic advisors were 23 times more likely to have heard about the BGS degree program than faculty, with 

p = .05.
RQ4. What is the likelihood that faculty or academic advisors will suggest to an undergraduate that they change degree 

programs to BGS?
Answer: Faculty were less likely than academic advisors to suggest to undergraduates that they change degree programs 

to BGS (Mrank = 73.11) than staff (Mrank = 111.17).
RQ5. Does the organizational culture of the undergraduate faculty and academic advisors surveyed differ from that of 

the university administrators and faculty member interviewed?
Answer: The dimensions of culture matched, with the exception of power distance (Hofstede, 1984). In this dimension, 

survey results from faculty and academic advisors were slightly more likely to favor a higher power distance and more 
faculty-oriented culture than a lower one. The interview results from faculty and administrators emphasized a lower power 
distance and more student-oriented culture. This is an important and valuable point representative of cultural differences 
that exist between the administrators interviewed in the first part of the study and the faculty and advisors surveyed in the 
second part. These differences will factor in to the strategic internal communication developed for the BGS degree program.

4. Discussion
The dimensions of culture discussed in the interviews results of Study 1 were confirmed by the survey results. A 

collectivist or community-oriented dimension was indicated with 77% of faculty and 78.7% of academic advisors in 
agreement that a sense of community in degree programs was a university priority. Also identified was the professionalism 
dimension of culture, one that emphasized collaborative efforts between degree programs was a priority at the university with 
academic advisors (81.8%) in higher agreement than faculty (69.7%). Power distance was determined to be almost equally 
divided between high and low power, with faculty (55.9%) learning slightly more to high power distance than academic 
advisors (54.6%). Survey results indicated a more pragmatic culture than normative one, with faculty (76.2%) and academic 
advisors (78.8%), in agreement that academic pathways that increase completion rates is a university priority (Hofstede et 
al., 1990). Lastly, the survey results indicated a results-oriented organizational culture among the undergraduate advising 
faculty and academic advisors who responded to whether time to degree for all students of 4 to 6 years was a priority at the 
university (Hofstede et al., 1990). These results provided the cultural context within which strategic internal communication 
will serve as a type of teaching and learning relationship with undergraduate faculty and academic advisors involved with 
advising undergraduate students. 

Hofstede’s (1998) research into cross-organizational differences identified cultural differences in practices for 
participants from different organizations within the same country, and cultural differences in values for participants from 
different countries. The term “Practices” is relative to the symbolic frame within organizational theory, and is defined as “the 
symbols, heroes, and rituals specific to one culture as opposed to others; they are the visible part of cultures, while values 
represent the invisible part” (p. 482). Bolman and Deal (2013) identified symbols within the context of a mental model, as 
"a set of ideas and assumptions that you carry in your head to help you understand and negotiate a particular territory” (p. 
10). Symbols are classified as shallow, and values as deep. Practices included parochial vs. professional, process-oriented vs. 
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results-oriented, and pragmatic vs. normative. Values included individualism vs. collectivism and power distance (Hofstede, 
1984, 2011). 

To connect with faculty and academic advisors on the value of the BGS degree program, a localized communication 
strategy grounded in the key elements of the university’s culture will deliver the message about the value of BGS. The survey 
indicated that strategic internal communication should be written with an emphasis on the cultural dimensions of collectivism 
(community), professionalism (cooperation and trust), balanced power-distance (lower power distance of student-centered 
learning balanced with the higher power distance of the expertise and authority of the faculty and university), pragmatism 
(practical results are more important than procedures, as is a blunt pragmatic communication style), and a results-oriented 
organizational culture with less bureaucracy and more concern for outcomes and the flexibility to adapt to student needs.

5. Strategic internal communication 
The role that culture and social relationships play in promoting cognitive change or learning has been closely associated 

with Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory (SCT). His work has applications to learning as it relates to promoting cognitive 
change in an organizational culture. Vygotsky’s analysis of the ways that individuals create and assign meaning in their social 
interactions through the use of language demonstrates that “as learning environments change, the available mediational tools 
and signs that can impact cognitive functioning also change” (Bonk & Kim, 1998, p. 69). If organizational communication 
can be viewed as a type of instruction or teaching relationship, then undergraduate faculty and academic advisors can learn 
what is happening with undergraduates in general, and with the BGS program, specifically. One tool useful for this is a 
targeted list of undergraduate faculty and academic advisors that is regularly updated. This list will be an important tool 
used by BGS advisors to communicate with and regularly survey undergraduate faculty and academic advisors about issues 
affecting undergraduate education. This communication would act as a mediational tool used at regular intervals for strategic 
internal communication and an exchange of information. If the goal is cognitive change about the value of a generalist 
vs. narrowly disciplinary degree program, then it is first necessary to understand the undergraduate advising sociocultural 
context, an understanding that can be negotiated and learned by both the faculty and academic advisors and the BGS advisors 
and program. 

Communication in an organization with divisionalized semi-autonomous units (Bolman & Deal, 2013) such as the 
university, should be distributed to the extent that it will help to achieve the stated goals of increasing the awareness and 
value of the BGS degree program (Austin & Pinkelton, 2001). This type of communication can be regarded as a two-way 
symmetrical model that promotes mutual benefits and resolves conflict. 

Gruning and Hunt’s (1984) two-way symmetrical model provides a theoretical framework grounded in systems theory 
and identifies organizations as either open or closed systems. In the open systems model, Gruning & Hunt and Broom & 
Dozier (1984; 1990) posited that organizations interact with, impact, and are impacted by their environment. In order to 
avoid threats to their survival, organizations must: 

Exchange information, energy, and material with their environments. Organizations operating in closed systems exist in 
a vacuum without interacting with or exchanging things with any organization or person…organizations that close themselves 
off from this exchange process become inert or disintegrate. In other words, they become irrelevant or ineffective (Austin & 
Pinkelton, 2001, pp. 270-271). 

If the university is viewed as a closed system, it is relevant to the types of information that will be shared or not shared 
about the BGS degree program within the separate, semi-autonomous units of the university. The survey results that indicated 
a lack of faculty and academic advisors’ knowledge about the number of students with 120 credit hours was representative 
of a more closed than open system as it relates to the exchange of information. Only 12% of faculty and 33% of academic 
advisors knew that between 11-13% of undergraduates at the university had 120 credit hours or more. This data supports the 
claim that the university is operating as a closed system. 

The survey results also indicated a statistically significant difference between faculty and academic advisor responses in 
knowledge about performance metrics related to university funding. For example, survey results showed that the difference 
between academic advisors and faculty in whether the university prioritizes graduation rate for FTIC students was statistically 
significant, with academic advisors tending to prioritize it more than faculty. This may indicate that academic advisors, not 
faculty, have, or value the knowledge that the FTIC graduation rates are one of ten key metrics used by the Florida Board 
of Governors’ Performance-based Funding Model to determine university funding (2019a, 2019b). The FTIC designation 
is based on the enrollment data collected at time of an FTIC’s first semester of enrollment after high school graduation, and 
includes the student’s initial degree program and major. This information may not appear to be relevant or useful to faculty, 
unless they are also allowed to understand how this metric impacts their program and department’s funding. It will be helpful 
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to communicate to undergraduate faculty who advise students that FTIC students who declare into a program, but do not 
qualify to graduate from it, can be referred to the BGS degree as a pathway to complete their bachelor’s degree, and that this 
will benefit the initial program completion rate. This is the type of open exchange process that has the ability to increase the 
awareness and value of the BGS degree program, and the focus of the type of sociocultural learning that strategic internal 
communication hopes to achieve. An open information exchange would provide important context in strategic internal 
communication. 

Co-orientation theory (McLeod & Chaffee, 1972; Newcomb, 1953) operates under the assumption that individuals 
interact with each other based on the way they understand each other’s views and intentions---the way they are co-oriented 
toward an issue and toward each other. “It detects perceptions about an issue among organizational members as well as 
among organizational insiders and outsiders and investigates their in-between relationships, such as their levels of actual 
agreement and perceived agreement” (Goutzamani, 2016). Co-orientation theory takes into account the perception of 
stakeholder agreement as compared to actual stakeholder agreement, and holds that it is the perceptions that affect behavior 
more than the actual agreement itself (Scheff, 1967). Co-orientation is relevant to strategic internal communication in the 
way two groups (for example, faculty and academic advisors) are oriented toward an object such as the BGS degree, as well 
as the way those two groups are oriented toward each other (McLeod & Chaffee, 1972). It is a useful way to understand 
stakeholders in that it requires common variables and functions based on common ground and mutuality. Strategic internal 
communication based on co-orientation will create content and communicate it in a two-way transaction that is based on 
trust, control mutuality (how much control the parties believe they have over the goals), relational commitment (faculty and 
program’s ability to commit to being all in), and relational satisfaction (Stafford & Canary, 1991). 

An important element of putting the co-orientation theory into practice with undergraduate faculty and academic 
advisors will be communicating “why” they should share the university’s view on the importance of BGS to students 
and the university as a whole. Building on the example of FTIC graduation rates and “why” this metric relates to both 
the administrative and faculty sides of the university, are the variables of student success and university funding. The 
survey results showed that faculty (12%) and academic advisors (33%) believed a much smaller percentage of students had 
120 credit hours than the actual number. The results also indicated that the difference between the faculty and academic 
advisors’ perception of the university priority of FTIC graduation rates was statistically significant, with academic advisors  
(Mrank = 95.20) being better informed that FTIC graduation rates are a priority at the university than faculty (Mrank = 75.36). 
Regular communication between the BGS director of advising and undergraduate faculty and academic advisors about issues 
affecting undergraduate education will be an important part of strategic internal communication. 

Co-orientation and its application in communication efforts could promote the long-term success of the BGS degree 
program (Grunig & Huang, 2001). Ultimately, success will be based on how well the university integrates the needs of its 
many semi-autonomous units into its own organizational goals in a way that co-orients the units as opposed to dividing them 
with faculty on one side and the upper administration on the other, each with different goals. As part of a comprehensive and 
coordinated communication plan, the BGS program can conduct ongoing surveys targeted at the undergraduate faculty and 
academic advisors as a way to stay up-to-date with issues affecting undergraduate students and their education. 

Strategic internal communication contextualized with the professionalism dimension of culture should emphasize that 
collaborative efforts between degree programs is a priority of the university. Information about academic pathways that 
increase access to students and completion rates also connect to the cultural dimension of pragmatism. Combining the 
collaborative efforts between degree programs and the new pathways to graduation provided by the BGS program (and the 
leadership and project management skills the program teaches) can provide an additional framework for faculty and academic 
advisors, and contribute to the sociocultural learning to facilitate common ground and an understanding of why BGS matters 
to them. This type of social constructivism helps develop meaning in the way that BGS information is communicated, and 
the context in which it is received and understood. Through this type of strategic communication, undergraduate faculty 
and academic advisors will develop an understanding that students in BGS use their prior coursework and previous degree 
program experiences to develop and manage a summative project connected to all of the academic and professional interests 
developed during their time at the university.

A key point to address is the survey result that faculty tended to be less likely than academic advisors to suggest to 
undergraduates that they change degree programs to BGS. If the cognitive framework faculty use is for disciplinary degree 
programs, then strategic communication should reframe BGS as a degree program designed to fit the highly integrative 
world outside of the university. The survey results indicated that 88% of faculty and 85% of academic advisors agreed that 
integrative learning opportunities for students were a priority at the university. Survey results also indicated that 70% of 
faculty and 82% of academic advisors agreed that collaborative efforts between degree programs were also a priority. This 
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data provides a framework for common ground to build on for strategic internal communication that details the many ways 
that BGS is a collaborative degree program, one that increases opportunity for all involved. 

6. Summary
In summary, the localization strategy most useful for communicating information about the BGS degree program and 

how its implementation supports university priorities will focus on the cultural dimensions of collectivism (community), 
professionalism (cooperation and trust), balanced power-distance (lower power distance of student-centered learning 
balanced with the higher power distance of the expertise and authority of the faculty and university), pragmatism (practical 
results are more important than procedures, as is a blunt pragmatic communication style), and having a results-oriented 
organizational culture (fewer bureaucratic routines and greater concern for outcomes, and willingness to adapt to needs). 

The BGS advisors and degree program administrators can keep an updated targeted list of undergraduate faculty 
and academic advisors to use as a tool to communicate with undergraduate faculty and academic advisors to facilitate 
learning and discussion about issues affecting undergraduate students, and the BGS degree. In doing this, content should 
focus on how BGS fits within the goals of the many semi-autonomous departments at the university, and within its larger 
organizational goals. This co-orientation involves the way that undergraduate faculty, academic advisors, and the university 
view and understand the BGS degree program in relation to their own needs and goals. Additional research into the needs of 
the different semi-autonomous units and how these fit within the university’s goals could help direct these efforts to further 
identify common ground and conflicts, and facilitate learning about the value of the BGS degree. 
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Appendix
Table 1. Findings: Formulated meanings from significant statements

Significant Statements Formulated Meanings

It does not mean they don’t value higher education. It 
means they do value it. Students value higher education to earn a degree.

For those students we do not have a good solution. The university lacks a general education degree program.

Table 2. Findings: Emergent themes for the BGS degree

Formulated Meanings Theme Cluster Emergent Theme

Students value higher education to 
earn a degree.

Students may have accumulated more 
academic experience and knowledge than 

many of their degreed counterparts.
Student motivation and outcomes.

The university lacks a general 
education degree. 

A general education degree is offered at 
many universities worldwide, yet there 
currently is not one at our university.

University motivation and outcomes for a 
general education degree and how it fits within 

the culture of the university.

Table 3. Survey question 1

Yes No Totals Odds Ratio

Academic 
Advisors 29 4 33 27

Faculty 27 101 128

Total 128 33 161

 p = .05

Table 4. Survey question 2

Yes No Totals Odds Ratio

Academic Advisors 30 3 33 23

Faculty 38 89 123

Total 68 92 156

 p = .05

Table 5. Survey question 5

Answer Academic Advisors Faculty

1 <0.1% 0 3.5%

2 Between .1 to 1% 3% 4.4%

3 Between 1% and 3% 15.2% 14%

4 Between 3% and 5% 9.1% 15.8%

5 Between 5% and 7% 24.2% 17.5%

6 Between 7% and 9% 12.1% 10.5%

7 Between 9% and 11% 3% 21.9%

8 Between 11% and 13% 33.3% 12.3%

Total 100% 100%
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Table 6. Survey question 6: Dimensions of culture

Issues you believe are currently a priority at the university. Select from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree in response 
to your belief about the priority of each issue at the university.

Question:
University priority

Dimension of 
Culture Faculty Mrank 

% Faculty 
Agree

Academic 
Advisor Mrank

% Academic 
Advisors Agree U Value p value

A sense of community 
in degree programs.

Individualism vs 
Collectivism Mrank = 79.69 77 Mrank = 81.20 78.7 U = 2,039.50 p = .853

Collaborative efforts 
between degree 

programs.
Parochial 

vs Professional Mrank =77.13 69.7 Mrank = 90.95 81.8 U = 1,717.50 p = .099

Maintaining the 
traditional disciplinary 

degree structures.
Power

Distance Mrank = 79.28 55.9 Mrank = 77.94 54.6 U = 2,081 p = .869

Academic pathways 
that increase completion 

rates.

Pragmatic 
vs 

Normative
Mrank = 78.04 76.2 Mrank = 87.50 78.8 U = 1,831.5 p = .258

Time to degree for all 
students of 4 to 6 years.

Process-Oriented 
vs 

Results-Oriented
Mrank = 79.92 84.4 (Mrank = 80.30 87.9 U = 2,069 , p = .963

 N = 160, p=.05 

Table 7. University collective impact core metrics

Question:
University priority

Collective Impact 
Knowledge Faculty Mrank 

% Faculty 
Agree

Academic 
Advisor Mrank

% Academic 
Advisors Agree U Value p value

Graduation rates for 
transfer students from 

Direct Connect or other 
institutions.

Collective Impact Mrank =76.95 83.5 Mrank = 87.00 87.5 U = 1,744.00 p = .210

Graduation rates for 
non-traditional students. Mrank =78.22 79.4 Mrank = 84.33 81.8 U = 1,903.00 p = .451

* Graduation rates 
for FTIC (First Time 
in College) students 

who start immediately 
following high school 

graduation.

Mrank = 75.36 86.8 Mrank = 95.20 93.9 U = 1,544.50 p = .015

* Degree programs 
that prepare students to 
solve today's complex 

problems.
Mrank = 83.55 95.9 Mrank = 66.44 84.9 U = 2,526.50 p = .028

Integrative learning 
opportunities for 

students.
Mrank = 78.37 87.6 Mrank = 83.79 84.9 U = 1,921.00 p = .506

 N = 160, p=.05


