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In the summer of 2013, the American Council on Education (ACE) announced a challenge to 

Presidents of higher education institutions to become involved with a national campaign promoting 
faculty career flexibility. College and university leaders were invited to sign a statement of support for 
expanding workplace flexibility that includes the following conviction: “We believe that supporting 
flexibility must become a core leadership competency to enable our faculty to meet the increasing 

demands of twenty-first century workplaces and to meet their personal and family responsibilities.”i   

This recent challenge is somewhat startling given that corporations have been responding to employees 

trying to balance work and family responsibilities (i.e., work-life) for more than forty years.ii   Corporate 
leaders have recognized that demographic changes over the past four decades, such as an increase in 



the number of women working full time, rise of dual career and single-parent families, and the 
expansion of an aging population, have resulted in an increasingly diverse workforce and a greater 

potential for individuals to face work-life conflict and stress.iii 
Colleges and universities are not immune to demographic and societal changes; thus, one of 

the most critical issues facing higher education today is the changing workforce in the academy. 
Giving birth, adopting a child, and caring for children are the primary reasons that women faculty, in 
particular, leave academe or do not achieve tenure and/or promotion. As men become more engaged 

with child caregiving, they, too, have reported increased conflicts from managing faculty and family 

responsibilities. In addition, elder care is rapidly becoming a significant concern for both men and 
women. 

For this seminar, we will invite Chairs to consider work-life scenarios encountered at the 
department level. To frame and contextualize this discussion, we will present results of an extensive 
literature review of research studies examining the role of leaders in fostering a work-life culture, as well 
as interviews with 21 academic leaders who were identified by their colleagues as being work- life 
friendly. From this research, we identified leader strategies to shape cultures responsive to the work-
life needs of faculty and staff. The institutions discussed here vary in terms of their mission, size, 
population, affiliation, and geography, ranging from small private schools to large state institutions. 
Nonetheless, the experiences shared by the contributors share a few common themes: communication, 
flexibility, and commitment. Following the discussion of research and best practices, we will share and 
several work-life scenarios and strategies and best practices through which Chairs can support the 
work-life needs of their faculty, staff, and students. 
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