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American Research Universities: Feature of Bug?
A Quick Explainer of the Place You Work
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Goals of this Training
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As a Result of this Presentation You 
Will:

• Learn a bit about the history of universities 
• Learn a bit of organizational theory that will 

(hopefully) give you some context for how this 
place works

• Discuss whether some of the ways that we work 
are features or bugs

• Be able to contextualize how your work is 
influenced by our organizational behavior
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Why Have This Training?
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• Owner’s Manual
• I have heard misconceptions
• Avoid difficulty or frustration (if features)
• Avoid difficulty or frustration (if bugs)
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Some History



University of Colorado Boulder

Europe’s Oldest University
University of Bologna (1088, A.D.)
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Why Should I Care?
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Because You Work for a “Medieval” Institution
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Medieval Universities

• Small guilds of academics who banded 
together

• Hired by students, the church, or the state
• Physical spaces didn’t happen until later
• Town gown relations were problematic and even 

dangerous
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But You Also Work for A Modern “Multiversity”
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Multiversity (Kerr, 2001)
“The university started as a 
single community of masters 
and students. Today, the large 
American University is, rather, 
a whole series of communities 
and activities held together by 
a common governing board, 
and related purposes.”

OR

…”a series of individual faculty 
entrepreneurs  held together 
by a common grievance over 
parking.”
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Multiversity (Kerr, 2001)

“As the institution 
becomes larger, 
administration becomes 
more formalized and 
separated as a distinct 
function; as the 
institution becomes 
more complex, the role 
of the administration 
becomes more central 
in integrating it…”
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Shared Governance: Feature or Bug?
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Some Organizational Theory
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Universities are Decentralized
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Loosely Coupled Decision-Making
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Birnbaum, 1988
• Organized Anarchy

– Problematic Goals that 
can be poorly defined 
or in conflict

– Unclear Technology
– Fluid Participation
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Birnbaum, 1988
• Leads to satisficing
• Garbage Can 

Decision-Making
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Cohen, March, Olsen, 1972
Garbage Can Theory of Organizational 
Choice
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Examples as Memes (Isomorphism) 
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Examples as Memes (Satisficing) 
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Examples as Memes (Garbage Can 
Decision-Making)
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Loosely Coupled Decision-Making: Feature or Bug?
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Conclusion

• For me, it is an honor to work at a public, 
flagship university

• It is helpful to have some context for how the 
place operates

• Organizations behave in ways that make sense 
to the actors who exist in them
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Thanks!



University of Colorado Boulder


