
Space & Power in the Ivory Tower
Effective Space Management and Decision Making—
What’s the Problem and What’s the Process?
by Sandra Blanchette

The challenges of managing physical space in public higher education are often left unspoken 
and unexamined—this author researched the politics, culture, and process of space planning 

and management at three large public research institutions.

“In academics, space is everything,” remarked a research professor reflecting on a 37-year career in higher education 
(Beam 1988). Many institutions of higher education are confronted with campuswide complaints of lack of space or 
inadequate space for classrooms, research, laboratories, offices, social interaction, and innovation (Fink 2002, 2004; 
Harris and Holley 2008; Huey and Valdenegro 2006; Sturgeon 2007; Thompson 2002). Further study indicates that 
many of the problems associated with space are related to the inefficient use of space and to cultural perceptions regarding 
the meaning of space.

The importance of space on campus can be viewed from several different perspectives. In his groundbreaking publications 
on culture and space, The Silent Language and The Hidden Dimension, anthropologist Edward T. Hall (1959, 1966) 
observed that issues regarding space are unique to their cultures and are instrumental in how social groups arrange their 
lives and interact within their communities. This cultural concept of space also applies to organizations. It affects how 
individuals interact socially within their cultural group, across cultures, and within and across organizations (Hall 1966), 
as well as how individuals respond psychologically to their environment in terms of their own personal attitudes and 
behavior (Davis 1984). When physical space in colleges and universities is viewed symbolically, then the amount and 
quality of space allocated to individuals, departments, or specific research topics is indicative of their value within the 
organizational culture and represents institutional priorities (Harris and Holley 2008). When viewed from a political 
perspective, space can be equated with power and prestige; from a functional perspective, space can determine how one 
works (Davis 1984) and how one learns (Chism and Bickford 2002).

As a significant resource on campus, the way space is allocated and utilized can be indicative of changing institutional 
priorities. Understanding space management decision making in public higher education is important in improving higher 
education practice because it provides insight into how institutions manage limited physical resources in a constantly 
changing environment. The challenge of making effective space management decisions must be addressed in order to 
align with changes in pedagogy and research, maximize educational effectiveness, and promote institutional mission 
fulfillment.

Understanding space management decision making is important because it provides insight into 
how institutions manage limited physical resources in a constantly changing environment.
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At a time when there are enormous economic pressures on campuses to use resources—including space—effectively, the 
academic culture of shared governance, with its fragmented and ambiguous roles for decision making, presents additional 
challenges. These roles are fragmented due to the independent actions of faculty and administrators. They are ambiguous 
due to the unclear lines of authority between the various bodies that constitute the shared governance system, including 
faculty senates, faculty unions, administrative-faculty committees, and administrative committees. Bess and Dee (2008) 
noted that this ambiguity in authority creates complications in academic decision making, “not so much about the decision 
at hand but about who is responsible for making the decision—in essence, decisions about decision-making authority 
itself” (p. 589).

This article is based on a study [1] driven by the research question, How are decisions made about space management 
issues in public higher education and how are they related to changing values and priorities, educational effectiveness, and 
institutional mission fulfillment? (Blanchette 2010). The purpose of this article is to advance understanding of how public 
higher education institutions address space management issues (specifically those related to the allocation, utilization, 
and renovation of existing space on campus) and to identify how different campus constituencies participate in the 
decision-making process. The article explores the decision-making processes for managing space used in public higher 
education institutions in order to maximize educational effectiveness and promote mission fulfillment.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES OF DECISION MAKING

I find the theory of limited rational choice (Eckel 2002; Lindblom 1959; March 1994) useful in understanding 
organizations such as higher education institutions that, contrary to for-profit organizations, have multiple constituencies 
and ambiguous goals. Limited rational choice theory acknowledges that information needed for decision making is seldom  
complete, all alternatives are not considered, preferences are individual, and agreement about goals does not always exist. 
The theory contends that although a relationship exists among information, criteria, and decision outcomes, decision 
makers acknowledge that it is not possible to consider all alternatives and thus accept uncertainty and risk as unavoidable 
consequences. Since these conditions commonly exist in higher education, limited rational choice theory has been used 
here to conceptualize the decision-making process.

Two aspects of limited rational choice theory, individual preference and conflicting goals, allow the introduction of the 
political frame, which, as described by Bolman and Deal (2003), “puts politics at the heart of decision making” (p.186). In 
the political frame, it is assumed that individual preference is motivated by self-interest (Hardy 1990) and that individuals 
have different and competing goals (Baldridge 1971; Bolman and Deal 2003). These aspects of the political frame lead to 
conflict and to the formation of interest-based coalitions that use power and influence to pressure the decision-making 
process (Baldridge 1971; Bolman and Deal 2003). The political frame becomes more pronounced in organizations where 
individuals or groups are competing over scarce resources (Hardy 1990), which is commonly the case in institutions of 
public higher education. To put this in perspective, competition on campus over limited space, a scarce resource, can 
become a political decision-making process as powerful groups and individuals wield their influence over others.
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METHODOLOGY 

This article highlights findings from a qualitative multiple-case study that examined space management decision making 
at three public higher education institutions from the multiple perspectives of those directly involved in decision making. 
Nineteen interviews, involving a total of 23 individuals, were conducted as part of the study.

The study examined how and by whom the decision-making process was constructed and how and by whom it was used 
on campus. By examining these aspects of the process, the perspectives of the participants and the institutional power they  
possessed were revealed.

Interview transcripts and institutional documents provided the data for the three separate case studies and for cross-case 
analysis. A thorough document review provided background information regarding selected interviewees, campus 
organizational structures, space management policies, and campus operating procedures.

FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

This study revealed two distinct, but related, issues that impact space management decision making on campus. First, I 
will present findings related directly to space management issues, and then I will present findings related to the decision-
making process.

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?

The individual case studies revealed different primary space management challenges on each campus. One campus had a 
quality-of-space problem that resulted in space that was not functionally adequate for its intended use. Another had a 
location-of-space problem, where related units were scattered around campus or were not located in the academic core. 
The third campus had a quantity-of-space problem caused by years of rapid enrollment growth. Despite these core 
differences, each institution talked in terms of “not having enough space” even though they may have had vacant space or 
underutilized areas on campus.

The importance of clearly identifying and accurately defining an institution’s space management challenge emerged as an 
important finding. Institutions that fail to recognize their primary challenge may end up pursuing unnecessary new 
construction projects as a solution to a nonexistent problem. For instance, institutions in this study were reluctant to move 
entire departments to make better use of existing space, leaving the impression that there was a space shortage when in 
fact there was adequate space, but in a different location on campus. This situation presented a different challenge in 
terms of engaging in departmental negotiation and organizational culture change, which many institutions are disinclined 
to address. The mindset of ownership and entitlement that can develop on campus makes it very difficult to alter space 
assignments, and these attitudes inhibit organizational flexibility and opportunities to accommodate uneven growth and 
expansion.

The importance of clearly identifying and accurately defining an institution’s space management 
challenge emerged as an important finding.
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WHAT ARE COMMON INDICATORS OF THESE PROBLEMS AND HOW CAN THEY BE ADDRESSED?

• QUALITY OF SPACE.  Quality-of-space issues can be identified by recognizing that you do have space on 
campus, but it may not meet your current programmatic needs. For example, your buildings were not 
designed for their current use, as seen at one institution that purchased a car dealership and adapted the 
space to suit its needs and at another that purchased a convent and converted the dormitory rooms into office 
space, each with its own sink. Many older buildings do not conform to current standards: you have open 
space when you need private offices, you have outdated science laboratories, or you have classrooms that are 
not updated to address new pedagogy and technology needs.

Before you build new facilities, you need to ask questions such as: Can we upgrade the existing facilities? Can 
we relocate departments to maximize utility? Can we use creative designs to adapt unconventional space to 
our needs? A space planner at one institution noted that the quality of the space affected people’s attitudes 
and behaviors; people who were assigned to new or renovated space had positive feelings and were more 
interactive and welcoming. The quality of the space made them feel better about themselves, their work, and 
their university.

• LOCATION OF SPACE.  Perhaps you have space, but it is not where you want or need it. Departments may not 
have contiguous space, or their space may be located outside the academic or campus core away from other 
campus services and programs. One campus was physically divided by a major roadway, resulting in an east 
and west campus; one side was built as the original campus and the other was less desirable expansion space 
consisting of pre-existing buildings on the “wrong side of the road.” At another campus, the provost noted: 
“We do have some vacant offices and vacant spaces but they’re not necessarily in the right places for certain 
things. They’re on the edges of campus or that sort of thing, which doesn’t fit. So that’s why I say we don’t 
have much available space.” On another campus, the area around the campus green was identified as most 
desirable because it is the core area for campus activity.

Questions you can ask include: Can you move departments around to locate related offices in contiguous 
space? Can you develop an interdisciplinary approach to space that takes advantage of a department’s 
scattered locations? Can you improve services to enhance perimeter locations? Can you incentivize 
departmental relocation to less desirable locations on campus? One campus successfully offered a 
department more space than it requested to relocate to a less desirable location on campus.

• QUANTITY OF SPACE. You have examined all of your space, determined that all available space is fully 
utilized, and concluded that your institution has outgrown its footprint. One institution recognized that while 
it had a surplus of classrooms during the day, the classrooms were used to capacity during the evening due to 
the large number of part-time undergraduate and graduate students. To accommodate this imbalance, the 
institution established satellite campuses that relieved the shortage of classrooms in the evening and adopted 
an alternative scheduling model that utilized classrooms on weekends. Fluctuating enrollments have caused 
some departments to be overcrowded, while others have excess space, as seen at an institution that 
discovered a department hoarding space by creating a women’s graduate lounge, a men’s graduate lounge, 
and a fraternity room.
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Questions you need to consider are: Have you really fully utilized your space? Can you increase the hours and 
days of facility usage? Is building a new building the best alternative? Can you lease or purchase an existing 
building in the vicinity? Can you move some services or departments off campus to free up space? One 
campus planner noted that the institution preferred space to get tight on campus before leasing additional 
space in adjacent buildings. Using that method, the institution can increase its space incrementally. After 
examining your campus situation, you may find that you need to engage in a combination of new 
construction, renovations to existing buildings, purchases of buildings, and leases of private space in the 
surrounding area.

Most importantly, have you engaged the campus community in these space discussions? Stakeholders on 
campus may have ideas and suggestions that have not been discussed. Can departments openly discuss the 
space challenges and propose solutions? Can you facilitate collegial discussions with all stakeholders that 
result in cooperative efforts to resolve these issues? Take time to listen and promote open communication. 
Pay attention to the process.

WHAT’S THE PROCESS?

Once you have a better understanding of your space-related challenges, do you have an effective and efficient process to 
make decisions? The findings of this study  related to decision making can be translated into four fundamental, 
interrelated components that enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of space management decision making in public 
higher education institutions. The first component pertains to process. The existence of a defined space management 
decision-making process was shown to be instrumental. This process starts with a protocol for requesting space that 
includes criteria for the evaluation of requests, prioritization, communication, and implementation. A protocol for 
requesting space was an important part of the overall decision-making process because it required requestors to fully 
explain their needs and provided the necessary information and rationale for the request, explaining how the requested 
space aligns with the institution’s mission and priorities.

Components two and three are related to the composition of the decision-making authority. Recognizing the importance 
of space on campus, decisions regarding its allocation are often under the purview of executive-level administrators. The 
three campuses in this study identified the president, the vice president of administration and finance, and the vice 
president of academic affairs as having the final decision-making authority. However, two important strategies that make 
up components two and three were identified to limit their direct involvement in the process, thus saving their time and 
expertise for other critical institutional issues. Component two is the effective delegation of authority. Decisions on space 
management issues were more effective and efficient when executive officers were able to delegate their space-related 
responsibilities to others with expertise in this area who were able to focus more of their time on space management 
issues. The third component to the success of this strategy is to ensure that those delegated to have complete knowledge of  
and commitment to institutional priorities, as well as access to accurate data.

This leads to the fourth component, which pertains to the quality of the data maintained on campus; both quantitative and 
qualitative data are necessary in the space management decision-making process. Data-driven models and up-to-date, 
accurate space inventories are important to maintain an overall view of space on campus, but quantitative data need to be 
augmented by qualitative data to account for all the variables.
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     HOW CAN YOU PUT THESE FINDINGS INTO PRACTICE?

• ESTABLISH A PROCESS  for requesting, reviewing, and making space-related decisions. A process will 
standardize procedure and make it more transparent. The process needs to be clearly identified and 
communicated to the campus community. The process should include criteria for the evaluation of requests, 
prioritization, communication, and implementation. The process should also require requestors to fully 
explain their needs, provide the necessary information and rationale for the request, and explain how the 
request aligns with the institution’s mission and priorities. One institution identified both a top-down 
process and a bottom-up process to accommodate requests coming from the administration as well as the 
academic departments. One faculty administrator emphasized the importance of having a process: “Faculty 
need to know that they are being listened to. You have to have a process in place. You’re gonna come to the 
same end but if you don’t do it right, . . . . Then faculty can be very, very resistant.”

• DELEGATE DECISION-MAKING AUTHORITY.  Recognize and identify the levels of authority required for 
different types of space-related requests; typically, assistant vice presidents or vice provosts were given space 
allocation responsibilities. Do not burden the highest level executives with concerns related to incremental 
space issues or minor renovations. A vice president of administration and finance commented about his and 
the provost’s involvement in space management decision making: “The provost and I . . . decided we don’t 
need to be in this minutia . . . we both finally decided, what the heck are we doing sitting here listening to 20 
square feet for you know, program x.” Developing and maintaining trust in the next level of administrators is 
critical; one vice president remarked: “If I didn’t trust them, I wouldn’t be giving them the job.” Delegating 
authority results in a more open and transparent process. Identify criteria for when chief executives must be 
consulted, such as expenditure limits, major renovations, or legal challenges.

• DESIGN AN EFFECTIVE SPACE COMMITTEE. Space committees in this study were comprised of space 
planners and representatives from the provost’s office and the office of administration and finance. 
Knowledgeable committee members can identify available space based on the requestor’s needs. It is critical 
to determine who is best situated to make space-related decisions. What expertise do you need on the 
committee? On one campus, the role of the space committee was to listen to the campus community, review 
all relevant information, and make recommendations on major space issues to the vice presidents, who then 
made final decisions based on those recommendations. Another campus gave the space committee decision-
making authority and the vice presidents served as an appeals committee. To create an effective space 
committee, the members must be well informed about campus priorities and trusted to act in the best 
interest of the institution.

• COLLECT ACCURATE DATA. Both quantitative and qualitative data are necessary to effectively make space-
related decisions. Maintain an accurate inventory of space and its use; conduct annual space inventories and 
audits. All space modifications must be reported to the institution’s office of space management to be entered 
in the master database. Numbers alone do not provide enough information; someone has to be familiar with 
the physical space and conduct regular inspections to evaluate usage and condition. For example, one 
inspection revealed a graduate student living in a research laboratory. Not all functional usage can be 
described by square footage. National standards and guidelines for space allocation are important for new 
construction, but are less relevant when applied to older buildings. One space planner noted that conducting 

                                                                                              Planning for Higher Education V41N1 | 69



a personal inspection of space not only enhances data collection, but also helps to build a network of people 
knowledgeable about space in their unit. This approach leads to the development of personal relationships 
and builds trust between the facilities department and the academic department. Another institution made 
all space-related data available online for the campus community.

CONCLUSIONS

This article provides an examination of space management issues on campus and the conditions that shape the campus 
space management decision-making process. A better understanding of this process enables decision makers to enhance 
practice through the development of institutional policies and procedures that clarify who participates and how much time 
and effort are required.

The most pressing implication for practice is the importance of establishing a process for space management decision 
making. This process needs to include stakeholders and be clearly identified and communicated to the campus 
community. Authority and responsibility for decision making should be delegated to administrators who are 
knowledgeable about both space on campus and institutional priorities. Space planners need to collect and maintain 
accurate data based on both quantitative and qualitative analyses in order to make valid recommendations to the decision 
makers. Having designated personnel to maintain and analyze space data is important in that it frees up the time of higher  
level administrators and utilizes the skills and expertise of another group of professionals.

The most pressing implication for practice is the importance of establishing a process
for space management decision making.

Although some campuses had detailed criteria for space committees and decision-making processes, the campus 
community was not always well informed or knowledgeable about either. A lack of good communication made many 
members of the academic community unaware of how space was really managed on campus.

Additional findings indicate that institutional priorities need to drive decision making, and individuals who bring an 
institutional perspective should participate at the highest level. Campuswide planning processes that are intended to 
identify priorities, such as strategic planning, master planning, and academic program planning, are often decentralized 
and lack integration, which negatively impacts their overall effectiveness. When planning is integrated and well 
communicated, plans for expansion of programs and enrollments can be considered as they relate to current and future 
space needs. Educational innovation requires infrastructure flexibility and adaptability, both of which are also necessary 
to accommodate uneven growth and constant change.
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NOTE

1. This article is based on research for the author’s dissertation, “Space and Power in the Ivory Tower: Decision 
Making in Public Higher Education.” The author agreed to keep all institutions anonymous when reporting 
findings.
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