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Abstract: In an era defined by a “polycrisis” of demographic shifts and economic volatility, higher 
education institutions must evolve from compliance-based assessment to integrated institutional 
intelligence. Drawing on findings from a mixed-methods sequential explanatory study (N = 111) 
designed to diagnose systemic operational failures, this article uses the Institutional Ecological Systems 
framework to map “friction points” in administrative and student support services. Findings reveal a 
profound ecosystemic dysbiosis in which practitioners psychologically value assessment (M = 4.46), yet 
execution is paralyzed by three specific domains of entropy. These include the “Activity Trap” 
(Microsystem failure), in which high metabolic effort yields low strategic utility; the “Silo Effect” 
(Mesosystem failure), characterized by a lack of lateral connectivity; and the “Starvation Cycle” 
(Exosystem failure), in which data use is decoupled from resource allocation. To resolve this 
dissociation, this article proposes a model of Integrated Efficiency. By pivoting from structural 
compliance to physiological function, specifically the Sensory, Circulatory, and Metabolic functions, 
institutions can utilize strategies like the Friction Audit and Lateral Verification to shift from vertical 
compliance to horizontal intelligence.  
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Introduction  
Higher education currently exists within what Tooze (2022) defines as a “polycrisis.” This term does not 
describe a linear sequence of problems; rather, it denotes a tangled knot of global instability in which 
demographic cliffs, economic uncertainty, geopolitical fracture, and the rapid obsolescence of 
traditional knowledge by artificial intelligence (AI) converge to create systemic fragility. In higher 
education, this is not merely a rainy day; it is a climate-change event. The enrollment cliff is no longer a 
forecast; it is a demographic reality (Schuette, 2023). Public skepticism regarding the Return on 
Investment of a degree has reached historic highs; recent data reveals that nearly half of Americans 
believe a degree is less important for securing well-paying employment than it was 20 years ago, and 
only 22% view the cost as justifiable if student loans are required (Pew Research Center, 2024).  
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In this environment, the margin for operational inefficiency has collapsed. The university cannot afford 
to operate as a static machine defined by rigid hierarchies. It must evolve into an adaptive organism 
capable of sensing and responding to threats in real time. Institutions can no longer afford to view the 
assessment of administrative and student support services as a bureaucratic obligation. Instead, 
understanding the institutional infrastructure supporting these operational units, spanning the 
developmental impact of Advising to the transactional precision of Facilities and Human Resources , 
must be reconceptualized as the institution’s immune system. Just as a biological organism relies on 
sensory feedback to detect pathogens and regulate health, a university relies on data to detect friction 
and regulate survival. 
 
Despite this existential urgency, a dangerous blind spot remains. While academic outcomes 
assessment has a well-established history and a robust body of literature, the assessment of 
operational units remains significantly more opaque. As Tinto (2015) argues, these units form the 
operational bedrock of the institution and directly influence retention. If these units assess for 
“compliance” rather than for “impact,” the institution is effectively flying blind. The pressure for 
accountability has created a “Compliance Trap,” in which external pressure forces institutions to 
prioritize the appearance of accountability over the function of improvement, leading to a culture of 
“compliance fatigue” in which assessment is viewed as a tax on time rather than a strategic asset. 
Drawing on the findings from a mixed-methods study (N = 111) (Wells, in press) designed to diagnose 
these systemic failures, this article presents a strategic blueprint to shift from vertical compliance 
(reporting up to accreditors to prove competence) to horizontal intelligence (verifying across units to 
ensure survival). A new model of Integrated Efficiency is proposed. To avoid conflating “efficiency” 
with “austerity,” Integrated Efficiency is defined not as the consolidation of resources but as the 
liberation of talent.  
 
Crucially, this model distinguishes between practitioners, the agents actively engaging in the 
continuous improvement process, and staff and students, who indirectly benefit or suffer based on the 
outcomes of those decisions. The goal of Integrated Efficiency is to reduce the burden on the latter by 
sharpening the insights of the former. The model is the systematic removal of bureaucratic friction (in 
the Microsystem) and the connection of siloed intelligence (in the Mesosystem) that prevents staff 
from doing the work they love. The goal is to transform data collection into institutional movement, 
ensuring that every unit contributes to the collective agility required to navigate the polycrisis. 

Literature Review & Theoretical Framework 
To effectively diagnose why standard continuous improvement models often fail in administrative and 
student support contexts, analysis must extend beyond the process to the environment. This study 
integrates Institutional Ecological Theory to map the structural terrain of the university and adapts 
physiological concepts to understand how agents sustain energy within that terrain. 
 
The Institutional Ecological Architecture: Mapping the Friction 
Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory (EST), this framework reimagines the 
university not as a rigid hierarchy but as a dynamic, nested ecosystem (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1  
The Integrated Efficiency Model  
 

 
 
Note: Concept by Author; visualization rendered by Gemini (Google, 2026).
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While grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s layers, structural maps alone cannot explain operational failure in 
a high-pressure environment. To address this, the model is adapted to an Institutional Ecological 
Framework, explicitly acknowledging the ‘human factor’ in the machine and the biological reality of the 
agent. By synthesizing Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and Cognitive Load Theory 
(Sweller, 2023), the framework accounts for the physiological and psychological limits of the agents 
and staff. This theoretical triangulation posits that in the current polycrisis, the defining constraint of 
the ecosystem is not merely the external threat, but the finite metabolic bandwidth and cognitive load 
of those tasked with mitigating it. 
 
Individual agency is constrained by five distinct structural layers, each exerting specific pressures on 
the assessment practitioner: 
 

• The Microsystem (The Unit Reality): This is the immediate environment where staff 
operate and have direct interactions: their office, their colleagues, email inboxes, and 
specific software. In this study, the microsystem is characterized by “Cognitive Load” and 
“Metabolic Drag.” When assessment protocols are overly complex, staff become fatigued 
and lack the bandwidth to comply. 

• The Mesosystem (The Structural Hole): This layer consists of the interconnections between 
microsystems (e.g., the communication channels between Financial Aid and Housing). It 
serves as the connective tissue of the university. Friction occurs here in the form of deep 
silos and low “network density,” in which information generated in one unit fails to reach 
others that need it. 

• The Exosystem (The External Mandate): This comprises external environments that staff do 
not actively participate in, but which profoundly affect them, such as institutional 
leadership, accreditation bodies, and state legislatures. This layer exerts “Selection 
Pressure” on the institution. The fear of retrenchment often originates here, trickling down 
and causing agents to hide data rather than use it for improvement. 

• The Macrosystem (The Cultural Blueprint): This represents the institution’s overarching 
cultural patterns, societal norms, economic conditions, and the public narrative regarding 
the value of higher education. Currently, this layer is defined by a “Legitimacy Crisis,” where 
the shift from viewing education as a public good to a private commodity forces assessment 
into a defensive posture. 
The Chronosystem (The Temporal Dimension): This involves the patterning of 
environmental events over time. It highlights the “Volatility” of the current polycrisis, 
contrasting the rapid acceleration of external threats (AI, demographic cliffs) against the 
slow, annual cadence of the traditional assessment cycle. 

Institutional Physiology: From Structure to Function 
While the Institutional Ecological layers describe where the friction occurs, the institution must rely on 
specific physiological functions to resolve it. Moving beyond standard leadership theories, this 
framework identifies three vital functions required to maintain the organism’s health in a hostile 
environment: 
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1. The Sensory Function (Microsystem Health): Just as a biological immune system relies on 
receptors to detect pathogens, the institution must possess a sensing mechanism to detect 
operational friction. This function pairs the “learning outcome” with operational outcomes (i.e., 
measuring efficiency, service satisfaction, and effectiveness), to enact the friction audit, not 
only asking “Did the student learn?” but also “Where did the student or process stall?” and 
“Was the process efficient?” 

2. The Circulatory Function (Mesosystem Health): A complex organism cannot survive if 
oxygenated blood remains trapped in the heart. Similarly, an institution cannot survive if data 
remains trapped in a silo. The Circulatory Function ensures network density by moving 
intelligence laterally from the units that collect it to the units that require it for survival. 

3. The Metabolic Function (Exosystem Regulation): Every organism has a finite amount of energy. 
The Metabolic Function regulates the “energy cost” of compliance. It ensures that the caloric 
expenditure of assessment (collecting data) does not exceed the caloric value of the insight 
(using data). 
 

To synthesize these complex theoretical overlays, Table 1 presents a conceptual matrix that aligns each 
ecological layer with its corresponding physiological function, the specific form of entropy that plagues 
it, and the proposed strategic interventions. 
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Table 1 
 
The Integrated Efficiency Conceptual Matrix 
 
Ecological 
Layer 

Physiological 
Function 

The Entropy 
(The Problem) 

The Definition The Strategy (The 
Solution) 

Microsystem Sensory The Activity 
Trap 

High metabolic 
effort (data 
collection) with 
low strategic 
utility 
(decision-
making). 

The Friction 
Audit (Kill 
Lists) 

Friction 
Forecasting 
(Monitoring 
Velocity 
Metrics) 

Mesosystem Circulatory The Silo Effect A lack of lateral 
connectivity 
prevents 
intelligence 
from traveling 
between units. 

Lateral 
Exchange 
(Social 
Proof) 

Signal 
Detection 
(Cross-
Functional 
Warning 
Systems) 

Exosystem Metabolic The 
Starvation 
Cycle 

The decoupling 
of data 
evidence from 
resource 
allocation. 

Evidence-
First 
Standard 
(Currency 
Conversion) 

Agile 
Resourcing 
(Trigger-
Based 
Funding) 

Macrosystem The 
Blueprint 

The 
Legitimacy 
Crisis 

The erosion of 
public trust 
and internal 
belief in the 
institution’s 
value. 

Integrated Efficiency (The 
cumulative result of 
implementing the 
recommended strategies) 

Chronosystem Temporal Asynchrony The gap 
between rapid 
external 
threats 
(Polycrisis) and 
slow internal 
reporting. 

Living Data Stack (Real-
Time Synchronization) 
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Operational Focus: The Sphere of Control 
While the Macrosystem and Chronosystem provide the critical context of the polycrisis, this paper 
primarily focuses its diagnostic lens on the Microsystem, Mesosystem, and Exosystem. These three 
layers represent the “sphere of control” versus “sphere of influence”. While practitioners cannot 
directly control the Exosystem, they can control the evidence pipeline. Focusing on these layers 
supports identifying specific “friction points,” such as a lack of time or cognitive load (Microsystem), a 
lack of collaboration (Mesosystem), and fear of policy (Exosystem), that can be directly addressed 
through strategic intervention. By identifying friction points (Microsystem) and siloed failures 
(Mesosystem), practitioners provide irrefutable data to inform and ultimately compel institutional 
decision-making.  
 
Although the distinctions between “Administrative,” “Student Support,” and “Student Affairs” units 
can be professionally significant, this study examines them through the Institutional Ecological lens as a 
unified Operational Ecosystem. Whether a unit is Transactional (e.g., The Registrar ensuring 
registration speed) or Developmental (e.g., Student Life ensuring belonging), both are constrained by 
the same Mesosystem silos and Exosystem pressures. Therefore, this framework analyzes the shared 
“metabolic health” of the infrastructure that supports the student journey, rather than the pedagogical 
nuances of specific departments. 
 
By synthesizing these constructs, an Integrated Efficiency Model is proposed that moves beyond the 
traditional audit culture, which looks backward to judge performance, toward a new model that looks 
forward to ensure institutions not only survive but thrive. In this model, assessment functions as a 
sensor, not to enforce rules but to generate the adaptive space required for the institution to evolve. 
Crucially, this focus acknowledges that the Macrosystem is not a static monolith but an emergent 
property; by systematically reducing metabolic drag in the Microsystem and repairing connectivity in 
the Mesosystem, practitioners effectively help rewrite the institution’s cultural code from the bottom 
up. 

Method 
Research Design 
This article uses data from a mixed-methods sequential explanatory study (Wells, in press) to diagnose 
systemic barriers that impede the assessment of administrative and student support services. While 
the primary study focused on descriptive barriers, this analysis applies an Institutional Ecological lens 
to contextualize those patterns. Phase 1 involved a quantitative survey (N = 111) to identify friction 
points, while Phase 2 used semi-structured interviews (N = 16) to illuminate the root causes underlying 
those patterns. 
 
Participants 
The survey sample (N = 111) was purposively diverse to ensure field-wide validity. As shown in Table 2, 
the majority of respondents (56%) identified as Mid-Level Administrators (e.g., Deans, Directors), the 
critical “middle management” layer responsible for operationalizing strategy, followed by Staff (36%). 
Institutional representation comprised 4-year (83%) and 2-year (12%) institutions, with public (48%) 
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and private (35%) governance. Notably, nearly half of the respondents (47.9%) reported that 
assessment is a “High Priority” in their department, providing a baseline of intent against which we 
could measure execution. 
 
Table 2 
 
Participant Demographics (N = 77) 
 
Category Sub-Category n % 
Professional Role Mid-Level Administrator  43 56% 
 

Staff 28 36% 
 

Senior Administrator 2 3% 
 

Other 4 5% 

Institution Type Public 4-Year University 37 48% 
 

Private 4-Year University 27 35% 
 

Public 2-Year College 9 12% 
 

Other 4 5% 

Enrollment Size Over 20,000 34 45% 
 

10,001 – 20,000 16 21% 
 

1,000 – 5,000 18 24% 
 

5,001 – 10,000 7 9% 
 

Under 1,000 1 1% 

Note: Demographic data derived from study findings. Items were optional. 
 
Instrumentation 
The instrument consisted of nine sections (Cronbach’s α ranging from .813 to .859). The first seven 
measured perceptions across key operational domains, such as Resource Support, Communication, and 
Assessment Culture, using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). Section 8 
collected qualitative insights via six open-ended prompts on barriers and strategies (n = 45-69 
responses per item). Section 9 collected optional demographic data, yielding 77 complete profiles. The 
interview protocol focused on three core domains: the perceived experience of assessment, structural 
barriers, and strategies for overcoming resistance. A selection of the primary survey and interview 
items used in this analysis is available in Appendices A and B, respectively. 
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Procedure and Analysis 
The research protocol received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (Approval #: 25-105). All 
participants provided informed consent. To ensure anonymity, all identifying information was removed 
during transcription, and no personally identifiable information (PII) was linked to the quantitative 
dataset. Interview participants were known to the researcher. However, their identities and 
institutional affiliations were kept strictly confidential. In reporting findings, pseudonyms or role 
descriptors are used to ensure that narrative data cannot be traced back to a specific individual or 
institution. 
 
Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics to identify central tendencies regarding 
institutional culture. To quantify the system’s metabolic speed, an “Institutional Agility Index” was 
established as a composite variable. This index aggregated mean scores from three specific items 
measuring responsiveness, lateral connectivity, and resource mobility: (1) ‘My institution is agile and 
responsive to change,’ (2) ‘Departments collaborate effectively,’ and (3) ‘There is a straightforward 
process for requesting additional resources.’ The composite score (M = 2.70, SD = 0.87) served as a 
valuable descriptive baseline for diagnosing asynchrony between external threats (Chronosystem) and 
internal response times. Additionally, the analysis quantified the gap between Value (e.g., “Assessment 
is valuable,” M = 4.46) and Action (e.g., “Tracking impact,” M = 2.69).  
 
Qualitative data were subject to a rigorous thematic analysis using a hybrid inductive/deductive coding 
scheme. While the primary study identified descriptive themes, this analysis mapped narrative data 
back to the Institutional Ecological Framework, identifying specific toxins in the Microsystem (e.g., lack 
of time) and blockages in the Mesosystem (e.g., siloed data) to diagnose the root causes of operational 
friction. 

Findings: Diagnosing the Dissociation 
The integrated analysis of survey and interview data revealed that resistance to assessment is not an 
attitude problem. It is an ecological system failure evident by a profound dissociation between 
institutional intent and operational reality. The findings depict an ecosystem in dysbiosis in which the 
institution is philosophically aligned with the concept of assessment but structurally incapacitated in its 
execution. These failures are categorized into three primary Domains of Entropy, mapping the specific 
friction points where institutional energy is lost before it can be converted into intelligence. This 
indicates that the execution is plagued by structural friction and metabolic drag. 
 
Diagnostic 1: The Activity Trap (Microsystem Failure) 
The most critical finding is the statistical conflict between data collection and data utility. Survey 
respondents overwhelmingly agreed that using assessment findings to improve services is valuable (M 
= 4.46) and constitutes a tool for “continuous improvement” (M = 4.26). Ideally, this strong 
psychological buy-in should correlate with robust practice. However, the data reveal a collapse in the 
execution phase; the item measuring whether departments have a process for tracking the impact of 
decisions received one of the lowest ratings in the survey (M = 2.69). This disconnect represents the 
“Activity Trap,” a state of Microsystem failure where high metabolic effort yields low strategic utility. 
Staff are expending metabolic energy generating reports to satisfy the “compliance burden,” yet the 
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system lacks the mechanism to convert that energy into decision-making. One Director reinforces this, 
arguing that without a mechanism to “see what’s not working quite right” in real-time, the data 
becomes a historical artifact rather than a navigational tool.  
 
While the institutional ideology champions “continuous improvement,” the operational blueprint 
rewards “continuous compliance,” creating a cultural dissonance that paralyzes staff. This friction is 
frequently exacerbated by what can be termed the “Vendor-Driven Assessment Complex.” Institutions 
often adopt commercial assessment platforms designed for massive data warehousing rather than 
agile intelligence. These systems prioritize the volume of input over the velocity of insight, demanding 
high-metabolic labor from staff to populate complex fields that yield no immediate operational value. 
This industrializes the production of “zombie metrics,” data collected to feed a software requirement 
rather than to solve a problem. As one Director noted, institutions often purchase complex “Cadillac” 
systems that overwhelm staff capacity, when a reliable “Honda” would reduce cognitive load and 
actually facilitate use. Consequently, staff view assessment as a punitive audit rather than a generative 
process, resulting in an entropic loop where energy is expended but not converted into intelligence. 
The institution is generating reports that no one reads to satisfy mandates that no one understands. As 
one participant noted, the process feels like “drudgery,” in which they “feed the beast, but the beast 
never feeds us.” This creates an entropic loop where energy is expended but not converted. One 
administrator described the demoralizing reality of this “black hole” effect: “It was so frustrating to go 
through the effort... submit it and get a ‘thank you,’ and that was it.” The energy dissipates before it 
can become intelligence, resulting in a high-effort, low-yield cycle.  
 
Diagnostic 2: The Silo Effect (Mesosystem Failure) 
In the context of the polycrisis, speed and responsiveness are survival metrics. The ‘Institutional Agility 
Index’ revealed systemic sclerosis. The composite mean of 2.70 (SD = 0.87) indicates that practitioners 
view their institution as unable to adapt to external threats. This paralysis was consistent across all 
three dimensions of the index: institutional responsiveness (M = 2.70), lateral collaboration (M = 2.76), 
and the ability to request resources (M = 2.64). These low scores confirm that the ‘metabolic’ functions 
of the institution are operating at a deficit.  
 
Through the lens of the Chronosystem, this indicates a lethal asynchrony. The external environment 
(AI, demographics) is accelerating, but the institutional metabolism remains static. As one participant 
noted, the time required to “retrain staff” and navigate turnover creates a lag, making assessment data 
a static snapshot rather than real-time intelligence. This paralysis is driven by a failure of the 
Mesosystem. Institutional Ecological theory relies on the connective tissue between units to function, 
but the finding that departments do not “collaborate effectively” (M = 2.76) indicates a severed 
nervous system. The lack of network density manifests not only as silence but also as active friction, 
described by participants as “random hostility” among units competing for resources, thereby 
attacking the institution’s own connective tissue. 
 
Qualitative data reinforce this isolation, describing “structural holes” in which distinct units, such as 
Facilities and Human Resources, do not perceive themselves as part of the same ecosystem. Without 
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lateral connectivity, the institution cannot transmit intelligence across boundaries, leaving it unable to 
adapt to external threats in real time. 
 
Diagnostic 3: The Starvation Cycle (Exosystem Failure) 
Finally, the data expose a dangerous disconnect between assessment and resource allocation. While 
leadership appears to support assessment (M = 3.28), the mechanism for requesting additional 
resources based on assessment data is perceived as virtually nonexistent (M = 2.64). This creates a 
“Starvation Cycle” in which units are asked to improve but are denied the fuel required to enact the 
changes their data suggests. 
 
This resource blockade is exacerbated by exosystem pressures associated with the polycrisis. The 
threat is not theoretical. Participants described “professional trauma” from retrenchment periods 
where data was used “to eliminate programs and positions,” permanently branding assessment as a 
predator rather than a partner, transforming it from a tool for growth into a threat to survival. When 
the external environment is viewed through a lens of retrenchment, agents naturally hide data to 
protect their Microsystems, further degrading institutional intelligence. 

Discussion & Strategies: The Integrated Efficiency Playbook 
To dismantle barriers such as the Activity Trap and immunize against compliance fatigue, institutions 
must move from vertical compliance to Integrated Efficiency. Three strategies, informed by the study’s 
“bright spot” findings, are proposed. Crucially, these strategies are designed for institutional decision-
makers and practitioners who manage units or divisions, enabling them to exert influence or make top-
level policy changes to shift the institution from static control to dynamic adaptation. 
 
Strategy 1: From Friction Audit to Friction Forecasting (The Sensory Function) 
 

• Strategic Focus: Repairing the Microsystem and Sensing Function 
• Target Layer: The Microsystem (Unit Reality) 
• The Shift: From Compliance (Did we do it?) to Velocity (Where does it stall?) 

 
Operational units must shift from an administrative focus to a sensory focus. A primary barrier 
identified was difficulty in identifying relevant metrics (M = 3.30) or in grafting “Student Learning 
Outcomes” onto operational units such as Information Technology (IT) or the Mailroom. Traditional 
assessment enforces compliance through control. While developmental units (e.g., Career Services, 
Advising) play a critical role in assessing student learning, this pedagogical inquiry cannot function if 
the institutional infrastructure is broken. A student cannot demonstrate learning from a workshop they 
could not register for due to a broken interface.  
 
Therefore, to ensure survival and reduce cognitive load, pivoting to a friction audit is recommended. 
Instead of just asking “What did the student learn?”, operational units should also ask “Was the 
process efficient?”  However, identifying the stall is merely sensing; to drive improvement, this data 
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must trigger circulatory function, a temporary, protected zone where conflicting units (e.g., Registrar 
and Financial Aid) can collide to co-create a solution without the constraints of formal hierarchy.  
To thrive, operational units must evolve from only performing autopsies on failed processes to 
forecasting friction before it becomes fatal. Instead of only asking the lagging questions, practitioners 
should measure “Velocity Metrics,” leading indicators that predict attrition. Instead of only tracking 
“Number of Unanswered Calls” (Lagging), track “Average Time to Resolution” (Leading). If the time 
required to resolve a Financial Aid ticket increases by 10% on Monday, units can predict a decline in 
registration on Friday. Implement “Trigger Points.” If a leading indicator (e.g., student wait time) 
exceeds a specified threshold, it triggers an immediate micro-intervention (e.g., deploying cross-
trained staff) to restore flow before a stall occurs. 
 
Metrics such as Time-to-Resolution and Process Handoffs align operations with student success without 
forcing pedagogical language onto staff in transactional operational units. By focusing on friction, the 
institution reduces the “cognitive load” on staff, freeing up metabolic energy for innovation. 
Practitioners should implement a “Kill List” mechanism in which one zombie metric is removed for 
every new metric added. This approach not only detects operational drag (The Sensory Function) but 
also operationalizes the “Check” phase of the PDCA cycle (Samuel & Farrer, 2025). Furthermore, by 
empowering staff to identify and resolve their own barriers, the audit restores a sense of Autonomy, a 
critical psychological nutrient defined by Self-Determination Theory (McAnally & Hagger, 2024), which 
is essential for combating compliance fatigue. 
 
Strategy 2: Lateral Exchange Protocol and Cross-Functional Signal Detection (The 
Circulatory Function) 
 

• Strategic Focus: Enabling the Function and Repairing the Mesosystem 
• Target Layer: The Mesosystem (Network Density) 
• The Shift: From Vertical Reporting → Horizontal Verification and From “What happened?” 

(Lagging) → “What is coming?” (Leading) 
 
A critical failure identified in the study is the lack of network density in the Mesosystem in which 
information generated in one silo rarely travels to another. To repair the severed Mesosystem, 
institutions must foster “Social Proof,” shifting from vertical reporting to horizontal verification. To 
operationalize this, the “Lateral Exchange Protocol” is proposed. Instead of focusing solely on 
submitting reports vertically to the institution’s assessment office (which reinforces silos), units should 
present one actionable insight to a peer unit (e.g., Housing presents to Advising). This mechanism is 
non-punitive and replaces vertical compliance with horizontal intelligence, ensuring that data travels 
laterally to the agents who need it for survival. 
 
In a complex system, one unit’s lagging indicator is another unit’s leading indicator. The Lateral 
Exchange Protocol must therefore focus on Signal Detection. Instead of asking Housing, “How was 
move-in?”, Advising should ask, “Did you see a spike in roommate conflicts?” A rise in social friction in 
the residence halls (Week 2) is a leading indicator for academic probation (Week 8). Units establish 
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“Forward Operating Data” agreements. If the Bursar sees a spike in payment plan defaults (Leading), 
they immediately alert the Counseling Center, anticipating an increase in mental health appointments 
related to financial stress. 
 
This approach was validated by qualitative findings, in which “low-stakes” engagement strategies were 
coded as the “Tasting Event” Protocol (Author, in press). Facing low engagement, a practitioner hosted 
a chocolate-chip tasting event to teach staff the concept of “sampling.” The data from the tasting was 
used to demonstrate why low response rates skew results. This creative, low-stakes lateral exchange 
builds network density and trust far more effectively than a top-down vertical mandate. 
 
The Silo Effect not only blocks information but also thwarts the psychological need for Relatedness 
(Rigby & Ryan, 2018). By implementing the Lateral Exchange Protocol, leaders foster the ‘social 
connectivity’ required to reduce psychological distress and improve operational velocity, a finding 
supported by recent organizational studies on basic need satisfaction (Forner et al., 2020). 
 
Strategy 3: The “Evidence-First” Standard (The Metabolic Function) 
 

• Strategic Focus: The Administrative Function and the Metabolic Regulator 
• Target Layer: The Chronosystem (Time) and Exosystem (Resources) 
• The Shift: From Bureaucratic Drag → Generative Constraints and 

 
From “Justify the past” (Lagging) → “Fund the future” (Leading) 
In a polycrisis, cognitive bandwidth is a finite resource; when assessment protocols are too complex, 
they create metabolic Drag, in which agents lack the energy to comply. To resolve this, practitioners 
must repurpose their authority to create Generative Constraints that protect their team’s energy and 
synchronize the institution’s internal clock and external reality. First, to address the Chronosystem (the 
mismatch between rapid external change and slow internal reporting), practitioners must synchronize 
the institution’s internal clock with external reality. Recognizing that technological infrastructure varies 
widely, this synchronization can be achieved through one of two protocols, depending on institutional 
resources: 
 
Pathway A: The “Living Data Stack” (For High-Resource/Integrated Contexts)  
Institutions with access to collaborative platforms (e.g., Microsoft 365, Google Workspace, or 
Assessment Management Systems) should abandon static reporting in favor of a Single-Source, Multi-
View Protocol. Rather than authoring separate documents, units maintain a single digital workflow 
(e.g., via Microsoft Lists or Planner) that automatically filters information to three automated views: 
 

• The Signal (Executive View): A real-time dashboard (via Power BI or Excel) linked to the master 
list. This provides leadership with a high-velocity “Red/Yellow/Green” risk assessment, allowing 
executives to monitor solvency and agility metrics in real time without waiting for the annual 
cycle. 
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• The Stream (Tactical View): A dynamic workflow board (via Kanban or Lists) used by Directors 
to track operational friction in real-time. Peers can view each other’s boards to immediately 
identify “Silo Effects.” 

• The Vault (Archival View): A structured backend repository (via SharePoint or AMS) where raw 
evidence is stored immediately upon creation, archiving data naturally as work occurs. 
 

Pathway B: The “1-3-30” Reporting Structure (For Low-Resource/Analog Contexts)  
For institutions where advanced dashboards are unavailable or where culture dictates static 
documentation, practitioners should adopt the 1-3-30 Reporting Structure. This manual protocol 
achieves the same temporal segmentation by strictly formatting communication based on the 
audience’s time horizon: 
 

• 1-Page Impact Brief (Real-Time Solvency): A summary for the institutional leadership and 
decision-makers, focusing strictly on risk, solvency, and agility metrics. This document is 
prioritized for speed and decision-making. 

• 3-Page Tactical Brief (Operational Tempo): A mid-length report for peer Deans and Directors, 
focusing on operational friction and resource gaps. This ensures that “middle management” 
shares intelligence on a semesterly basis. 

• 30-Page Repository (Archival Time): The full dataset, archived for accreditation evidence but 
accessed only when deep diagnostics are required.  

 
By adopting either the digital or analog version of this protocol, the system ensures that metabolic 
energy is expended on adaptation (solving the problem now) rather than just administration (writing 
the report and archiving the problem for later).  
 
Second, the study revealed that institutions lack a clear mechanism for requesting resources based on 
data. Survival relies on reimbursement; thriving relies on investment. The “Evidence-First” standard 
should be upgraded to “Trigger-Based Resourcing.” Instead of asking, “Did we have enough staff last 
year?”, leadership should ask, “What enrollment signal automatically releases contingency funds?” To 
address the Exosystem and solve the “Starvation Cycle,” the “Evidence-First” approach is 
recommended: 
 

• Leadership should establish pre-approved resource “packets” attached to leading indicators. 
For example, if “FAFSA errors” exceed 15% (Leading), a temporary budget code for overtime 
pay is automatically unlocked. This eliminates the bureaucratic lag associated with requesting 
permission during a crisis, allowing the metabolism to ramp up immediately when threats are 
detected. However, during calmer times, leadership must install a budget lock in the form of a 
“Currency Conversion” mechanism as an ideal generative constraint, mandating that no request 
for new funding or personnel be processed without an attached data artifact from the previous 
assessment cycle. 

• Practitioners should enforce a unit-level evidence standard. While a Director cannot compel the 
University to change its budget policy, they can institute a rule that no internal funding or 
personnel request leaves their desk without being data-informed. 
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By implementing the evidence-first approach, data becomes the currency paid to gain access to 
resources. This converts assessment from a compliance “tax” into institutional “currency,” incentivizing 
the “Closing the Loop” behavior by making it the exclusive pathway to resource acquisition. If you 
don’t have currency (data), you can’t “shop.” 

Conclusion 
The era of “assessment for compliance” is over. The institutions that survive the polycrisis will not be 
those with the thickest compliance reports, but those with the fastest nervous systems. By adopting 
the Integrated Efficiency Model, focusing on reducing friction, connecting silos, and incentivizing data 
use, higher education leaders can transform their operational units from silent silos into the resilient 
engines of student success and institutional effectiveness. 
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Appendix A: Survey Protocol (Selected Items) 
Note. Due to space constraints, this appendix presents the specific items used to construct the 
“Institutional Agility Index” and the “Domains of Entropy” discussed in this analysis. The full instrument 
is available from the corresponding author upon request. Items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale 
(1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). 
Section 1: Departmental Administrative Outcomes Assessment Challenges Please indicate your level 
of agreement or disagreement based on your experiences with outcomes assessment. 

• It is challenging to identify relevant metrics to measure outcomes effectively.  
• It is challenging to balance outcomes assessment with other departmental priorities.  
• External mandates (e.g., accreditation requirements) make administrative outcomes 

assessment more challenging.  
Section 2: Effectiveness of Current Departmental Assessment Practices 

• My department’s assessment practices facilitate continuous improvement in our services.  
• My department’s assessment findings have led to noticeable improvements in the quality of 

our services.  
Section 3: Aligning Assessment with Departmental Decision-Making 

• My department uses assessment data to inform resource allocation decisions.  
• My department has a process for tracking the impact of decisions made based on assessment 

data.  
Section 5: Perceptions of Current Institutional Practices Items marked with an asterisk () comprise the 
“Institutional Agility Index.”* 

• My institution encourages collaboration and systems thinking across departments to enhance 
holistic institutional effectiveness.  

• *Departments collaborate effectively to share assessment resources and strategies.  
• *My institution is agile and responsive to change.  
• Institutional leadership actively supports and champions assessment initiatives.  

Section 7: Resources and Support for Assessment 
• My department has the dedicated time and resources allocated for outcomes assessment 

activities.  
• *There is a straightforward process for requesting additional resources for outcomes 

assessment.  
• My institution provides adequate support (e.g., personnel, technology, tools, databases) for 

departments conducting outcomes assessment.  
Section 9: Demographic Information (Selected) 

• What is your primary professional role at your institution? (Senior Administrator, Mid-Level 
Administrator, Staff).  

• How involved are you in assessment processes at your institution?  
• What type of institution do you work at?  

 
Appendix B: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol (Selected Items) 

Note. Due to space constraints, this appendix presents the specific items used to construct the 
“Institutional Agility Index” and the “Domains of Entropy” discussed in this analysis. The full instrument 
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is available from the corresponding author upon request. Items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale 
(1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). 
Introduction & Consent 

• Protocol: Establish confidentiality, explain the “Complexity/Systems” focus (understanding 
underlying mechanisms), and obtain verbal consent. 

Part 1: The Lived Experience of Assessment 
1. How would you describe your current role and your involvement with assessment at your 

institution? 
2. When you hear the phrase “outcomes assessment,” what is your immediate emotional 

reaction? 
3. Can you describe a time when assessment felt like a “compliance” burden versus a time it felt 

valuable? 
Part 2: Structural Barriers & Silos 

1. What are your department or unit’s most significant challenges in conducting effective 
outcomes assessment?  

2. Can you provide specific examples of situations where these challenges have hindered 
assessment efforts or impacted decision-making?  

3. How do these challenges affect your motivation or the motivation of your colleagues to engage 
in assessment activities? 

Part 3: Institutional Context and Support 
1. How would you describe your institution’s overall approach to outcomes assessment?  
2. What are the institutional structures or processes that support or hinder effective assessment 

in your department or unit?  
3. How does your institution communicate the importance and value of assessment to 

administrators and staff? 
Part 4: Strategies & Future State 

1. What strategies or recommendations do you have for addressing the challenges you’ve 
identified in conducting outcomes assessment?  

2. What types of resources or support would be most helpful in enhancing your department’s or 
unit’s ability to conduct effective outcomes assessment?  
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