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Executive Summary:  
In this brief book, Bahls offers many useful insights for faculty members, administrators and 
trustees in considering the importance of thinking of shared governance as a system to help 
aligning institutional priorities. The book is published by the Association of Governing Boards, 
which was consulted as part of the effort to advocate for more accountability for the UT 
Board of Trustees as part of the UT Focus Act. With new boards of trustees being installed for 
the UT system on July 1, 2018, as well as new campus level advisory boards, it is important 
for faculty leaders, campus and system administrators, as well system and campus level 
board members to discuss what shared governance means, and ways that it can help inform 
the decision-making processes of the university and its constituent campuses. 

 
The book, which is only 106 pages in length, is organized around the following six chapters: 
 
Chapter 1. Why Work for Effective Shared Governance? 
Bahls outlines the challenges that universities face to foster transformative change, which is 
done with a shared sense of urgency and timely strategic planning. He emphasizes the 
importance of creating processes that build trust, understanding, and goodwill. He stresses 
transparency and working to identify common goals across the differing perspectives of faculty 
leaders, administrators and trustees. He writes “When shared governance is understood and 
practiced as a system of identifying and aligning priorities, institutions will be able to move 
through moments of friction more smoothly. Shared governance can – and should – provide 
boards, faculty, and administrators with a way of working collaboratively toward a common 
vision.”  
 
Chapter 2. Competing Views of Shared Governance 
The author compares three traditional (and inadequate) perspectives on shared governance; 1) 
equal rights to governance, 2) shared governance as consultation, and 3) shared governance as 
rules of engagement. On the next page is a table (Exhibit 2) in which he presents an analysis of 
these approaches.  Bahls offers an assessment of how each of these three traditional concepts 
of shared governance present obstacles to addressing new challenges, facilitating informed and 
timely decision-making, helping to bring about faster and more effective implementation, etc. 
Some of the key challenges with common approaches to shared governance are to ensure 
mutual investment in outcomes, greater participation, as well as fostering a culture of civility. 
Bahls identifies four components of shared governance as a system (Exhibit 3), also on the next 
page, and stressed the importance of creating a culture of transparency and open 
communication. He argues that with a better system of shared governance that involves 
“participatory decision-making,”….“decisions will be higher quality and more effectively 
implemented.”  
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Chapter 3. Shared Governance: Law and Policy 
Bahls cites the Model Nonprofit Corporation Act, which informs the role of governing boards in 
the context of state laws regarding not-for profit organizations. Tennessee law regarding public 
institutions of higher education upholds many of these same principles. Bahls also addresses 
shared governance in relation to accreditation and governing documents (such as faculty 
handbooks). While shared governance is not a legal concept, it is reflected in many 
accreditation and governing documents. 
 
Chapter 4. Overcoming Barriers to Effective Shared Governance 
The author identifies common board and faculty structures that represent barriers to effective 
decision-making. Most important, Bahls identifies “behavioral barriers” that undermine a 
culture of decision-making and leadership. He attributes the rise in the number of university 
president no-confidence votes to a lack of transparency, communications that undermine trust, 
and the failure to draw upon the inherent differences between faculty and board cultures to 
create a more effective marketplace of ideas, to facilitate better decision-making. Bahls 
emphasizes that, while effective shared governance is more work for faculty, administrators 
and trustees, it has much greater potential to bring about comprehensive institutional change.  
 
Chapter 5. A Practical Guide to Shared Governance 
In this chapter, Bahls offers some ways that effective systems of shared governance can help a 
university better align strategic planning, setting goals and assessing the effectiveness of 
achieving student learning outcomes, and making decisions about the direction and mission of 
the institution. Especially when universities face financial exigencies, in this chapter he 
reiterates the importance of including faculty leadership in university finances, as well as to 
create meaningful opportunities for faculty leaders to communicate any disagreements to 
administrators and board members. He also stresses domains where faculty should have 
primary decision-making authority, including oversight of academic programs and tenure and 
promotion, while also recognizing the fiduciary responsibilities of trustees. In the area of 
strategic planning, he emphasizes the importance of involving elected faculty leaders, 
administrators and trustees.   
 
Chapter 6. Best Practices in Shared Governance 
In this chapter, Bahls emphasizes the importance of involving faculty leaders on all board 
committees, as well support programs that strengthen faculty self-governance. He also 
advocates for universities to periodically conduct a shared governance survey.  A sample survey 
is included in the index of the book.   
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