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Preface

As administrators move up the ladder, the complexity of the organization that 
must be managed increases and they become more distanced from a nuanced 
understanding of day-to-day operations. It becomes increasingly challenging to 
keep all the moving parts coordinated – the view from the balcony where the 
movements of the various units can be choreographed becomes more difficult 
to achieve. Integrative thinking is needed to knit all the functions supported by 
a wide variety of divisions, departments, and offices together into a coordinated 
purposeful approach. This ability is supported by holistic knowledge of the insti-
tution, ideally organized in a hierarchical manner that enables drill down from the 
complex to the simple, strategy to tasks, divisions to individuals, degrees to course 
sections, and so on. In addition, non-hierarchical interconnections add essential 
information such as cross-organizational expectations of cooperation and sup-
port and dotted line reports. Similarly, metrics, tactics, processes, services, etc., 
commonly span the borders between organizational units. To enable integrated 
thinking and management, the navigation mechanism must, therefore, display not 
only how things are connected but also why they are connected. Creating such a 
system that supports integrative thinking at all levels of leadership is a major goal of 
this book and the Sentient system on which the methodology is built.

Administrators are constantly asked to make decisions, and most would like 
to do so based on readily available data that is pertinent to the decision at hand. 
Unfortunately, it is common to find that helpful data either does not exist or that 
it is overlooked because it is not easy to find or access. Consequentially, decisions 
are more likely to be based on intuition and political influence.

Data are most critical to what are the two most challenging processes that 
are commonly undertaken in higher education today – strategic planning and 
accreditation self-studies. For many people, the most challenging aspect of these 
processes is the provision of metrics that are used to support claims that stand-
ards were met or to assess whether strategic initiatives are working and worthy of 
continuation. Critical decisions are made based on these metrics, so choosing the 
right set is especially important. There are many factors which must be consid-
ered when choosing a metric. Does the metric truly reflect the status of the chal-
lenge being addressed? Is it the most directly affected measure that will respond 
quickly and accurately to the proposed intervention? Can it be measured reliably? 
Can it be normed against peer institutions? Who will be responsible for its col-
lection, analysis, monitoring, and effecting change? Is the intelligence it provides 
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worth the investment (cost-to-benefit ratio)? Each adopted metric costs money –  
someone must collect the data, analyze it, and present it, and recipients must 
spend time digesting it. An institution must, therefore, be very strategic about the 
metric set that it chooses to invest in. A goal of the Sentient Initiative is to provide 
a library of metrics to help with this selection process. Having such a library also 
enables a backward approach to planning. It is considered backward because 
instead of first producing a strategy and then metrics to determine if  it is suc-
cessful, a backward approach starts by first selecting a metric of interest and then 
creating objectives around it. This complements the traditional forward design 
process used in planning by providing a different perspective on the institution.

There will always be a comprehension gap between leaders and those being 
led. One of the advantages of promotion is that one does gain a broader under-
standing of how various aspects of the institution function and are interdepend-
ent. This education changes an administrator’s perspective and how they think. 
However, more junior employees remain unchanged and may have a less sophisti-
cated outlook. Similarly, as an administrator’s education transforms them, it may 
be difficult for them to appreciate the perspectives of those who have not had the 
benefit of this education. (As an exaggerated example of this, try to put yourself  
in the shoes of someone who cannot read. Their perspective on the World would 
be so radically different to yours that it would be hard to appreciate.) In addition, 
an administrator’s perspective may be altered by confidential information which 
cannot be shared with others. Therefore, many stakeholders may not be aware of 
all the factors that the administration must consider when making decisions and 
may not, therefore, understand the rationale behind them. In addition, even if  
an administrator has risen through the ranks, and has been there and done that, 
the further they are away from managing daily operations the less people trust 
their understanding of and decisions about their needs. Furthermore, one must 
deal with the tyranny of the anecdote (a small number of cases extrapolated as 
evidence of a trend), rumors, false information, and the unfortunate fact that 
people tend to believe in malicious intent before considering whether they have 
all the information and whether incompetence or errors by fallible people could 
be involved. To counter all of this and create a culture of trust, therefore, requires 
an active and deliberate strategy of information sharing and transparency which is 
embodied in Sentient.

Releasing control of information can be difficult as there is power in selective 
knowledge. However, power is like love; the more you are willing to give it away, 
the more you get back. People tend to trust others who do not want power more 
than those who do. This is particularly true of servant leaders, and it is they who 
will reap the most benefit from this book and the Sentient approach.

Ideally, with ubiquitous access to information, stakeholders can become more 
active in decision-making processes which leads to better decisions. Conversa-
tions between the administration and stakeholders that are based on facts are 
much more productive and less contentious than those based on feelings and 
assumptions. The more open the institution is with information, the more trust it 
will engender and the less often people will feel the need to check the facts – just 
knowing that they can do so often suffices and of course keeps the administrators 



Preface     xxxiii

honest. Data may still be challenged based on its source, study design, or integ-
rity. Hopefully, most of the time, it will withstand these challenges. If  not, a new 
mutually agreed upon study can always be implemented.

For data to be useful, it must also be easy to find and to understand. It is also 
important to show all the relevant data to a user and not just those they were 
looking for. They may not know that other data exists or may not have thought 
it was relevant until presented with a connection. In higher education, for exam-
ple, end of course survey data is routinely collected by most institutions. It may 
sit in an obscure database and be accessed once a year for inclusion in annual 
evaluations of faculty. However, if  one maps that data to the classroom where the 
instruction occurred, to the faculty member who delivered it, and to the course 
sections from which it was collected, it becomes infinitely more useful and power-
ful. Trends can more easily be studied. Facilities management can see classroom 
issues reported by students from multiple courses simply by selecting the room 
within the model. Similarly, issues from multiple sections can indicate the need for 
a course redesign or ratings from multiple courses with the same instructor may 
indicate a personnel issue. The more ways the data is connected, the more useful 
it becomes. In this way, data can be transformed from information into knowledge 
that provides powerful assistance with decision making. When metrics from all 
operational areas are mapped in this synergistic way, the map transforms into an 
operational model of the entire institution.

Providing intuitive access to as much data as possible within confidentiality 
constraints and making it a customary practice to share the information during 
conversations and meetings is a powerful way to create a culture of trust and 
transparency and to move decisions forward in an effective and justifiable way. 
Creating an intuitive and powerful information-sharing system that supports this 
approach and that is accessible to all stakeholders is another major goal of this book 
and the Sentient system.

Another challenge institutions face is that they do not know what they do 
not know. What should they be monitoring that they are not? What data are 
other institutions using to make similar decisions? What processes and services 
are they not providing? These challenges can be solved by improving transparency 
and sharing resources between institutions.

Higher education institutions are very complex organizations that fall within 
the upper tier of management difficulty. The approach, methodology, and tools 
provided by Sentient and this book can, therefore, be applied to and customized 
for any industry. The author’s area of expertise and experience is in higher educa-
tion and that is, therefore, the focus of this book. However, one can look on this 
as a specific case study of principles that are much broader in application.
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Abstract

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are under pressure from many entities to 
become more efficient, control tuition and fees, and lower the burden of debt 
that many students graduate with. The expectation is that HEIs become more 
“business-like” in their operations. However, they are unique entities because of 
the level of expertise of their primary employees, the faculty. In addition, with 
high turnover rates of senior administrators, the faculty is often the stabilizing 
influence, medium- and long-term memory of the institution. Shared governance 
is, therefore, a cultural keystone of HEIs and often conflicts with and resists the 
adoption of more business-like practices. However, the two approaches are not 
incompatible if  a business approach that integrates transparency and stakeholder 
engagement is adopted. This book is about creating such an environment using 
concept/mind map-based institutional modeling to empower holistic, transpar-
ent, knowledge-informed, and strategic management; integrative- and backward 
design-based thinking; and inter-institutional resource sharing for improved 
effectiveness, efficiency, stakeholder engagement, and shared governance. It is 
also an invitation to higher education managers and leaders to participate in the 
development of this knowledge and in a community for sharing it. The book is, 
therefore, accompanied by a free Creative Commons licensed system called the 
Sentient Knowledge Map (SKM) which provides a template model of a HEI and 
extensive inter-institutionally shared resource libraries. For administrators, the 
SKM provides the “view from the balcony” that enables them to conceptualize 
and appraise all the complex, intertwined operations of the institution in one 
place and easily determine the performance of its individual elements. For fac-
ulty and staff, it enables a comprehensive understanding of the institution, its 
resources, and metrics. Thus, it empowers their active participation in decision-
making processes.
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Document Conventions

Throughout this book various symbols are used to indicate components of the 
accompanying Sentient Knowledge Map (SKM):

⦁⦁ Square brackets are used to indicate [a thought].
⦁⦁ The pipe symbols indicate |a type|.
⦁⦁ Braces indicate {a tag}. 
⦁⦁ The greater than and less than symbols are used to indicate an <item in the 

application menu>.
⦁⦁ Titles for =connectors between thoughts= start and end with an equal sign. 

It is Highly Recommended That Readers Print the Above List so that they can refer 
to it as they read the book. Links to chapter endnotes are shown as superscripted 
numbers encased in parentheses such as(1). The  first use of an abbreviation is 
shown in un-superscripted parentheses. The connect, connector, connections, 
etc., terms are reserved for the lines between concept map objects, whereas link 
always refers to an Internet hyperlink.

Links that open the SKM content in the user’s default web browser are pro-
vided in each chapter’s endnotes. These are accompanied by QR codes which, when 
scanned by a web cam, smart phone or similar device, will open the URL within the 
user’s default browser providing an interactive experience for the reader. In addition, 
most are also accompanied by links that will open the same content within TheBrain 
application as shown in this example  (brain://api.thebrain.com/_XHg2DZrjOSj-
Pll2NvFa2w/HQylvyl7z06_La7Dfm1Lmw/ScmUserManual). TheBrain applica-
tion must be installed for these links to work. Activating these links may produce 
a security alert that can safely be ignored. Links to other web sites are shown in 
normal hyperlink format, usually underlined and the same size as normal text. 
Desktop users can scan the QR codes with a web cam or connect to a smartphone 
and use its camera to open the links on the desktop. Check your built-in camera 
app or visit your favorite app store to enable these capabilities.

Authors Notes

The SKM that is a companion to this book is in an ongoing state of evolution 
and always will be. As such, many parts of it are incomplete or need additional 
work, and there may be some differences between the figures shown in this book 
and those seen in the SKM. The framework is, however, mature enough to war-
rant sharing. Part of the intent of publishing at this time is to recruit collabo-
rators who will contribute their knowledge and experience to the initiative and 
hopefully help complete some of the parts that are incomplete (see Section 29.2).
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Part One

The Big Picture
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Chapter 1

Introduction, Vision, Goals, and Benefits

Upon completion of this chapter, the reader will be able to:

⦁⦁ Explain why this book was written.
⦁⦁ Explain the vision and goals of the Sentient Initiative and the benefits an 

adopting institution can expect to realize.
⦁⦁ Explain why modeling a complex organization can lead to a greater under-

standing of it for all stakeholders and more effective management techniques.
⦁⦁ Explain why concept/mind mapping was chosen as the modeling tool.
⦁⦁ Explain what the main components of the Sentient Knowledge Map (SKM) 

are, what they do, and the management techniques empowered or enabled  
by them.

⦁⦁ Explain what the Universal Institutional Model is.
⦁⦁ Explain the relationships between the Sentient Initiative, this book, the SKM, 

and the HELLO Community.

Watch the video entitled A High-Level Overview of Sentient1 that 
complements this chapter.

The preferred title of this book would be “Concept map-based institutional 
modeling as a tool for holistic, transparent, knowledge-informed, and strate-
gic management; integrative- and backward design based-thinking; and inter- 
institutional resource sharing for improved effectiveness, efficiency, stakeholder 
engagement and shared governance in higher education.” This had to be con-
densed to a shorter version, so it could fit on a cover and would not scare readers 
away! However, the best way to start this introduction is by explaining the long title.

An institutional model is an accurate representation of a business in some 
medium other than the real world. Architects, for example, might print a model 
of a building in 3D to see how air flows around it or to get approval from  
clients on its structure and appearance. Models are often used to test decisions 
before they are applied in the real world. They differ from simulations in that 
they are not expected to automatically convert inputs to outputs such as a flight 
simulator would.

Metrics, Mapping, and Modeling for Masterful Management in Higher Education, 3–12
Copyright © 2025 by Graham Glynn
Published under exclusive licence by Emerald Publishing Limited
doi:10.1108/978-1-83662-210-920251003
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Holistic means to consider all the parts, how they work together, and how they 
may create something that is greater than the sum of their parts. Consciousness, 
for example, emerges from the human brain because of the complexity of the con-
nections between and within its parts. Complex business organizations have many 
similarities to a sentient human, such as a personality, and can be just as difficult 
to understand and control. A complete holistic model of a business, therefore, 
enables users to fully understand the institution and goes a long way toward ena-
bling predictions of its behavior.

The best model is one that can be held inside the mind where it can be accessed 
instantly and advanced cognitive skills such as pattern extraction can be applied 
to it. However, knowing enough about an organization and how it works to be 
able to create a complete internal model is particularly challenging, so tools must 
be used to help. One of the best tools to extend cognitive capacity is concept/
mind mapping because it emulates the way humans think using associations. A 
model that uses a concept map as its medium is, therefore, as close as one can get 
to creating an internal model. Creating such a model and using its unique and 
innovative capabilities to improve how complex businesses such as higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs) can be managed is the basis for this book.

It should be recognized that the processes involved in the creation of the model, 
the selection and categorization of the parts needed to create a complete represen-
tation of a complex institution has value in and of itself and led to many of the 
insights and strategies presented here. The reader, therefore, need not plan to create a  
model to reap the benefits of this book; however, more advantages will be gained by 
doing so.

The connections inherent to concept maps mean that they are by nature 
integrative – they connect all parts together and explain why the connections exist. 
This empowers integrative management which considers the impact of decisions 
and changes on all parts of the institution. Connectivity also transforms informa-
tion into knowledge just as learning does for the human mind. The concept map 
is also the explicit embodiment of the implicit knowledge held by many of the key 
leaders and managers of an institution and it can and should be made available 
to all stakeholders. Using this approach enables knowledge-informed decision 
making that is based on transparency. By making pending decisions transparent, 
the campus community is invited to participate in the process which therefore, 
strengthens shared governance.

A sentient being is one that is self-aware and self-reflective, which is what 
a business institution ought to be. This book is part of what has been entitled 
“The Sentient Initiative” which has the following three goals:

1.	 Improve the management of complex institutions.
2.	 Speed up the rate of evolution of institutions.
3.	 Provide a better way to share knowledge and resources across institutions 

and, thus, reduce duplication of effort.

Each of these goals is addressed in its own section below. In addition to this 
book which documents its philosophy and approach, the Sentient Initiative has 
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several components that were developed to support the achievement of these 
goals as follows:

⦁⦁ The SKM which houses an institutional modeling environment and libraries of 
resources. Instructions for downloading and accessing the SKM can be found 
in Chapter 27.

⦁⦁ A user handbook2 and set of video tutorials3 to provide the practical and 
technical support for using the SKM.

⦁⦁ An online user community4 for higher education leaders and managers. This is 
addressed in detail in Chapter 26.

It is highly recommended that readers explore the SKM each time as it is ref-
erenced in this book, as both are mutually supportive components of the initiative 
and viewing them simultaneously will greatly enhance the learning experience. The 
learning outcomes listed at the beginning of each chapter assume this is happen-
ing. Quick start setup instructions for the SKM can be found in Section 27.2.

1.1. Goal 1: Improve the Management of  
Complex Institutions

1.1.1. The Benefits of  Concept Mapping/Modeling an Institution

To manage an institution well, it must first be understood. The ultimate indicator 
that a system is comprehended is that it can be simulated, ideally with mathe-
matical formulas that can predict behavior based on prevailing conditions. Flight 
simulators, for example, could only be built when the physics of flight, the impact 
of weather, and the mechanics of the airplane were fully understood, mathemati-
cally modeled, and programmatically controlled. A simulator is expected to take 
inputs and produce outputs that match what would happen in the environment 
being simulated. A model is one step down from a simulator in that it does not 
automatically generate outputs from inputs. However, it must have all the parts, 
document the rules of interaction and consequences of action, and include meas-
ures of the outputs and outcomes. It is a simulator without the logic and effec-
tors to produce action – the leaders and managers of the organization perform 
these components. With artificial intelligence (AI), it may be possible to create a 
simulator of complex organizations that considers the behavior of its populations 
of people, but that is outside the scope of this book. The modeling environment 
should, therefore, be able to accomplish several goals. It must:

⦁⦁ Act as a database to store information about the components of an institution.
⦁⦁ Be able to organize the information in logical ways.
⦁⦁ Be able to guide people to additional information and systems outside of the 

modeling environment.
⦁⦁ Be able to document why and how items in complex relationships are connected.
⦁⦁ Provide an intuitive visual interface that makes it easy to understand the struc-

ture and find information.



6     Metrics, Mapping, and Modeling for Masterful Management in Higher Education

⦁⦁ Extend the cognitive capacity of the user.
⦁⦁ Be easy to use and inexpensive.

When considering software to accommodate these goals, three types of appli-
cations were assessed. Spreadsheets are great for crunching numbers but do not 
show relationships well. Databases have built-in relationships, but they are visual-
ized through tables and forms that are difficult to interpret. Concept maps have the 
strength of relational databases, but with an intuitive visual map-based process for 
documenting the relationships. In addition, because concept maps emulate the way 
humans connect ideas internally, they provide an external extension to that process 
and, therefore, increase the cognitive capacity of the user. Concept mapping was, 
therefore, chosen as the optimal way to communicate and communally develop the 
complex information and interrelationships needed to support Sentient’s goals. 
Several concept mapping applications were evaluated for compatibility with the 
goals and a product called TheBrain (TheBrain.com) was chosen.

1.1.2. The SKM

The SKM is made up of three major components as shown in Fig. 1. The mode-
ling environment (unshaded) contains the institutional knowledgebase (unshaded 
box), tools to establish relationships (light gray box), and tools to connect to 
URLs outside the model (bottom-most unshaded box). TheBrain app has an inte-
grated web browser which can display material in the content panel of a selected 
thought. The concept map, therefore, acts as an intuitive menu system for this 
content – selecting a thought brings up its associated browser content and notes 
as shown in the upper right part of Fig. 2. This content can be data from other 
systems such as an Enterprise Management System, databases, and content from 

Fig. 1.  The Components of the Sentient Knowledge Map.
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any web site, providing additional information about the thought’s subject matter. 
The SKM can, therefore, serve as an integration system and layer that sits on top 
of all other institutional systems and provides links into them using its built-in 
browser, as illustrated in the lower part of Fig. 2. Access to the content within 
these other systems is controlled by their individual authentication processes and, 
therefore, not part of Sentient.

The community shared and harvested resources section (Fig. 1 – dark gray 
box) contains a database of resources (metrics, rubrics, self-study documents, etc.),  
directories (government agencies, accreditors, contributors, etc.), inventories (lists 
of institutional components), practices (selecting peer institutions, etc.), perspec-
tives (the value-add of higher ed, etc.), and recommendations (vendors, reading 
materials, etc.) that can be used in building the model. The [About the Sentient 
Knowledge Map and help resources] section (Fig. 1 – black shaded box) has 
resources to help the user understand the SKM and use its tools.

While each of these five components is valuable, in combination they act syner-
gistically to provide integrated and comprehensive insights into the structure and 
functionality of the entire institution. It is also important to define what the SKM 
is not intended to be or to replace, that is, data management systems, access 
control systems, student or employee information systems, hiring management 
systems, and so on. Some information may, therefore, have to be duplicated 
within the SKM from these systems to enable targeted links between them, but 
this is kept to an absolute minimum. For example, an employee’s name may have 
to be entered into the SKM, so it can be mapped to a role. However, from then on, 
all other information about that employee can then be accessed from within the 

Fig. 2.  Sentient Serves as an Integration Layer for All Other IT Systems.
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SKM using links to that employee’s records in other systems such as the Faculty 
Information System. Access rights to those records are determined by the system 
that is the target of the links. Login credential requests appear as necessitated by 
those systems and are entered via forms in TheBrain’s built-in browser.

Fig. 35 shows the implementation of the SKM component diagram (Fig. 1) in 
TheBrain application. The “help resources” section can be found to the left of the 
home thought. To its right is the demonstration institutional model and template. 
Beneath the model are the community resources. The content panel for a thought 
is shown on the far right. This is also where the information from linked systems 
is displayed, that is, the portal functionality.

1.1.3. A Demonstration Institutional Model

To prototype, demonstrate, and provide institutions with a template for cre-
ating a model of their own, a model of a generic or universal institution was  
created. It incorporates the features that are commonly shared by HEIs within the 
United States, most of which should be applicable to HEIs in other countries. It is 
intended that this model be cloned and then modified by an adopting institution 
to create a customized, institution-specific model for any type of HEI.

The universal model is not complete, for example, not all committee member-
ships or organizational responsibilities have yet been mapped. However, it is com-
plete enough to justify publishing at this point. It should be noted that the SKM 
will never be complete as it is designed to be a reactive and constantly evolving 
body of knowledge that is developed by the higher education community.

1.1.4. A Set of  Management Strategies and a Toolset

Knowledge is power and a system such as the SKM that organizes knowledge 
in a way that is easy to use is, therefore, useful and powerful. In addition, when 

Fig. 3.  The Sentient Knowledge Map as Displayed Within TheBrain Application.
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