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ABSTRACT 
 

     
 The purpose of this study was to investigate the meaning of a career as a chief 

financial officer (CFO) in an academic medical center.  The mixed method, two phase 

model used a survey for the quantitative portion and semi-structured interviews for the 

qualitative portion.  The research design followed the examples of Creswell and Van 

Manen.  The quantitative data provided descriptive statistics.  The qualitative portion 

used phenomenological methods to analyze the data. 

 Career mobility is typically observed and reported as a hierarchical progression 

within a labor market.  This research utilized three theoretical concepts to frame the study 

of career mobility as a career line.  They were the concepts of phenomenology, critical 

incidents, and professional relationships.    

The central question of the study was what essential experiences, critical 

incidents, and professional relationships occurred along the career line of a chief financial 

officer.  The survey consisted of 21 questions and was used to identify a criterion sample 

for an interview.  The interview contained eight open ended questions that allowed for 

probing questions.   

Four themes emerged, they were career, critical incidents, professional 

relationships and professional association.  The findings indicated that career was a lived 

experience that was shaped by challenge and opportunity and influenced by mentors and 

sponsors.  The study gave meaning to the aspect that career was not confined to entering 

a labor market and moving vertically in a sequence of positions.  An individual has a 

profession, but a career is composed of a combination of meaningful events.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
  

Robert Birnbaum (1988) stated “the days of amateur administration by faculty are 

long over. As institutions of higher education became larger and more complex, the 

knowledge of legal precedents, federal regulations, management information systems, 

financial aid, research grant and contract administration, and other specialized areas of 

expertise are needed to accomplish many administrative tasks” (p.7).  Most certainly, a 

specialized area of expertise existed in the chief financial officer (CFO) position.  As a 

profession, the occupation has a short historical background in academe that was built 

upon credentials with a concentration in the business operations of institutions of higher 

education.  This study focused upon individuals in the administrative positions known as 

chief financial officers or by the initials CFO, in an institution of higher education, 

specifically those who held the position within an academic medical center.  The study 

investigated and explored how their experiences, critical incidents, and professional 

relationships shaped and influenced their career lines.   

  

The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) 

 The chief financial officer (CFO) is considered a staff position.  The subordinate 

activities within this functional area have specific duties that were responsible for finance 

and administration, typically areas such as accounting and budgeting.  The subordinates 

could have titles such as associate vice-president, assistant vice-president, and director in 
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middle management positions.  These could be considered entry level positions that 

might also represent a sequence of points along the career line of a CFO.  

The National Federation of College and University Business Officers Association 

was founded in 1950 and by 1960 became what is known today as NACUBO, the 

National Association of College and University Business Officers.  This organization is 

the professional association that conducts professional development programs and 

networking opportunities for chief financial officers (CFO) in institutions of higher 

education. Management, administration, and finance can encompass several areas under 

the CFO.  The College of University Business Administration (1992) is a recognized 

handbook for business officers and it lists nine areas of responsibility:  accounting and 

financial reporting; investment management, this may also include acting as a treasurer; 

purchasing; physical plant; personnel services; management of auxiliary enterprises; 

internal audit; systems and procedures, which includes work flow and information 

systems; and physical plant planning, architecture, capital expansion planning.  The CFO 

plays a vital role of process manager, bringing together financial and quantitative 

information to assist in finding solutions to maximize the value and viability of the 

institution (CUBA, 1992).      

 The chief financial officer (CFO) typically has an extensive background in 

administrative and fiscal affairs, these skills and abilities are gained upon entering the 

profession and honed along a career.  In 1997, in a published interview with Janet 

Hamilton, Chair Board of Directors, National Association of College and University 

Business Officers (NACUBO), made the statement about the association’s plans to 
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broaden the list of topics CFOs are engaged in, “CFOs were moving away from financial 

management to institutional management.”  NACUBO was shifting emphasis from 

responsibility for accounting activities to broader areas and to performance measurement 

on the administrative side of the campus.  This move reinforced the significant role the 

CFO served by providing functional support for the academic operations of the 

institution.  This comment was significant in that institutional management requires 

greater academic preparation and broader levels of experience by the CFO (Iwanoski, 

1997).  The philosophy continued in 2002, as reported in a published interview with 

Mary Jo Maydew, Chair Board of Directors, National Association of College and 

University Business Officers (NACUBO), who commented that CFOs were more central 

institutional players and had a strategic responsibility in times of economic instability.  

She also commented on the importance of communicating and educating the constituents 

on the faculty and staff.  Effective management would make the institution more 

competitive (Shields, 2002).         

      Chief financial officers (CFOs) were responsible for many aspects of institutional 

management, such as staff motivation, empowering employees, and negotiating with 

other departments on the campus (Texeira, 1998).  The CFO should provide leadership 

for policy matters that related to the business and financial aspects of the institution and 

served as financial advisor to the president and governing board.  The CFO was a senior 

leader and manager by providing the various support services that were labor intensive 

and he or she must have a service philosophy.  Planning, organizing, and supervising 

these services were key to the support of the environment of the institution (CUBA, 
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1992).  The CFO has responsibility for all aspects of the business, financial and physical 

plant operations.  In larger and more complex institutions, the areas will be decentralized, 

highly specialized, and with more support staff (Cohen & Brawer, 1994).  The CFO must 

know the college’s mission, values, goal, and educational objectives in order to ensure 

the fiscal plan complemented and supported the institution in achieving those goals and 

objectives (Texiera, 1998).  Factors that prepared a CFO were knowledge of the 

processes involved in budgeting, physical plant, governance, institutional polices, and the 

institution’s role in the state higher education system.  As institutional leaders, the CFO 

should share, communicate, and nurture the development of new knowledge inside and 

outside their institution (Napier and Sanaghan, 1999).   

      The environment of higher education was witness to increased fiscal problems in 

the 1980s and a more complex nature of college business affairs.  As a result, institutions 

of higher education began a trend in hiring candidates with a business background and 

the abilities to be a planner (Cohen & Brawer, 1994).  Budgets represented academic 

programs in a monetary form, budgets represented political battles won and lost, yet the 

budget was an ambiguous process to faculty (Birnbaum, 1992).  This suggested that 

presidents and regents expected a CFO to have a solid financial background, but sought 

attributes that were more characteristic of a leader.  Maybe it was not leadership style, but 

a management style that contained the following elements; predictability, candor, 

responsiveness, persuasiveness, conflict resolution, and participation (Griffith, 1999).  

These are skills and abilities that enhance and augment the CFO’s technical skills, 

knowledge, and abilities.  Arguably, the lack of the necessary skills, knowledge, and 
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abilities can serve as a barrier or obstacle along the career line.  Conversely, the barrier or 

obstacle can serve as a critical incident that was navigated or aided by a professional 

relationship with another individual, association, or institution.    

Certainly the chief financial officer (CFO) supervised and was technically 

responsible for the accounting and budgeting areas and monitoring the administrative 

processes within the institution.  The CFO provided for the financial and administrative 

operations in the same fashion that the chief academic officer (CAO), who usually 

possessed a doctoral degree, provided for the academic operations.  The academic 

medical center (AMC) has played a unique role in the healthcare system by combining 

the teaching mission with the delivery of healthcare services.  According to the 

Association of Academic Health Centers (AAHC), an AMC is typically composed of a 

health sciences center with medical school and at least one other professional school such 

as biomedical sciences, allied health sciences, nursing, and pharmacy, and a teaching 

hospital.   

The academic medical center (AMC) has been subjected to changes in 

government influences in the education and the healthcare markets.  For example, 

Medicare as a federal program has been the largest payer of graduate medical education.  

It has been suggested that AMCs viewed their administrative and management structures 

as a strategy for rapid and timely decision-making by the chief executive officer (Guo, 

2000).  The AMC institutions could be identified by their membership with the 

accrediting bodies of Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) with 126 
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member institutions in the United States (AAMC, 2004) and American Association of 

Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine with 19 member institutions (AACOM, 2004).    

Academic medical centers (AMC) are organized along similar lines and staff 

relationships that are seen in most institutions of higher education.  The academic 

medical centers are operated and supported by complex administrative and financial 

systems.  Academic medical centers have been dependent upon funding from a 

combination of government sources and medical practice plans.  The state funding was 

aimed at supporting the teaching mission and the clinical practice plans financed the 

patient care mission, which together provided for the learning environment of the 

academic medical center.  The CFO of an academic medical center should be a technical 

expert in the higher education and the healthcare market environment.  The CFO should 

have the skills, knowledge, and abilities to manage these complex systems by planning, 

directing and controlling the subordinate functional areas.  Technical competence is 

expected by the hiring authority.  But in medical education, the CFO should 

communicate, operate, and endorse decision-making in an interdisciplinary academic 

environment with colleagues who possess graduate degrees in medicine, biomedical 

sciences, nursing, allied health sciences, and pharmacy.  As an integral player in the 

senior leadership team, the CFO should build and develop these attributes and skills for 

the purpose of supporting the goals and objectives of the institution.  

Birnbaum (1992) suggested that experts with experience were more likely to 

recognize, perceive, visualize, make meaning of problems, and apply their approach to 

decision-making.  Birnbaum (1992) also commented that learning from experience is not 
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automatic, thus the reason for some leaders over a period of time to ascend, some to 

plateau, and others to descend in a career line.  Bennis and Thomas (2002) wrote “leaders 

create meaning out of events and relationships that devastate non-leaders” throughout 

their career (p.17).  What were these attributes and skills, how did the CFO create 

meaning from them, when were they realized, and were other persons involved in the 

phenomenon?  Exploring the phenomenon of the lived experience of a CFO can help with 

understanding the career line.  A phenomenological study focuses upon on descriptions 

of personal experiences and how the individuals perceive their experience (Glesne, 

1999).           

  Previous studies primarily conducted a quantitative analysis of the career line for 

the chief financial officer (CFO) position, but the studies were empirical, longitudinal and 

two-dimensional in nature as they related career in terms of time-line movement from 

entry level positions to positions of increasing responsibility.  The studies of CFOs in 

institutions of higher education are limited and concluded CFOs are usually white, 

middle aged, male, with a graduate degree in business administration (MBA) with 

significant administrative experience in higher education (Lloyd, 1990; Calver, & Vogler, 

1985).  If that was the typical profile, then what experiences, critical incidents, and 

professional relationships could compliment the knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary 

to communicate and manage areas in the academic medical center?  Professional staff, 

such as CFOs are within a “system of expertise” and the environment stresses the 

importance of collaboration (Mintzberg, 1983, p.138).  
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Twombly (1988) conducted a study of academic careers and the labor market in 

community colleges.  The study included 75 chief financial officers and observed that 

CFOs moved to their current position from a position of the same title, the career lines 

were short, and usually a ceiling position (not leading to a presidency).  A key 

observation in the study was to question the hierarchical approach to career lines, labor 

market theory, and suggested that experiences could be more important than the 

sequential order of positions held.  Twombly (1988) suggested a portfolio model that 

collected experiences or responsibilities might better explain the career movement of 

senior academic administrators.   

Previous dissertations typically were quantitative and sought to describe the 

profile and attributes of the chief financial officer (CFO).  The studies sought to affirm 

the technical knowledge and responsibilities for the budgeting process, but do not attempt 

to address the discriminating characteristics in CFOs in senior leadership positions.  The 

studies used established behavioral surveys or developed their own questionnaire.  

Frazier (2000) studied the budget decision making criteria used by chief financial officers 

(CFO).  The study surveyed 95 CFOs in public community colleges to examine 

relationships among variables such as institutional characteristics, size of operating 

budget, age, and years of experience in that specific CFO position.  The quantitative 

study emphasized the total years of experience as a CFO and years of experience in the 

current CFO position were variables that affect budget decision-making.  McFall (1999) 

studied CFOs in institutions accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and 

Schools (SACS).  The study revealed the career path could originate from several 
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avenues and observed that CFOs valued skills such as communication, problem solving, 

and team building in addition to technical skills.  However, the CFOs in the study 

revealed a belief that it was their expertise and technical skills in finance that secured the 

position.  Rhames (1996) suggested that due to increased funding pressures in higher 

education, the CFO was increasingly being viewed as one of most important leadership 

positions in the institution.  The study used the Leadership Behavior Analysis II-Self 

(LBAII-Self) of 124 randomly selected participants.  The study revealed that CFOs 

preferred high relationship leadership styles and possessed a moderate degree of 

flexibility.  The study suggested that demographic variables were not significant.  

The National Association of College and University Business Officers 

(NACUBO) published reports that focused upon the professional development of their 

membership.  Sanaghan, Goldstein, and Jurow (2001) prepared a presentation on the 

learning agenda for chief financial officers (CFO), conducted a literature review on 

leadership and promoted the importance of self-awareness, creativity, communication, 

and capacity building.  Napier and Sanaghan (1999) studied the evolving role of the CFO.  

The survey of approximately 250 respondents reported the importance of qualities such 

as mutually beneficial relationships, listening skills, and a broad vision.        

Technical competence and credentials in a business discipline were an expectation 

for a person who was responsible for financial and administrative operations.  This study 

explored the phenomenon of experiences, critical incidents, and professional 

relationships of a chief financial officer within the context of the environment of higher 

education, specifically the academic medical center.  A mixed method study should offer 
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insight into how the experiences, critical incidents, and professional relationships shaped 

or warped the career line of an administrator who was rising through the ranks.  

Twombly (1988) stated there was “little to be said about the career lines of CFOs 

that was not apparent” (p.681).  This suggested a short career line that originated in the 

fiscal operations or from a similar position outside the institution.  However, there is 

limited research on the chief financial officer (CFO) as a professional administrator, their 

roles and responsibilities, and how they progressed along a career line.  The research was 

typically descriptive and used a survey instrument (Peters, 1999).  NACUBO takes the 

approach of professional development through member surveys.  A mixed method 

approach should offer a more comprehensive picture of the career experience.  NACUBO 

Business Officer published the reflections of a CFO who retired after a 30 year career.  

Sigmund Ginsburg was a CFO at four different institutions and talked about the career 

experience in terms of attributes and actions.  Of particular interest were the attributes of 

loyalty and motivation which promoted important relationships with superiors, peers, and 

subordinates.  For example, Ginsburg stressed the importance of being passionate about 

the job, developing subordinates, learning from victories and defeats, effective use of 

communication skills, and remembering the academic mission (Ginsburg, 2003).     

There were several studies on the phenomenon of the lived experience in teaching 

and nursing careers, but none about chief financial officers (Van Manen, 1990).  The 

CFO career field was not fully developed as a separate identity until the third edition of 

College and University Business Administration published in 1974 (Leslie as cited in 

Cohen & Brawer, 1994).  Further, NACUBO provided research reports that were useful 
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for professional development, but they were not an exploration of the career line.  This 

study framed the questions in context of the lived experience and not a hierarchical 

progression.  As suggested by Twombly (1988), aspiring professionals and the profession 

could make better meaning of the experience.  The CFO occupied a senior executive 

position in all institutions of higher education, including academic medical centers.  The 

CFO career line began and extended beyond the boundaries of a technical arena.  Was 

there a phenomenon of the life experience that explains the career line?   

  

Statement of the Problem 

 The administrative and financial operations of institutions of higher education, 

including academic medical centers, have changed dramatically over the past fifty years.  

Legislative, regulatory, and funding initiatives coupled with the increased entanglement 

of the healthcare business operations with academic medical education, has resulted in a 

more complex administrative and financial operation.  In response, chief financial 

officers (CFOs) have increased their roles and responsibilities in institutions of higher 

education, including the academic medical center.  Presidents and regents have sought 

individuals with knowledge, skills, and abilities of the accounting and budgeting systems, 

but extended the qualifications to include attributes such as communication skills, 

problem solving, and planning.  The CFO should be able to interact with academic 

leaders and support the institution’s goals and objectives.  The CFO will be involved with 

strategic planning, preparing the institutional budget, shaping public policy, and assessing 

institutional effectiveness (Cohen & Brawer, 1994).  A survey of hierarchical career 
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progression and demographic data would take a narrow view of the time and space of 

career lines and would not allow for the exploration of the lived experience.  If the study 

framework considers the concepts of phenomenon and career lines, then what is the 

meaning of the experiences, critical incidents, and professional relationships in a career 

line?  

 

Purpose Statement  

This purpose of this mixed method study was to describe and explore the 

phenomenon of the career line of a chief financial officer (CFO) in an academic medical 

centers. The career line was a sequence of experiences and events.  The approach of this 

study extended beyond the traditional approach of studying the roles, responsibilities and 

sequential order of positions in a career line.  Many individuals have several years of 

experience in the financial and administrative operations in a variety of preparatory 

positions.  It was the combined affect of the experiences as the phenomenon of a lived 

experience that forms a career line.   

 

Phenomenology 

Many people might enter the profession through an entry level position in the 

accounting office, obtain a master’s degree, but they do not mechanically progress 

through a series of steps to become a chief financial officer (CFO).  The purpose of this 

study was to explore the experiences, critical incidents, and professional relationships 

that shaped the path of an individual’s progression on a career line.  To accomplish this 
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purpose, a phenomenological study of the career lines of chief financial officers in 

academic medical center was conducted as part of the mixed method approach.  The 

academic medical center was selected because previous studies focused upon CFOs in the 

university and community college settings.  The central focus was to explore the 

phenomenon of the lived experience and the meaning of career to a chief financial officer 

in an academic medical center.               

The process explored in qualitative research is the central phenomenon and is the 

central component of the purpose statement and research questions (Creswell, 2002).   

The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences, critical incidents, professional 

relationships, and explore the career lines of chief financial officers (CFOs) of academic 

medical centers.  There was a limited amount of literature on the roles and 

responsibilities of CFOs in institutions of higher education.  The existing studies paled in 

comparison to studies of presidents, provosts, chief academic officers, and deans of 

institutions of higher education.  The studies were typically quantitative and descriptive, 

survey in design.  The literature primarily discussed the knowledge and conduct of 

business functions.  The research typically spoke of years and type of experience rather 

than the lived experience of the CFO.   

There is a concept of psychosocial phenomena called the human work career.  

Career lines depicted a course in event sequences and not simply destinations.  The career 

line captured intra-individual and experiential features (Jepson and Chouduri, 2001).  An 

individual’s career was the most comprehensive concept of human work activity.  Career 

lines depicted a series of even sequences and have meaning in social and personal terms.  
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Mintzberg (1983) noted how professional staffers work within a “system of expertise” 

and the importance of collaboration (p.138).  He noted how the professional staffer has 

formal training that was beyond the capacity of the organization to provide such training.  

Their positions were complex and allow for discretion in performance and decisions.  

Professional staffers would rely upon colleagues, not their line counterparts, for 

standardization of a skill set for the CFO position. Professional staffers were then able to 

use and exploit their knowledge and skills for the benefit of the organization, but also 

themselves.                 

 

Mixed Method Study 

This study assumed that technical competence was an expectation of being a 

candidate and offered a position as a chief financial officer (McFall, 1998).  The study 

followed the concepts of career lines as a phenomenon of the lived experience, a 

sequence of critical incidents, making meaning of the experience, and explored the 

professional context that frames the sequences and experience.   

There were two phases to the mixed method study (Creswell, 2002).  The first 

phase was a descriptive portion that used a survey to depict the traditional profile of a 

chief financial officer (CFO) and aspects of career lines.  The survey was sent to every 

CFO in institutions associated with either the American Association of Medical Colleges 

or American Association of Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine, and a member of the 

Association of Academic Health Centers.  The second phase consisted of semi-structured 

interviews.  The survey was used to select a criterion sample of six CFOs for interviews.  
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The purpose of the interviews was to understand the experience of other people and the 

meaning they made of that experience (Seidman, 1998).  For the purpose of the study, the 

interviews investigated and explored the experience and meaning of the experiences, 

critical incidents and professional relationships within a career line of the chief financial 

officer of an academic medical center.  The research area of CFO careers is under 

studied, limited in scope, a gap in knowledge exists, and this study could improve 

professional development and practice by an exploration of the experience. 

 

Research Questions 

How could the career line of a chief financial officer (CFO) in academic medical 

centers be described, explored, and analyzed?  Research questions are statements that 

narrow the purpose and allow the researcher to seek answers.  A mixed method study 

utilized quantitative and qualitative methods to provide a comprehensive and rich 

description of the career line.  Creswell (2002) described that quantitative research 

related variables to answer the research question.  Descriptive research questions could 

typically ask “what is” and use a survey research design (McMillan & Schumacher, 

1997).  Qualitative research seeks to explore and understand the phenomenon and doing 

so requires consideration of multiple external forces that shape the phenomenon.  The 

topic of interest should be explored, to ask the “how” along with the “what.”  Qualitative 

research was an emerging design and the intent, purpose, and questions may change 

during the study based upon the responses of the participants and analysis of the data.   

Glesne (1999) suggested the questions do not represent a theory, but lean toward an 
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understanding of the phenomenon.  Creswell (1998) described the phenomenon as the 

concept being experienced by the participants.   

The central question is the overarching question that is addressed in a study 

(Creswell, 2002).  The central question for this study was what essential experiences, 

critical incidents, and professional relationships occur along the career line of a chief 

financial officer (CFO)?   There were two stages of gathering information for this study.   

The first phase was a questionnaire that addressed the following research questions:  

R1)  Can a career line sequence be identified for a chief financial officer (CFO)?  

R2)  Did critical experiences and relationships contribute to the career movement?  

R3)  Did a mentor contribute to the career opportunity of a CFO? 

R4)  Does a CFO enter and advance along a career line by sponsorship?  

R5)  Does active participation in professional development activities enhance the 

career opportunity of a CFO?  

  The second phase incorporated the phenomenological perspective to more closely 

examine the lived experiences of a CFO.  The meaning could be explored through a grand 

tour question, which is intended to draw out reflections and illustrate a broad picture of 

the individual’s experience (Werner & Schoepfle, 1987).  For this study, a semi-

structured interview was conducted during this phase with the following grand tour 

question to guide the interview:   

From the perspective of the chief financial officer (CFO) in an academic medical 
center, what was the essential structure of the career experience, what underlying 
themes accounted for the experience, and what are the possible meanings?  
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Theoretical Perspective 

The study used a mixed method research design to investigate and explore the 

phenomenon of lived experience and the career line of the chief financial officer (CFO).  

Specifically, the study investigated the career line of a CFO in an academic medical 

center.  This approach was constructive for exploring and understanding the meaning of 

experiences, critical incidents, and relationships that are central to the phenomenon.  

Participants were asked broad questions and detailed views are collected as words and 

analyzed for themes.  The data analysis allowed for interpretation and meaning of the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2002).  Career mobility is typically observed and reported as a 

hierarchical progression within a labor market.  This research utilized three theoretical 

concepts to frame the study of career mobility as a career line.  They were the concepts of 

phenomenology, critical incidents, and professional relationships.    

Phenomenology 

Qualitative research views reality as multi-layered, interactive and a shared social 

experience that is interpreted by individuals.  The experiences and interpretations are 

typically described in words rather than numbers (McMillan & Schumacher, 1997).  

Preconceived hypothesis, a priori tests of variables, constructs, and structured measures 

will cloud the view and muffle the voice of the participants (Dooley, 2001).  Qualitative 

research begins with an idea, gathering information, refining the idea, and re-examining 

theoretical assumptions (Berg, 2001).  The process consists of simultaneous and iterative 

phases, cycling back and forth between data collection and analysis.  Data can be in the 

 17



form of observation, interviews, and documents.  Scanning the information, coding, 

categorizing, and generating themes is common (Creswell, 2002).   

What is phenomenology? The historical roots are attributed to a German 

mathematician named Husserl (1859-1938) who believed knowledge was derived from 

experience and expanded the meaning of experience.  A person is the vehicle through 

which the essential structure of the phenomenon can be accessed (Priest, 2002).  It is the 

study of the “essences,” it tries to give a direct description of our experience as it is, 

without taking into account causal explanations (Ponty, 1962).  The broadened notion of 

“intentionality” is phenomenological comprehension, to understand, to take the total 

intention of the event and the properties perceived (Ponty, 1962).  The essence of an 

event can be construed so that the structure of the lived experience is revealed to the 

person in a fashion to grasp the nature and significance of the experience that was not 

previously seen (Van Manen, 1990).   

    From a phenomenological point of view, to do research is always to question the 

way we experience the world, to want to know the world that we live in.  The act of 

attaching ourselves to the world is the principle of “intentionality” (Van Manen, 1990).  

The aim is to construct an animating, evocative description of human actions, behaviors, 

intentions, and experiences as they are met in the life world. Phenomenology aims at 

making and seeking explicit and universal meaning (Van Manen, 1990). 

In phenomenology, the researcher takes a before approach, making an a priori 

decision to examine the meaning of experiences for individuals.  Human experiences 

make most sense to those who have lived them (Creswell, 1998).  Researchers seek the 
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essence or underlying meaning of the experience and emphasize the intentionality of 

consciousness is where experiences contain the outward appearance and inner 

consciousness based upon image, memory, and meaning.  The reality of an object is 

inextricably related to a person’s consciousness of it (Creswell, 1998).        

    Phenomenology can take a psychological approach, which focuses upon the 

meaning of an individual experience, not group experiences.  The individual describes the 

meaning of the experience that can provide a textual description.  It is useful for 

examining how people make sense out of the personal interactions and everyday lives. 

The concept of epoche or bracketing is central as the researcher uses preconceived ideas 

to hear the voice of the participants (Creswell, 1998). 

 The lived experience is the starting point and ending point of the 

phenomenological study.  The intent is to capture the lived experience into a textual 

description that is reflexive and reveals the essence of the experience.  It is a concept of 

observing and making meaning of an experience by the person who is living the 

experience.  Viewing the event as an outside observer, having a perception of the 

experience at a given point in time, and reflection of the meaning of the experience at a 

later moment in time (Van Manen, 1990).              

During data collection, the researcher must suspend any preconceived notions or 

experiences about the career line or position of the chief financial officer (CFO).  The 

epoche or bracketing is essential to gain an understanding of the typical experiences of 

the participants.  Common themes will arise during data analysis and the result is a 

general description of the phenomenon of the lived experience as viewed by the 
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participants (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001).  The phenomenon can be held close for inspection 

by removing it from the world where it occurs, preconceived notions are isolated and not 

interpreted by standard meanings given by a professional community (Berg, 2001).        

Critical Incidents 

Life experiences and behavior can be explored as critical incidents.  The 

collecting of direct observation of human behavior has been used to solve practical 

problems and permit prediction about human performance.  Critical incidents can be used 

to evaluate behavior and performance.  The mixed method design of this study listened to 

the personal reflection on experiences and adaptation of behavior in response to critical 

incidents.  Critical incidents, change during periods of stress and challenge, offer 

significant moments of learning for leaders and constituents.  Critical incidents allow 

teachable moments for reinforcing norms and behavior (Kouzes & Posner, 2003).   

In Flanagan’s (1954) classic aviation psychological study of human behavior, a 

critical incident was defined in terms of an incident, an observable human activity that is 

sufficiently complete in itself to permit inferences and predictions about the person 

performing the act.  The critical part is the incident occurs in a situation where the 

purpose and consequences are clear and definite to the observer and there are no doubts 

as to the effects.  Flanagan’s critical incident was framed in the context of job analysis, 

while this study framed the context as critical incidents throughout an individual’s career.   

It has been suggested that leaders create meaning out of events and relationships 

that devastate non-leaders (Bennis & Thomas, 2002).  Critical incidents could be 

narrowly or broadly described events, but the meaning of the experience is placed by the 
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person within the context of their environment.  Field research could frame the critical 

incidents in the context that has meaning to that individual, who would reflect upon their 

experiences at various points in time and space.  Lived meaning refers to the situation as 

experienced by the person, a situation that could be a short moment or complex course of 

events (Van Manen,1990).    

In a behavioral description of leadership and a study using the critical incident 

technique, Van Fleet (1974) cited Flanagan and offered that critical incidents are actual 

accounts of behavior, effective and ineffective.  Categories of behavior can be identified 

and regarded as requirements for job performance.  Van Fleet (1974) drew a comparison 

of aviation officers to executives, suggested they have performance requirements, and 

effective and ineffective behavior.   The study highlighted leader and managerial 

effectiveness in a broader role and terms of organizational relationship.   

Oaklief (1976) conducted a study with the objective to identify administrative 

behavior which could improve practice.  The study began with a questionnaire and 

followed with direct observation of administrative behavior.  Recommendations for 

further research included the suggestion that the administrator was an “environmental 

creator” and suggested the need for short and long term assessment. 

In a study of thirty one individuals who survived the downsizing of a public or 

private, the critical incident technique was used to analyze and organize data around the 

themes that emerged during the study.  The study used interviews to describe positive and 

negative incidents that they experienced during the downsizing.  The interviews were 

transcribed and coded into themes.  The literature review in this study noted that a 
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number of researchers had used critical incident methodology to investigate a range of 

life issues.  The workers described the downsizing in terms of the restructuring process, 

coworker relationships, role of leadership, communication, and moving on with a career 

(Amundson, Borgen, Jordan, & Erlebach, 2004).        

In a study of supervision of students in a radiography training program, Williams 

and Webb (1994) identified critical incidents as situations that assisted or hindered their 

learning.  The critical incidents allowed the development of a reflective practice for the 

purpose of improving the curriculum and ultimately the program.  A group interview 

technique was used to collect the data.  The results were analyzed and placed into three 

categories, teaching skills and techniques, interpersonal style, and professional 

competence.  The study found the largest number of incidents in the categories of 

teaching skills and techniques and interpersonal style.  In a study of clinical supervisors 

in a medical education program, Cottrell, Kilmister, Jolly, and Grant (2002) suggested 

that supervision had three functions, educational, supportive, and managerial.  They 

conducted interviews of selected supervisors with the intent of reflecting upon past events 

and identifying the practice of effective and ineffective supervision.  The authors 

suggested good supervision related to interpersonal skills, commitment and motivation of 

the supervisor.  In a study of gifted female Finnish scientists, Tirri and Koro-Ljungberg 

(2002) suggested that critical incidents affected their professional and personal lives.  The 

study framed critical incidents in terms of choices and compromises made to succeed in 

academic career.  The researchers conducted interviews and identified career choices that 

were critical during the data analysis.   
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The economic model of career movement and vacancies is a useful measurement, 

but career behaviors and attitudes need to be considered with the mobility phenomenon 

(Vardi, 1980).  An individual can describe their career journey in terms of behavior and 

terrain, their individual actions and the world around them (Inkson, 2002).  Experience 

may be as important as training to continue along a career line (Cejda, McKenney, & 

Burley, 2001). The internal labor market can be viewed as a function of external market 

forces and internal market demands. 

Professional Relationships  

 The chief financial officer (CFO) experienced a career that was a journey with 

internal paths and external support that shaped and influenced their movement.  The CFO 

developed their knowledge, skills, and abilities at an entry level position and matured 

with each career move.  Doeringer and Poire (Rosenblum & Rosenblum, 1990; Cejda, 

McKenney, & Burley, 2001) pioneered the concept of an internal labor market.  Key 

characteristics are entry-level ports, career lines provide development, and movement is 

associated with increasing knowledge and skills.  Administrative rules and procedures set 

the pricing and allocation of labor, as opposed to market forces.  The occupational 

internal labor market is associated with discrete subsets or clusters of jobs and not within 

a specific firm.  Professional jobs are more likely to span establishments rather than be 

confined to one. (Althauser, 1989).   

Rosenblum and Rosenblum (1990) defined the (organizational) internal labor 

market in academia as the population on the tenure track, who were promoted through 

administrative events and were not competing with all comers as in an external labor 
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market (p.152).  Rosenblum and Rosenblum (1990) described a kind of inter-institutional 

mobility within academia.  They described a concept of “on-diagonal” category, where 

mobility occurred between internal markets, as a person vacated one position for another, 

usually due to more favorable terms (p.161).  The moves reflected an orderly career line 

with the improvement of pay and institutional standing.  They presented the notion of 

“cosmopolitanism,” with the virtues of scholarly excellence in their field and 

commitment to their profession.  For example, an attribute would be loyalty to their 

professional association rather than their institution.       

Academic careers have been studied in individual and structural perspectives.  It 

has been observed that many of these studies place attention on individual background 

and demographics (Cejda, McKenney, & Burley, 2001).  Career mobility has a historical 

base in the study of career history, which is the study of the Markov model of path 

independence. The position a person occupies in the future was a result of positions they 

occupy at present and not all categories previously occupied.  Mobility early in a career 

could bear a relationship on the later stages of a career, an ongoing tournament of 

assessment and success to continue along the career path.  This was an abstract from 

contest and sponsored mobility (Rosenbaum, 1979).  Mobility along a career might be the 

result of contest or sponsorship.  Competition was an open contest where open 

competition and each person had an equal chance for the position.  Sponsorship rejected 

competition and favors a controlled selection process. The governing objective of contest 

was to give elite status to those who earn it, while the goal of sponsorship was for the 
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elite to sort persons into their proper niches.  In sponsorship, selection was made early 

and training was specific (Turner, 1960).    

 Academic careers can be examined through labor market theory (Cejda, 

McKenney, & Burley, 2001; Twombly, 1988).  The areas of an academic medical center, 

higher education, healthcare administration are arguably an internal labor market.  With 

approximately 126 academic medical center institutions in the United States, chief 

financial officers (CFO) attained the position by movement within or recruitment from 

outside this market.  The internal labor market is characterized by fixed entry-level 

positions and mobility along a career line.  The occupational internal labor market is 

associated with discrete subsets or clusters of jobs and not within a specific firm.  

Professional jobs are more likely to span establishments rather than be confined to one 

(Althauser, 1989).   

 In institutions of higher education, there were a limited number of entry-level 

positions such as accounting and budgeting offices or department administration.  The 

entry-level position sets a minimum educational level and career mobility was 

accompanied by increasing knowledge acquisition and skill development.  Entry-level 

positions served as links with external markets and reflect the degree of openness into the 

market.  CFOs were more likely to move to their current position from a position of the 

same title (Twombly, 1988).  Twombly (1988) described the CFO position as a ceiling 

position and noted the high rate of lateral movement may reflect moves to larger 

institutions or jobs with increased responsibility.   
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The chief financial officer recognized the need to complement their technical 

skills with venue for continuing education that could support their professional 

development.  Academic medical center CFOs have several professional associations to 

which they can associate, such as the National Association of College and University 

Business Officers (NACUBO), American Association of Medical Colleges (AAMC), 

Association of Academic Health Centers (AAHC), American College of Healthcare 

Executives (ACHE), and the Medical Group Management Association (MGMA).  These 

associations can facilitate career mobility within the profession by facilitating and 

encouraging mentoring and collegial relationships.     

 The academic medical center has a hierarchical line-staff organization composed 

of complex technology and specific divisions of labor.  The lines areas were typically 

discipline specific, such as the schools of medicine, nursing, allied health sciences, and 

pharmacy.  The staff areas were primarily responsible for administration and finance.  

The career line would typically be vertical with fairly identifiable timetables.  Individual 

performance at crucial points could determine if the individual moved to a higher 

position or remained at a terminal level (Martin & Strauss, 1956).  In an internal labor 

market, sequences within a career line become institutionalized and serve as training and 

testing points.  Evaluation of performance and potential could determine vertical or 

horizontal movement.  
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Qualitative Research, Phenomenology, Critical Incidents, and Relationships 

  In an panel interview about field research and the study of organizations, Anselm 

Strauss said, “if you want to know how people really work, how they find the ins and 

outs of all the rules, how they use the rules, how they exert their power, that is the story 

you want to tell” (Kaghan, Strauss, Barley, Brannen, & Thomas, 1999).  In the same 

symposium, Stephen Barley said of career theory, “that at least 95 percent of the research 

assumes vertical mobility.  As opportunities for vertical careers flatten or decline, most of 

career theory as we know it becomes superfluous” (Kaghan, Strauss, Barley, Brannen, & 

Thomas, 1999).  

Field research allowed the researcher to recount interviews of respondents and see 

the event in the broader context of the organization (Kaghan, Strauss, Barley, Brannen, & 

Thomas, 1999).  Critical incidents could be narrowly or broadly described events, but the 

meaning of the experience is placed by the person within the context of their 

environment.  Field research could frame the critical incidents in the context that has 

meaning to that individual, who would reflect upon their experiences at various points in 

time and space.  Lived meaning refers to the situation as experienced by the person, a 

situation that could be a short moment or complex course of events (Van Manen,1990).           

In a study of teachers and careers, the analysis of critical incidents was an 

efficient technique for conducting qualitative research, gathering data in what may 

normally require longer involvement.  Critical incidents were analyzed in the context of 

the school and teaching environment, not the psychological approach developed by 

Flanagan (1954).  Analysis and categorization of the critical incident must be placed in 
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the context of the environment (Angelides, 2001).  In a phenomenological study of 

critical incidents and psychology interns, the report suggested the incidents influenced the 

intern’s perception of effective and ineffective clinical supervision during their training 

(Fukuyama, 1994).  In a separate phenomenological study on clinical supervisors, it 

explored the meaning of the concept of supervision from the supervisor’s perspective, 

framing the person’s theoretical framework of beliefs and attitudes (Clarkson & Aviram, 

1995).  

 Nursing research has conducted several studies using the approach of qualitative 

research and critical incident technique.  Many of these involve nursing roles and 

responsibility in patient care and the caring relationship.  One phenomenological study 

cited Flanagan (1954) and asked participants to describe critical incidents as an 

experience.  The study observed the difficulty in placing the meaning of a critical 

incident in the context of a person’s behavior and attitudes.  The nature and scope of a 

critical incident required a deeper understanding of the meaning of the experience (Reed, 

1994).  Another qualitative study used focus groups and interviews to identify critical 

incidents for the role of a nurse practitioner.  The study reported that critical incident 

technique enabled nurses to reflect upon, describe the meaning they attributed to, and the 

outcome of their practice.  The critical incident technique was seen as a valuable to 

capture significant events, reflect, analyze their behavior, and modify their practice.  The 

study reported the versatility of critical incident technique and its value in prompting 

reflection and analysis of the rationale behind the experience (Keatinge, 2002).            
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Definition of Terms 

 

Academic Medical Center (AMC) 

 The academic medical center (AMC) is an institution of higher education that 

served to provide graduate medical education in the form of a school of allopathic or 

osteopathic medicine and has the primary mission of training and educating physicians, 

along with other healthcare professionals.  The center could be either a public or private 

institution.  Both types of institutions were eligible for federal funds to support education.  

 The academic medical center could be an individual entity, such as a health 

sciences university.  Or the academic medical center may be organizational entity within 

a university system.  The academic medical center could also have a hospital component, 

but usually has a large ambulatory clinic practice operation and medical faculty practice 

plan.  Regardless of the organization, the entity was a matrix organization that requires a 

combination of revenue and funding sources to support the mission.    

Many were known as health sciences centers, operate health service clinics and 

depended upon medical faculty practice plans that provided the bulk of their operational 

funds in addition to government funding.  Institutions were identified by their 

membership with the accrediting bodies of the Association of American Medical 

Colleges (126 members of AAMC in the United States) and the American Association of 

Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine (19 members in AACOM).  According to the 

Association of Academic Health Centers (AAHC), the AMC is typically composed of a 
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health sciences center with other professional schools such as biomedical sciences, allied 

health sciences, nursing, and pharmacy and a teaching hospital.      

 

Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 

 The Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of an academic medical center was a high 

ranking healthcare executive, typically a physician and carried the title of Chancellor, 

President, Vice President for Health Affairs, or Dean (Guo, 2000). 

 

Chief Academic Officer (CAO) 

 The Chief Academic Officer (CAO) of an academic medical center typically is 

the Vice President for Academic Affairs, Dean of the School of Medicine, and may also 

be called the Provost.  

 

Chief Financial Officer (CFO)  

The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) could also be known by titles such as the 

Executive Vice President for Finance, Vice President for Finance and Administration, or 

Associate Dean for Finance Administration.  The CFO was the senior executive within 

the institution who is responsible for planning and managing a variety of resource areas.   

The CFO typically reported directly to the CEO and served on the executive cabinet.  The 

position was equivalent to the academic ranks such as Dean, Vice President, or Provost at 

most institutions.  The historical name was chief business officer or CBO.  

 

 30



Career line  

 Organizational career structures have been known as career lines, paths, or 

ladders.  However, the career line might or might not move forward along a fixed path or 

upward on a ladder (Cejda, McKenney, & Burley, 2001).  Career lines have fixed entry 

level positions and mobility up or along a route, which was characteristic of an internal 

labor market (Twombly, 1988).  A typical career line consisted of a series of vertical and 

horizontal movements, to positions that might or might not represent increasing 

responsibility (Martin & Strauss, 1956).   

 Careers could be longitudinal and could be studied from the objective and 

subjective perspective.  The career line could be framed with variables such as ceiling 

height, length, and position ratios (Scholl, 2001).  When moving from entry level and 

along a series of positions, the organization selects a candidate based upon the needs of 

the organization.  It is possible the individual would compete for each vacancy, their 

abilities matched against another, much like a tournament, with winners and losers at 

each point (Rosenbaum, 1979).  Or, the individual could be sponsored, progressing along 

a path that developed their skills in anticipation of the need for their talents by the 

institution (Turner, 1960).                               
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Assumptions 

Phenomenological research sought to discover naturally arising meaning from the 

participants.  Objects, people, situations, and events do not possess meaning.  Meaning is 

conferred through human interaction.  The researcher began with an idea, gathered 

information, reconsidered, refined, and worked towards analysis and findings (Berg, 

2001).  The researcher became the main research instrument through the use of 

observation, interview, and personal interaction.  Objectivity is replaced by subjectivity 

and inquiry rather than theory (Glesne, 1999).  

 

Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 

Delimitations  

The results cannot be broadly applied to reflect the experiences, critical incidents, 

professional relationships, and career lines of chief financial officers (CFO) at any type of 

institution of higher education.  This study used a survey approach of every CFO in an 

academic medical center that was followed by selected interviews.  The study design 

investigated and explored the phenomenon of career lines of particular individuals within 

a labor market that is the academic medical center.  The study used individual 

experiences.  The study sought to find meaning of the life experience of career to 

individuals and was not a broad report of the group experience. 

Limitations   

The qualitative research contained at least two viewpoints, the researcher’s and 

the respondents (Creswell and Miller, 2000).  There could be a problem with hypothesis 
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testing as qualitative data is treated as events, which implies it can be quantified.  

Qualitative data does not always fall into neat and clean events, as the amount of 

information varies between respondents and interviews cannot be consistently controlled 

for range of questions or topics (Fisher, 1997).  This study investigated and explored the 

career lines of individuals and sought to understand the phenomenon of their experiences 

throughout a career and its meaning to their lives.    
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Summary 

For individuals who have an aspiration to enter the profession and assume the 

position of a chief financial officer (CFO) in an institution of an academic medical center 

or want to understand how a career is lived, this research should enlighten the meaning of 

the experiences, critical incidents, and relationships in a career line.  With the 

introduction of the study and research problem, this research used a mixed method 

approach to add to the existing knowledge and literature about the career lines of CFOs, 

specifically in academic medical centers.  The remainder of the dissertation is organized 

into four additional chapters.  Chapter II contains a literature review on the professional 

field of CFOs in higher education, career mobility, and qualitative research.  Chapter III 

describes the research methodology, mixed method study design, data collection though a 

questionnaire survey and semi-structured interviews, and procedures for data analysis.  

With the completion of the research, the results and findings are reported in Chapter IV.  

Chapter V shall present a discussion of the findings and suggestions for future research.      
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CHAPTER II 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

This chapter shall provide a review of the literature, detail the historical 

background, administrative roles and responsibilities, discuss careers and labor markets, 

and the phenomenon of the lived experience.  This chapter shall provide a foundation for 

the research questions, survey design, and exploration of the phenomenon of career lines.  

Previous studies of chief financial officers (CFOs) in institutions of higher education 

were typically a descriptive survey that concluded they are usually white, middle aged, 

male, with a graduate degree in business administration (MBA) and a significant number 

of years of administrative experience in higher education (Lloyd, C.N. 1990; Calver, R.A. 

& Vogler, D.E.1985).  This literature review shall provide the foundation for the 

investigation and exploration of the phenomenon of the lived experience of CFOs in 

academic medical centers and their career lines.  

The chief financial officer (CFO) in institutions of higher education might also be 

known as the vice-president for finance, or vice-president of finance and administration, 

and is equivalent to the chief academic officer (CAO) or provost.  The CFO in an 

academic medical center has similar characteristics to others across the nation.  The 

typical CFO has experience in the business and administrative operations of an institution 

of higher education.  In a study of community college CFOs conducted by Jones (1983), 

the research reported that a CFO is predominantly a white male, 46 years old and with an 

average length of experience being five years.  The CFO career orientation primarily 
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came from college or business administration. The CFO typically has earned a Master’s 

degree with a business orientation.  He would work very closely with the President and 

other major officers on institutional policy and program concerns.  In a study of 

university vice-presidents for administrative services by Ogundimite (1992), the subjects 

were typically a white male, 50 years of age, a career background in administrative areas, 

and an earned master’s degree in an area of business or higher education administration.  

In a study of university CFOs by McFall (1999), the same pattern was revealed, the CFO 

has a background in the financial and administrative areas in higher education and 

typically has earned a masters in business administration.  The CFO annual salary can 

average $78,000 (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2000-2001 Almanac).   

 

Historical Background 

Leslie (1987) observed that the field of financial administration was not fully 

developed in colleges until the 1970s.  In one of the oldest handbooks on college 

administration, Bogue (1950) referred to preparing a balanced budget based upon 

revenues and operating expenses.  The directions seemed very straightforward about 

funding sources, suggested that the numbers were pretty well known, and not more 

complex than balancing the two.  He stated that capital equipment and physical plant 

expansion would require major gifts or endowments.  Bogue’s (1950) budget seemed to 

be simpler compared to today’s funding mix and expenditure flows.  It also appeared 

simpler because it preceded a time with significant federal financial aid.  The arrival of 

federal aid, greater enrollments, and business-industry partnerships would totally change 
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the financial landscape.  Dougherty (1994) commented that the federal government did 

not have a major role until the late 1950s and early 1960s.    

The traditional background in budget and accounting have been essential elements 

for qualification and typically served as the crucial factors in the selection of a CFO.  

Technical competence was an expectation of the hiring authority.  Successful experience 

demonstrated at the entry level in budgeting and accounting positions were a common 

profile of the CFO.   

 
Complexity acknowledged and increased responsibility 
 

Cohen and Brawer (1994) commented on the increased fiscal problems of the 

1980s and complex nature of college business affairs.  They observed a trend in hiring 

candidates with a business background and ability to be a planner.  Cohen and Brawer 

(1994) also commented that expertise in budget management was essential and colleges, 

with the chief financial officer (CFO) as lead, should be ready to meet the financial 

challenges of the future.  This suggestion reinforced the importance of the CFO in 

working with every department and division to develop the annual operating budget.  

Calvin and Vogler (1985) suggested that the CFO role has not been a static one.  They 

observed how the position has changed over the years from having the responsibility of 

bookkeeping to one of financial advisor to the board of regents.  
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Chief Financial Officers (CFOs)   

Careers Lines of Chief Financial Officers  

Chief financial officers (CFOs) typically reported to the president and were found 

within the executive administration of virtually any type and size of institution of higher 

education.  Texeira (1998) commented that CFOs have become more involved in the 

overall success of the college and actively engaged with departments and faculty.  

Texeira’s article was insightful, as it was published in NACUBO’s Business Officer and 

was about CFO’s who were on the career path for a President’s position.  The chief 

financial officer should know and understand the college’s mission, values, goal, and 

educational objectives in order to ensure the fiscal plan complemented and supported the 

institution in achieving those goals and objectives. The chief financial officer (CFO) has 

complete responsibility for accounting, budgeting, insurance management, internal 

control, investment management, payroll operations and purchasing.  The CFO also 

oversaw the operations of auxiliary services, contract administration, data processing, 

non-academic personnel administration, physical plant, and staff benefits.  In addition to 

these responsibilities, the CFO has taken on more of a role recently in certain problem 

areas such as maintaining enrollments, long range planning, increased federal and state 

control and energy saving programs. 

National Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO) 

 The historical name of the chief financial officer is the chief business officer or 

CBO.  In 1950, the National Federation of College and University Business Officers 

Association was founded and by 1960 became what is known today as NACUBO.  In 
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1967, the organization established an office in Washington D.C. with a full time director 

to handle association operations.  The purposes of NACUBO were: 

 1) Promote professional ideals, principles, standards of education for business and 
finance administration. 

  
 2) Collect and exchange information pertaining to business administration and 

higher education. 
  
 3) Cooperate with and support regional associations 
  
 4) Provide the American Council on Education with information and technical 

assistance on fiscal affairs and provide a means for an informed view from higher 
education agencies to the Federal government. 

 
The text College and University Business Administration is the recognized CFO  

handbook and was written for the American Council on Education (ACE).  This book 

served as an initial source for the identification of roles and responsibilities.  It listed nine 

areas of responsibility: 

 
1)  Accounting and financial reporting 
 
2)  Investment management, this may also include acting as a Treasurer 
 
3)  Purchasing 
 
4)  Physical Plant 
 
5)  Personnel Services 
 
6)  Management of auxiliary enterprises 
 
7)  Internal audit 
 
8)  Systems and procedures, which includes work flow and information systems. 
 
9)  Physical plant planning, architecture, capital expansion planning    
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Educational and professional background 

 Calver and Vogler (1985) suggested that the chief financial officer’s (CFO) major 

responsibility was the budgeting function and requires skill and knowledge of business 

functions.  The emphasis upon business functions was reflected in Rhames (1996) study 

that CFOs were being recruited from outside a college career path.  The focus upon 

business operations suggested that as the college business environment became more 

complex, so was the need for CFOs with experience in business planning and 

development.  It also suggested that CFOs were no longer advancing along a career line 

through staff promotions.   

Rhames (1996) commented that one of the most significant issues in a college 

was funding and an understanding of the methodology.  The ability to plan and execute 

funding cycles has reinforced the importance of the role of the chief financial officer 

(CFO) and the need for accounting experience.  Jones (1983) noted earlier that CFOs 

reported an increase in responsibilities over the past 5 years, particularly with the increase 

in data processing.  This report coincided with a time period of increasing federal aid, 

emphasis on vocational programs, which in turn required greater management oversight, 

expanded administrative departments, and the arrival of information systems.  In an 

(Iwanoski, 1997) interview of Business Officer, Janet Hamilton, Chair Board of 

Directors, National Association of College and University Business Officers, made the 

statement, “CFO’s were moving away from financial management to institutional 

management.”  This statement was significant in that institutional management extends 

beyond the traditional budget and accounting functions and required greater academic 
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preparation and experience to provide functional support to the academic operation.  This 

was reflected in the credentials of applicants who apply for current positions. 

     

    Context of the CFO Position  

Organizational Behavior and Culture  

  Birnbaum (2001) discussed management fads in higher education and stated 

“education’s second management revolution began approximately in 1960, program 

budgeting and other progeny are symbols, this marks the ascendancy of rationality in 

academic management”(p.27).  Birnbaum (2001) elaborated further that academic 

managers operate in organizations whose ambiguous and conflicting goals, responsive to 

multiple internal and external forces, and problematic technologies make it difficult to 

ascertain relationships between managerial cause and institutional effect.       

Johnsrud and Rosser (2002) commented on the adversarial relationship between 

faculty and administration is legendary, but presented that administrative leadership bore 

the brunt of the responsibility to the public and legislature to realign campus priorities in 

keeping with reduced budgets and/or public pressure for accountability.  Administration 

and business professionals have been integral to the modern institution of higher 

education.  

Mintzberg (1983) observed how professional staffers work within a “system of 

expertise” and reported on the importance of collaboration (p.138).  He noted how the 

professional staffer has formal training that is beyond the capacity of the organization to 

provide such training.  Their positions were complex and allowed for discretion in 
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performance and decisions.  Professional staffers relied upon their colleagues, not their 

line counterparts, for standardization of a skill set for the CFO position. Professional 

staffers were then able to use and exploit their knowledge and skills for the benefit of the 

organization, but also themselves.                 

Roles and Responsibilities  

 The first expectation of a collegiate business office was for them to develop and 

maintain a sound underlying system of business and financial practices.  A noticeable 

difference in public institutions was the fund accounting system, which limited the use of 

resources and prohibits the co-mingling of funds.  The budgeting process was the most 

visible of the business officer’s functions, the budget was not a planning process but was 

a way to implement plans approved by the governance process (Cohen & Brawer, 1994).  

In academic medical centers, it became more complicated and required knowledge of 

medical faculty practice plans and healthcare operations.  

Academic Medical Centers  

 Academic medical centers are currently financed through a complex array of 

sources, both public and private.  The administration of finances has not always been so 

complex.  The shifting of revenue sources has become more prevalent in the past twenty 

years.  For example, according to the 2004 factbook Texas Tech University Health 

Sciences Center, the percentage of state funding in 1978 was 86 percent, in 1987 was 

almost 50 percent, as compared to 2003 when it had decreased to roughly 25 percent.  
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Previous Studies of CFOs 

 There was a limited amount of literature on the position of the chief financial 

officer.  This may be due to the recent emergence of the profession.  What studies did 

exist, provided descriptive demographic profiles, functional roles, and responsibility.  

The aspect of a career line is limited to having a background in budgeting or accounting 

services.  As for phenomenon of individual experiences during a career line, there were 

several studies in the education and nursing professions.       

Dissertations  

 There are a limited number of studies conducted on chief financial officers (CFO) 

in institutions of higher education in comparison with presidents, provosts, and deans.  

The typical approach was descriptive in nature, used a survey instrument, and reported 

the profiles, duties and responsibilities.  The profiles, duties, responsibilities typically 

related to their MBA credentials, background experience budget and accounting, and 

previous positions (Jones, 1983; Nichols, 1985; Idress, 1990; Norman, 1990; Johnson, 

1992; Peters, 1999).  There were recent studies that addressed characteristics rather than 

previous experience.  The research questions related to leadership (Ogundimite, 1992; 

Rhames, 1996; Workman, 1998).  

 Of particular interest to this literature review, were studies that addressed career 

paths, attributes, and labor markets.  One study of career paths considered the movement 

of persons through several avenues to reach the same senior position and their 

perceptions of the requisite attributes and training (McFall, 1999).  Another study used 
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the theoretical framework of the internal labor market and a portfolio model of work 

experiences (Stauffer, 1990).   

 

Careers and Phenomenon 

Careers 

Martin and Strauss (1956) studied career lines and suggested that a career 

consisted of vertical and horizontal movements.  Becker and Strauss (1956) reported that 

career studies pertained to patterned sequences rather than persons and suggested further 

research about institutions and persons would be useful.  A widely accepted concept of 

career is that it is a series of work experiences and activities, directed at personal and 

organizational goals, and occur during a lifetime, and that are under personal or external 

control (Hall, 1986).  The career could be a framework of individual participation in the 

workforce, longitudinal in nature with a step proceeding to the next step (Scholl, 1983).  

Career patterns are a reflection of the sequence of events that occur in life span.   The 

working life span can have social and personal qualities (Jepsen & Chouduri, 2001).         

Labor Markets 

 Academic careers can be examined through labor market theory (Cejda, 

McKenney, & Burley, 2001; Twombly, 1988).   The internal labor market is 

characterized by fixed entry-level positions and mobility along a career line.  The 

occupational internal labor market is associated with discrete subsets or clusters of jobs 

and not within a specific firm.  Professional jobs are more likely to span establishments 

rather than be confined to one. (Althauser, 1989).   
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 Rosenblum and Rosenblum (1990) described a kind of inter-institutional mobility 

within academia.  They described a concept of “on-diagonal” category, where mobility 

occurs between internal markets, as a person vacated one position for another, usually 

due to more favorable terms (p.161).  The moves reflected an orderly career line with the 

improvement of pay and institutional standing.  They present the notion of 

“cosmopolitanism,” with the virtues of scholarly excellence in their field and 

commitment to their profession.  An attribute would be loyalty to their professional 

association rather than their institution.       

Critical Incidents  

Critical incidents could be narrowly or broadly described events, but the meaning 

of the experience is placed by the person within the context of their environment.  Field 

research could frame the critical incidents in the context that has meaning to that 

individual, who would reflect upon their experiences at various points in time and space.  

Lived meaning refers to the situation as experienced by the person, a situation that could 

be a short moment or complex course of events (Van Manen,1990).           

Critical incident technique can be used to evaluate behavior within the context of 

a specific occupation, a job analysis to identify critical skills and abilities.  In Flanagan’s 

(1954) classic aviation psychological study of human behavior, a critical incident was 

defined in terms of an incident, an observable human activity that is sufficiently complete 

in itself to permit inferences and predictions about the person performing the act.  The 

critical part is the incident occurs in a situation where the purpose and consequences are 

clear and definite to the observer and there are no doubts as to the effects.   
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Phenomenon  

Becker and Strauss (1956) used the metaphor of escalators and suggested a person 

(and their career) can be carried to or from opportunities.  Further, moving from one 

escalator to another may not be an individual choice.  Movement may be subjected or 

affected by superiors or the organization.  There may be premature assignments, loss of 

sponsorship, and miscalculation on the ability of rising stars.  There is also the factor of 

pace and timing, as the opportunities of each individual cannot be predicted to coincide 

with the opportunities of another person. 

Movement is not only vertical, but horizontal.  Horizontal mobility occurs 

between departments or organizations.  It broadens experience and allows senior 

executives to gauge ability and judge potential.  To successfully negotiate this path of 

complex movements, a sponsor in a superior position could initiate the person to the 

experiences and socialize them to the values of a higher group (Martin & Strauss, 1956).                           
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 CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 
  

To explore the career line of a chief financial officer (CFOs) in an academic 

medical center, quantitative and qualitative methods were employed to provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the lived experience.  This chapter shall present the research 

problem and research questions with the intent to describe the career line and explore the 

phenomenon of the lived experience of a chief financial officer (CFO) of an academic 

medical center.  The study utilized a mixed method explanatory design to explore the 

essential experience and the influences of critical incidents and professional relationships 

upon a career line (Creswell, 2002).  The first phase consisted of a quantitative design 

that was descriptive and could be compared with previous studies.  The data was 

collected with a survey that contained both open and closed ended questions.  The survey 

allowed the identification of a criterion sample to be interviewed.  The second phase 

employed a qualitative approach with semi-structured interviews that sought to explore 

the career lines of the CFO and the themes that emerged along a career path.   

 

Rationale for the Study 

A literature review revealed a limited number of studies which focused upon the 

profiles, roles, responsibilities, and career lines of chief financial officers (CFOs) in 

institutions of higher education.  These studies included CFOs located at colleges, 

universities, and community colleges.  The use of First Search, Dissertation Abstracts 

Online yielded 47 results, but decreased to 11 when queried on the use of a survey 
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instrument in the study.  An ERIC search yielded 115 results, however the focus was 

upon responsibilities within the institution and not career paths.  These studies described 

the qualifications required for the position and responsibilities within the institution.  The 

studies did not provide a portfolio of the career path.    

The limited number of sources could be due the emergence of a professional 

career field that was not fully recognized as a separate identity until the third edition of 

College and University Business Administration published in 1974 (Leslie as cited in 

Cohen & Brawer, 1994).  There were very few studies of CFOs in higher education and 

no studies specifically about CFOs and academic medical centers.  The studies were 

typically quantitative and of a descriptive design (Lloyd, C.N. 1990; Calver, R.A. & 

Vogler, D.E.1985).  The studies related career progression in a hierarchical model of 

movement (Twombly, 1988).  In regard to the study of the CFO, the literature primarily 

discussed business functions rather than the career experience of a responsible person or 

the position.  A story appeared to be missing, who were the CFOs, how did they enter the 

profession, and how did their experiences aid or enable them to progress to a senior 

executive position within an academic medical center?  The amount of literature on the 

roles and responsibilities of CFOs paled in comparison to studies of presidents, provosts, 

chief academic officers, and deans of institutions of higher education.  The preparatory 

research suggested that the area was under studied, a gap in knowledge existed, and this 

study could contribute to career development and improve the practice of the profession. 
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Research Questions 

The central question for this study was what essential experiences, critical 

incidents, and professional relationships occurred along the career line of a chief financial 

officer (CFO)?   There were two stages of gathering information for this study.   The first 

phase was a questionnaire survey that addressed the following research questions:  

R1)  Can a career line sequence be identified for a chief financial officer (CFO)?  

R2)  Did critical experiences and relationships contribute to the career movement?  

R3)  Did a mentor contribute to the career opportunity of a CFO? 

R4)  Does a CFO enter and advance along a career line by sponsorship?      

R5)  Does active participation in professional development activities enhance the 

career opportunity of a CFO?  

 The second phase incorporated the phenomenological perspective to more closely 

examine the lived experiences of a CFO.  A semi-structured interview was conducted 

during this phase with the following grand tour question to guide the interview:   

From the perspective of the chief financial officer (CFO) in an academic medical 
center, what was the essential structure of the career experience, what underlying 
themes accounted for the experience, and what are the possible meanings?  

 

Research Design 

This study focused upon the critical incidents and professional relationships that 

have influenced and shaped the career lines of chief financial officers (CFOs) who are 

employed in academic medical centers.  The study utilized a mixed method design for the 

purpose of allowing a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon of the 

career experience (Creswell, 2002).   
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Rationale for the Mixed Method Two Phase Model 

Creswell (2002) described a mixed method design as research approach that 

employs the collection of quantitative and qualitative data into a single study, analyzing 

and reporting the data based on sequence and priority of information.  A mixed method 

explanatory design, or two phase model, consisted of a sequence with the quantitative 

data, then the collection of qualitative data to explain or elaborate the quantitative results.  

The researcher did not have to converge or integrate the two forms of data, obtaining 

quantitative results from the entire population in the first phase, which allowed 

identification of parties to be interviewed in phase two.  

Creswell (2002) described the rationale for the mixed method explanatory design 

when the quantitative data and results provide a general picture of the research problem 

and qualitative data collection helped refine, extend and explain the general picture.  

Quantitative data, collected through a survey questionnaire provided a general picture of 

the career line.  Qualitative techniques allowed for further exploration of the phenomenon 

of a career line.  Creswell (2002) suggested that qualitative research sought to explore 

and understand the phenomenon and doing so required consideration of multiple external 

forces that shaped the phenomenon.  Qualitative research is an emerging design and the 

intent, purpose, and questions may change during the study based upon the responses of 

the participants and analysis of the data.   Glesne (1999) suggested the questions do not 

represent a theory, but toward an understanding of the phenomenon.  Creswell (1998) 

described the phenomenon as the concept being experienced by the participants.  With 

quantitative and qualitative components, the approach revealed a more comprehensive 
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picture of a career line. Creswell (2002) suggested that the strength of the mixed method 

research design was the combination of quantitative and qualitative data.  However, the 

weakness also involved the researcher’s knowledge and ability with both types of 

research.  In addition, time and costs may be prohibiting factors.  

Background 

For example, Guo (2000) conducted a study of chief executive officers (CEO) in 

academic medical centers (AMC) using a mixed method design of case studies and a 

survey questionnaire to explore the areas of Mintzberg’s ten work roles.  Guo (2000) 

suggested that the study would help present a clearer picture of CEO performance and 

link the observations to training and development of CEOs and organizational needs in 

education, research, and patient care.  Guo (2000) selected three CEOs in the same state 

as a convenience sample for the case studies that addressed the work roles.  Guo (2000) 

then surveyed every CEO of an academic medical center in the United States that were 

members of the Association of Academic Health Centers (AAHC).  The CEO was the 

senior administrative person (for the health sciences) and carried the title of chancellor, 

president, vice-president, or dean.  The survey consisted of closed ended questions that 

related to work roles and derived from categories identified in the case studies.   

 Jick (1979) described the use of the triangulation strategy in a mixed method 

study of employees and the effects of a merger.  Surveys were used to randomly sample 

employees, which contained standard indices of stress and strain.  A sub-sample was 

selected for conducting semi-structured, probing interviews that related to the items in the 

survey.  Jick (1979) noted the most prevalent attempt to use triangulation the premise that 
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the weaknesses in each method would be compensated by the strengths of the other.  

Integrating fieldwork and survey research were an example of this approach. 

   

Overview of the Research Study Process 

The first phase consisted of a survey (appendix A) that provided a descriptive 

profile of the population and responses about career history, critical incidents, mentoring, 

sponsorship, and participation in professional development activities.  The survey 

population was the chief financial officer (CFO) at every academic medical center in the 

United States. This was a census survey and was not a random sample of a population.  

The survey incorporated criteria that allowed identification of participants for a more 

detailed interview.  The survey did not seek to explain or predict a hypothesis, but 

provided descriptive statistics for a basic quantitative analysis that described the 

participants and identified a career line sequence.  The intent of the survey was to identify 

CFOs who experienced the same phenomenon.   The results of the survey questions are 

presented in tables and figures in Chapter IV.   

The second phase of the study followed with the semi-structured interviews of a 

criterion sample (appendix B) and sought to explore the phenomenon of career lines of 

CFOs.  The semi-structured interview consisted of closed ended questions and open 

ended questions (Creswell, 2002).  Open-ended questions were typical, which allowed 

the participants to voice their experiences without the constraints of researcher 

experiences or past research findings.  Seidman (1998) suggested that qualitative research 

affirmed the role of the human as a research instrument.  Rather than disparage 
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interviewing, the study emphasized the adaptability and skill necessary for interviewing.  

Finally, the results were a direct outcome of the respondent’s participation.    

The basic steps in the qualitative data collection process were: obtaining 

permission to conduct the study; select the sites and participants purposefully to best 

understand the phenomenon; identify data from several sources; administer and record 

data using protocols; and administer data collection in a manner sensitive to the sites and 

participants (Creswell, 2002).  Data analysis and interpretation followed this process:  

prepare and organize the data for analysis; explore the data; describe and develop themes 

from the data; represent and report the findings; interpret the findings; and validate the 

accuracy and credibility of the findings (Creswell, 2002). 

Approval to Conduct the Research 

The research proposal was presented to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 

Texas Tech University.  The proposal packet included the cover letter for the survey 

(appendix C), consent form (appendix D) to be signed by the respondent, the survey 

instrument, and interview protocol.  Since the research involved survey and interview 

techniques, a claim for exemption was presented to the IRB.  The IRB granted approval 

for the exemption and approval to conduct the research. 

Confidentiality of Respondents 

Creswell (2002) confirmed the importance of stating the purpose of the study and 

guaranteeing privacy as key to getting and maintaining access.  However, reciprocity was 

used to assist in gaining entry as all participants were offered a disk copy of the final 

study.  As noted by Locke (2001), gaining access to the participants at the executive level 
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in a specific type was critical and was hard to accomplish.  Due to the small number of 

these professionals, consent and confidentiality was paramount.  The CFOs were fully 

aware of their colleagues as they see them at national and regional meetings.  Participants 

were informed that the survey results were anonymous and identities would be protected.  

Participants were assured the interview data would be protected.  The narrative excerpts 

within the research report and future publications would contain pseudonyms.  The only 

reference to a facility would be that of an academic medical center.  No specific person or 

organizational name is published in the study.  With qualitative research, the relationship 

between researcher and participant was ongoing and evolving.  The researcher ensured 

the rights and privacy of the individual participants (Berg, 2001).   For the interview, a 

tape recorder was used to improve the quality and richness of the data.  The participants 

were advised they could stop the recording or withdraw from the interview at anytime 

Two Phases 

 There were separate phases to the data collection.  The first phase consisted of a 

census study.  Because of the small number of chief financial officers (CFOs) in 

academic medical centers, the census study was the survey research of an entire 

population (Creswell, 2002).  The survey instrument (appendix A) provided a descriptive 

profile of the population, an employment history, and allowed identification of 

participants who met the criteria for a more detailed interview in phase two.  The survey 

offered the identification of a career line for a chief financial officer (CFO) in an 

academic medical center.  Further, the survey sought to identify critical incidents and 

professional relationships that could advance the career of a CFO.  The second phase of 
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the study followed with selected interviews of a criterion sample that sought to explore 

the phenomenon of career lines of chief financial officers (CFOs).  The semi-structured 

interview (appendix B) consisted primarily of open-ended questions, which allowed the 

participants to voice their experiences without the constraints of researcher’s experiences 

or past research findings.  

The survey collected data that was representative of the objective reality and 

independent of perception.  That is, the sequence of positions in a career line of a CFO, 

timeline of career moves, and experience.  As reality is socially constructed, the 

interviews enabled the researcher to explore the personal interpretation or meaning 

attached to the phenomenon (Sale, Lohfeld, and Brazil, 2002).   

Data Management Plan 

 The research study was completed within one year of approval from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) to conduct the research.  Sallant and Dilman (1994) as 

cited in Creswell (2002) identified the following factors in good survey research: have a 

good sampling frame, select as large a sample as possible, use a good clear unambiguous 

instrument, and rigorous administrative procedures to get a good return rate.  The process 

for this study is displayed in Table 3.1.  The survey questionnaire was sent out at the 

beginning of study as a pilot.  Four weeks were allowed for responses to return.  After the 

pilot survey instrument was approved, an initial mailing was sent out.  After one month, a 

second mailing was sent out to follow up non–responses.  Afterwards, an initial screening 

of the survey questionnaire was used to identify potential respondents for a more in-depth 

interview.   The interviews were conducted within six months of the beginning of the 
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study.  One month was allowed for fieldwork research and the remaining one month for 

data analysis.   

 
Table 3.1 Timeline for the Mixed Method Study                              Week  
 
Construct the survey instrument and pilot     1 – 4 

Feedback received and instrument approved  

Conducted the quantitative survey, initial mailing   5 – 8 

Reviewed responses, conduct the second mailing   9-12 

Reviewed the results       13 – 15 

Provided results to the committee     16 -20 

Selection of criteria sample       21- 24  

Piloted and conducted semi-structured interviews   25 - 32 

Shared transcripts with the participating respondents     

Review and analyze results, constant comparison, write report 33- 36  
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Survey Research (Phase One) 

Construction of the Survey Instrument 

The survey instrument used for studying the career lines of chief financial officers 

was a modified instrument that was successfully employed in a previous study.  The 

source was a survey instrument used for the National Presidents’ Study by the American 

Council on Education (McKenney & Cejda, 2000; Amey & Van Derlinden, 2002).  This 

source instrument was readily available and the researcher gave approval to modify the 

instrument for this study.  The presidents study survey contained over 200 questions.  

One area of the source instrument was identified to be modified and adopted for this 

study.  This area presented questions that related to career progression.  The survey 

instrument was modified by using the sections that were associated with the identification 

of career line sequences, critical incidents, and professional relationships.  The 

nomenclature of the position titles in a career line were changed from a chief academic 

officer to titles that reflected the activities of a CFO.  The responses provided numeric 

data and brief narrative statements.  The result was a survey instrument with 21 closed 

and open ended questions that reflected the direction of the research questions for this 

study of the career lines of CFOs in academic medical centers.   

Piloted the Instrument 

Creswell (2002) suggested that a pilot study of the survey to a small group would 

provide feedback and evaluation of the instrument.  The pilot study was given to seven 

healthcare administrators who were readily available in an academic medical center with 

the background and experience as a CFO or potential to be hired as a CFO.  These 
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persons did not participate in the final study.  One question was changed on the 

instrument.  The question requested the listing of five previous career positions, starting 

with the CFO position and working in a backwards timeline.  The pilot survey 

respondents listed their previous positions in reverse order of the way the question was 

presented.  After discussion with the dissertation chair, the question was changed to ask 

for a list of previous positions with the timeline starting at the entry level (position 1) and 

listing positions in order to the current CFO position (position 5). 

Strengths of Survey Research  

The strength of the survey results was improved by the use of a census study, 

which surveyed an entire population (Creswell, 2002).  Surveys have the advantage of 

being relatively cheap, convenient, and potentially anonymous (Harris, 1998).  Survey 

research and questionnaires have been widely accepted as an approach to study 

executives.  Peters (1999) conducted a survey of chief business officers and perceptions 

of roles and responsibilities.  Another example of survey research was a study of the 

career lines of chief academic officers (CAO) in the American Association of 

Community Colleges (Cejda, McKenney, & Burley, 2001).   

Weaknesses of Survey Research 

 The weaknesses of a survey are described by Creswell (2002).  A survey may be 

seen as less rigorous.  The surveys described trends in data rather than offer explanations.  

Mailed surveys have low response rates, repeated mailing may be necessary (Dooley, 

2001).  Questionnaire length, construct of query, number of questions, and time to 

complete may affect cooperation (Dooley, 2001).  Dependant upon negative or positive 
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review of the survey questions, respondent bias could affect the return of the surveys.  

Wave analysis was a procedure used to check for response bias (Creswell, 2002).  The 

largest group of returns came after the first mailing, with 27 responses.  The second and 

third attempts for follow up resulted in 7 additional responses for a total of 34 responses.           

Census Study - Survey   

The first phase of the study was the mailing of a survey to the chief financial 

officers (CFO) at every academic medical center facility in the United States.  There are 

approximately 126 medical schools (American Association of Medical Colleges) in the 

United States and 19 schools of osteopathic medicine (American Association of Colleges 

of Osteopathic Medicine) that may be organized as an academic medical center.  Of 

these, approximately 97 institutions were large enough to belong to both the medical 

school accrediting body and the Association of Academic Health Centers (AAHC), which 

is the federal legislative lobbying agency.  As an academic health center contained more 

than a school of medicine, the institution would be complex and organized to have a 

dedicated CFO with a department of finance and administration operation.  The persons 

holding the CFO position at these institutions could not all identified though the 

NACUBO directory.  The researcher reviewed the institution finance and administration 

websites and organization charts to make as complete a list of names.  The survey was 

mailed to 58 named individuals.  Of the 34 responses received, 11 were from named 

individuals.  If the name was not known, the packet was addressed to the office of the 

Vice President for Finance and Administration / CFO.  A self addressed and stamped 

return envelope was provided in each mailed survey.    
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Survey research has been a common approach of social and behavioral scientist 

and could be considered a sub-category of descriptive research. Simply stated, survey 

research was asking questions and analyzing answers (Harris, 1998).  The survey 

consisted of a mailed questionnaire (appendix A) that was collected and reviewed within 

a two month time period.  The mailed questionnaire was a convenient and efficient 

method to reach a geographically dispersed population (Creswell, 2002).  A cover sheet 

with an explanation of the study and consent form accompanied the survey.  The packet 

contained a self addressed stamped envelope to encourage completion and prompt return 

of the survey. 

Responses Received 

Sallant and Dilman (1994) as cited in Creswell (2002) identified the following 

factors in good survey research: have a good sampling frame, select as large a sample as 

possible, use a good clear unambiguous instrument, and rigorous administrative 

procedures to get a good return rate.  The initial mailing and a review of the number of 

completed responses was reviewed at the end of thirty days.  A second mailing was made 

and encouraged comments from non-responders and asked for a more complete survey 

from responders who did not complete the entire survey questionnaire.  A final review of 

all responses was analyzed for completeness of data and percentage of return.    

The instrument allowed for a descriptive profile of the experiences of individual 

participants.  The survey examined the chief financial officer (CFO) career line by 

comparing, contrasting, and evaluating the responses from other CFOs.  The sections of 

the survey provided a career line sequence, timeline, critical incidents, mentoring, 
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sponsorships and professional associations.  The areas covered by the survey reflected 

areas presented in the literature review and the theoretical framework.  

 

Analysis of the Data Collected by the Survey  

 The survey results are displayed as descriptive statistics in tables and figures in 

Chapter IV.  The survey addressed these research questions: 

R1)  Can a career line sequence be identified for a chief financial officer (CFO)?  

R2)  Did critical experiences and relationships contribute to the career movement?  

R3)  Did a mentor contribute to the career opportunity of a CFO? 

R4)  Does a CFO enter and advance along a career line by sponsorship?      

R5)  Does active participation in professional development activities enhance the 

career opportunity of a CFO?  

Descriptive Statistics  

 The questionnaire consisted of a list of closed and open ended questions that 

related to the theoretical framework of career mobility, critical incidents and professional 

relationships.  Closed ended questions provided a means to assign a code or numeric 

value that provided the descriptive statistics.  The open ended questions provided brief 

narrative statements that could be categorized into themes.  While the results were useful 

in presenting the characteristics, behaviors, and attitudes of a CFO, the survey described 

trends rather than a rigorous explanation (Creswell, 2002).  As this was a census survey, 

the descriptive statistics are presented for the entire population as represented by the 
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respondents (Creswell, 2002).  Most importantly, the survey provided the mechanism for 

the selection of the criterion sample to be interviewed. 

 The survey provided an overview of career mobility and experiences along the 

career line.  The survey revealed significant statements that related to critical incidents 

and professional relationships.  Figures were used to display the results of position 

movement along a career line.  The information on CFOs of academic medical centers 

can be compared and contrasted to previous studies of CFO in institutions of higher 

education.  The survey collected a response for each question, which determined overall 

trends and distribution of the data.  The means and range of scores showed useful 

information about the results.  The results aided in answering the descriptive research 

questions in the study (Creswell, 2002).   In addition to a career profile, the survey 

followed Twombly’s (1988) methodology and collected data on number, titles, length of 

service, and type of institution for each respondent.  This allowed the identification of a 

career line sequences within academic medical centers and assisted in identifying 

participants for the interview portion.  To assist the second phase, open-ended questions 

complemented each position held by the respondent.  This allowed participants to express 

a view on the significant affect of experiences, critical incidents, and relationships along 

the career line.   

Survey Research on Academic Careers 

 The study of administrative careers in academe has emerged during the 1980s 

with authors using a demographic approach to study trends, positions held, and the 

institutions employed. The research was typically restricted to descriptions of personal 
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characteristics, such as age and educational level (Sagaria, 1988).   Twombly (1988) used 

a survey to collect data to study administrative career sequences in community colleges.  

Twombly (1988) noted that a major task was the identifying career lines as a sequence of 

related jobs.  Twombly (1988) also defined the criteria for the population holding a 

position within the career line sequence.  Twombly (1988) observed that administrative 

career lines in institutions of higher education were rather short and hierarchies were flat.  

In a study of chief academic officers of community colleges, the data was used to identify 

organizational and membership boundaries of the internal labor market (Cejda and 

McKenney, 2000).  In a related study, the survey produced two broad categories, 

personal and professional characteristics.  The personal characteristics were gender and 

ethnicity, the professional characteristics were educational level, number and title of 

previous positions (McKenney and Cejda, 2000). The data from a national survey of 

chief academic officers in public comprehensive community colleges was used to 

identify the number of positions held by a person and identify a career line sequence 

(Cejda, McKenney, and Burley, 2001).   

 

Phenomenology (Phase Two) 

Construction of the Interview Protocol 

Creswell’s (1998) interview protocol was used as a model for this study.   The 

semi-structured interview questions provided data that could not be answered in a 

numeric format.  The meaning could be explored through a grand tour question, which is 

intended to draw out reflections and illustrate a broad picture of the individual’s 

 63



experience (Werner & Schoepfle, 1987).  Topical questions were developed as concepts 

on careers, critical incidents, and professional relationships.  This allowed the use of 

probing questions, exploration of the themes that emerged in the conversations, and the 

meaning of the experience to the respondents.  Berg (2001) described probes as a way to 

draw out a more complete story from the participant by asking for elaboration on a given 

response.   

Piloted the Interview Protocol 

 There were two pools of CFOs who were first contacted by email and telephone 

to request an interview.  After a discussion of the purpose of the study, they agreed to be 

interviewed.  One group met the criterion requirement, the other group did not meet some 

element of the requirement.  The two pools had male and female representatives from 

public and private institutions, small institutions and large systems.  A pilot interview 

was conducted with one participant from each pool.  The pilot interview was transcribed 

and a copy was provided for the respondent to review.   The pilot interview was not 

included in the data analysis.  The respondents were asked if there were any suggestions 

or a need to alter the interview protocol and they offered no recommendations to change 

or improve the protocol.     

Strengths of an Interview 

Schor (1997) conducted interviews of women and specifically asked about career 

lines and the interpersonal relationships that influenced advancement.  The strength of an 

interview was the ability of the interviewer to ask questions that go beyond the initial 

questions in the questionnaire survey and the interview protocol (Creswell, 2002).  The 
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interviewer could ask questions that increased rapport with participants and explained the 

phenomenon (Harris, 1998).     

Weaknesses of an Interview 

The weakness of an interview was such as the essence of qualitative research, it 

could be difficult to replicate (Jick, 1979).  The participant might not answer the question 

that was asked, might want to discuss another topic, or could misunderstand the 

interviewer (Glesne, 1999).  The respondents sounded eager, but some of the topics were 

not understood as well as others.  For example, most understood the concept of 

mentoring, but most were not aware of the concept of sponsorship. 

Target Population-Interviews  

 The second phase of the study explored the conceptual nature of the meaning of 

the lived experience along the career lines of a chief financial officer (CFO), particularly 

in regard to critical incidents and professional relationships.  The intent was to identify 

themes and phenomenon that were meaningful to the participants in the context of a 

career path.   The qualitative portion took a phenomenological approach.  Creswell 

(2002) described this approach as a systematic, qualitative procedure, used to generate a 

theory that explains a broad concept or process.   

For the purpose of this study, that was the importance of the meaning of critical 

incidents and relationships along the career line of a chief financial officer (CFO) of an 

academic medical center.  Leedy and Ormrod (2001) described phenomenological 

research as dependent upon lengthy interviews with a carefully selected sample of 

participants.  The second phase of the study followed the survey responses from the 
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questionnaires by the use of semi-structured interview, which allowed the researcher to 

listen to the participants describe their experiences.  The participants were selected by 

criteria that reflected a shared experience.   

The criteria included in the prospective interview pool are:    

1)  A career line sequence (three positions in order i.e. Director, Assistant / 
Associate VP, then CFO / VP) in an academic medical center  
 
2) Total years experience in a CFO career line  
 
3) Total years experience as a CFO, academic medical center  
 
4) They described specific critical incidents or events that contributed to obtaining 
an appointment as the CFO in an academic medical center. 
 
5)  They acknowledged professional relationships such as mentoring or 
sponsorship contributed to obtaining an appointment as the CFO in an academic 
medical center. 
 
6)  They acknowledged professional development activities internal to the 
organization (in-service, skill training, in-house leadership academy) contributed 
to obtaining an appointment as a CFO in an academic medical center. 
 
7)  They acknowledged professional development activities external to your 
organization (professional associations, workshops, fellowships) contributed to  
obtaining an appointment as a CFO in an academic medical center.  
 
8) Unique characteristics; such as ethnicity, gender, age 
 
9)  Agreement to participate in an interview 
 

Glesne (1999) advised that access to participants, scheduling interviews, and data 

analysis might take more time than planned.  This reinforced the need for a timetable and 

benchmarks, to encourage rather than discourage completion of the study.  Creswell 

(1998) suggested the important point of the phenomenological study was an in-depth 

interview with participants who have experienced the phenomenon. Appointments for 
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interviews were scheduled for at least one hour. A criterion sample was used to select 

interviewees.  A typical sample size consists of 5 to 25 individuals who have experienced 

the phenomenon.  There was a narrow range of sampling strategies for conduct of a 

phenomenological study.  The researcher interviewed six CFOs who were identified as a 

criteria sample and approved by the dissertation committee. 

Selection of the Interview Respondents 

Creswell (1998) described criterion sampling as intentionally selecting individuals 

because they have experienced the phenomenon.  The sample was non-probablistic, it 

was not random.  For the purpose of this study, the criterion for the lived experience of a 

chief financial officer (CFO) was an identifiable career line in academic medical centers 

and an acknowledgement in the survey that critical incidents, experiences, and 

relationships had occurred along the career line.  Following the methods of Twombly 

(1988), a criterion that a career line sequence consists of three previous positions, such as 

ten percent of the CFOs were in the first previous position as an Assistant Vice President 

and five percent were in the earlier previous position as a Director of Budgeting or 

Accounting.  As Twombly (1988) observed, academic career lines fragment quickly, 

samples sizes may drop dramatically, so the survey responses, ethnicity and gender 

served as supporting criteria in selection for an interview.    

For the purpose of this study, six participants were selected for semi-structured 

interviews and approved by the dissertation committee.  If there were no participants who 

met the criteria, then each section of the criteria would be applied in order until six 

participants were identified.  Once the interview pool was developed, the pool was 
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presented to the dissertation committee.  Following their guidance, the following 

individuals were selected to interview, four men and two women from public and private 

institutions, representative of small and large systems, and geographically dispersed.    

After a review of the 34 survey questionnaire returns, there were two pools of 

candidates, chief financial officers (CFOs) who met the selection criteria and those who 

did not.  The criteria sample consisted of three women and three men, with four 

alternates.  There were four alternates who met all of the criteria except for sponsorship.  

The criteria sample was contacted for an interview, a male from a public institution and a 

female from a public institution. An alternate was identified, but declined when asked for 

an interview.  Another alternate candidate agreed, a male from a public institution.  The 

non-criteria group consisted of CFOs who did not meet the criteria in several areas.    

Three participants were selected from each pool.  The two pools had male and female 

representatives from public and private institutions, small institutions and large systems.  

A pilot interview was conducted with one participant from each pool.  The pilot interview 

was not included in the data analysis.  Upon identification and consent of the six 

participants, telephone interviews were scheduled.  The intent was to get each chief 

financial officer (CFO) to openly discuss their career in terms of experiences, critical 

incidents, and relationships and not as general ideas, such as education and years of 

experience (Reed, 1994).  The interview protocol (appendix B) contained eight closed 

and open ended questions.  Probing questions were developed for each main question.  

Creswell’s (1998) interview protocol was used as a model.         
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For this study, the sample was six CFOs, who were available for a one hour 

interview and agreeable to an audio tape recording, and agreeable to review and edit 

transcripts of the initial interview.  The participants were located at academic medical 

centers throughout the nation, but were readily available by telephone.  Creswell (1998) 

suggested using one site for a phenomenological study.  In context of the site, all 

participants should have experienced the phenomenon.  As this was a study of the career 

line of a CFO, he emphasized the importance of access to participants who have 

experienced the phenomenon.  However, the criteria sample assured the selection of a 

group who experienced the same phenomenon.  By use of a criterion sample, this allowed 

the selected participants to elaborate and explained themes derived from survey responses 

of the CFOs and explored the phenomenon.  The use of a non-criterion sample allowed 

for exploration of how the themes could compare and contrast the experience.  The 

interview was conducted by telephone in the convenience of the participant’s office with 

an open ended list of questions.  The questions were developed as concepts on careers, 

critical incidents, and professional relationships that allowed for the use of probes.  Berg 

(2001) described probes as a way to draw out a more complete story from the participant 

by asking for elaboration on a given response.  

Interview Process 

The interviews were conducted by telephone and tape recorded to ensure 

accuracy.  The consideration of conducting a face to face versus a telephone interview 

was based upon time, distance, and access.  As the respondents were geographically 

dispersed throughout the nation, it was difficult to schedule a trip to all of these locations 
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and complete the study within a reasonable timeframe.  Gaining access was also a 

concern for completion of the study.  Busy schedules and duties were a concern for the 

chief financial officer, the telephone was convenient and facilitated access by selecting a 

date and time that was offered by the CFO (Creswell, 2002).  The respondent was 

provided the interview protocol prior to the interview (Berg, 2001).  Seidman (1998) 

suggested that active listening was an important element of the interview process.   

Upon initiating the call, the researcher introduced himself, thanked them for 

participating in the phase one survey, gave a brief description of the project, explained 

that the interview would be taped and transcribed, the respondent would be able to review 

the transcript, asked for their consent, and advised the respondent they could stop at 

anytime or refuse to answer a specific question.  The respondent was thanked upon the 

conclusion of the interview and asked if they had any comments that would add better 

meaning to the interview.  Immediately after each interview, field notes were written by 

the researcher.  While the telephone call did not allow the researcher to read visual cues, 

there were verbal cues in their voice, such as the tone and pace as they deliberated a 

response.  Each person seemed eager and willing to tell their life story.  The researcher 

was able to sense the meaning as each person stressed certain points through the 

description of occurrences and occasional sidetracks (Berg, 2001, Leedy & Ormrod, 

2001).  Seidman (1998) recommended the use of a tape recorder and field notes.  The 

tape recorder allowed concentration on the respondent and reduced interruptions.  

Seidman (1998) suggested the purpose of an interview was to understand the experience 

of other people and the meaning they make of that experience.  For the purpose of the 
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study, six interviews were conducted.  The CFOs did not reflect upon their career as a 

series of incidents, but revealed what they thought and how they felt about their 

profession and career (Reed, 1994).  Significant statements were drawn from the 

transcription to serve as raw data for analysis.  

Data Analysis  

The interviews and notes were transcribed verbatim from the audio-tapes into 

Microsoft Word processing format by a medical transcriptionist.  The one hour interview 

produced transcripts that were typically 12-15 pages in length.  The transcript was 

reviewed by the respondents.  The text was coded, evaluated and analyzed by hand using 

the methodology described by Creswell (1998).  The methodology began with significant 

statements consisting of three to five key words, then longer statements, to sentences that 

form meaning statements, to clusters of themes, and finally a paragraph that represented 

an exhaustive description of the phenomenon.   

Due the short length of the transcripts, the text analysis was intensive and 

conducted by hand.  Hand analysis of qualitative data involved reading the data, marking 

by hand, and dividing into parts (Creswell, 2002).  Such a technique involved the use of 

highlighting the textual data with color codes and abbreviations.  Interviews were 

supplemented by document analysis of finance and administration office websites, press 

releases, employment postings and organizational charts.  

Phenomenological Analysis of the Data 

A semi-structured interview was conducted with six respondents for this phase.  

The semi-structured interview consisted of closed and open ended questions (Creswell, 
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2002).  The six sets of interview transcripts were analyzed by using phenomenological 

data analysis techniques.  The life world, the world of the lived experience, is the source 

and object of phenomenological research (Van Manen, 1990).  A phenomenological 

study listens to the descriptions of how people experience and how they perceive their 

experience of the phenomenon, which is a career line spanning over twenty years 

(Glesne, 1999).  The interview allowed for a reflective grasping of the significance of the 

experience by having a conversation with the respondents (Van Manen, 1990).  The 

CFOs were selected for interview by meeting the criteria extracted from the questionnaire 

survey.  The interviews addressed the grand tour research question.  The second phase 

incorporated the phenomenological perspective to more closely examine the lived 

experiences of a CFO.   

The semi-structured interviews addressed this grand tour research question: 

From the perspective of the chief financial officer (CFO), what was the essential 
structure of the career experience, what underlying themes accounted for the 
experience, and what are the possible meanings?  
 

Creswell (1998) described the steps for analyzing phenomenological data, they 

were individual statements about the experience, horizontalization of the data, giving 

equal weight to each participant, grouping the data into meaning units, a textual 

description of the experience, reflection to seek meaning and divergent perspectives, 

construction of an overall meaning and essence of the experience, and develop a 

composite description of the experience. 
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Procedures for Analyzing the Data   

The transcripts yielded over 90 pages to textual data, which was considered a 

small database and the researcher could easily track passages.  After discussion with the 

dissertation chair, it was decided to hand analyze the data.  Hand analysis involved 

reading the data, marking by hand and highlighters, and dividing the text into parts 

(Creswell, 2002).  A summary of the process is shown in Table 3.2 Organizing the Data.  

The first reading of the transcripts provided for an initial essence of the data.  The second 

reading allowed for identification and coding of key words, themes, and metaphors used 

by the chief financial officers (CFOs).   

Table 3.2  Organizing the Data  

Data analysis and presentation Phenomenology 
Data managing Create and organize files for data 

 
Reading, memoing Read through the text, make margin notes, form initial codes 

   
Describing  Describe the meaning of the experience for the researcher 

  
Classifying  Find and list statements of meaning for individuals; group 

statements into meaning units 
    

Interpreting  Develop a textural description; what happened; Develop a 
textural description, how the phenomenon was experienced;  
Develop an overall description of the experience, the essence 
   

Representing, visualizing Present narration of the essence of the experience; use tables of 
statements and meaning units 
     

(adapted from Creswell, 1998, p. 148) 

 

The original protocol was divided into statements or the horizontalization, then 

the units were transformed into clusters of meanings, expressed as concepts, finally these 
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were tied together to provide a textural description of what was experienced, a structural 

description of how it was experienced, and overall description or essence of the 

experience.  The meaning units are presented in a table to display the list of significant 

statements.  The clusters of themes that emerged are presented in a table as a list.  Finally, 

the exhaustive description of the phenomenon produced by the integration of analysis to 

develop the statement of its essential structure.  The exhaustive description is presented 

as a narrative statement (Creswell, 1998).   

Van Manen (1990) suggested that phenomenological studies differ from content 

analysis, in that content analysis knows what it seeks.  In contrast, the phenomenological 

study is discovery oriented and used reflection to follow paths as they are revealed in 

their essential nature.  A true reflection on lived experience is what rendered the 

experience its special significance.  The experience could be a short moment or a longer 

course of events.  For this study, the experience was a longer course of events.         

McMillan and Schumacher (1997) suggested qualitative data analysis was an 

inductive process and the analysis revealed categories and patterns emerged from the data 

rather then being imposed on the data.  Creswell (2002) suggested there was no single 

way to analyze qualitative data that it was an “eclectic” process in which the researcher 

tries to make sense of the information (p.258).  The material was read and re-read several 

times, an analysis conducted each time.  The early stage consisted of organizing the data 

into files.  Audio-tape interviews and field notes were transcribed into text data.  The 

general process was to initially read through the data, divide the text into segments of 

information, label the segments, reduce overlaps and redundancy, and collapse codes into 
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themes.  Creswell (1998) described four steps as identifying statements that related to the 

topic, grouping statements into meaning units, seek divergent perspectives, and construct 

a composite.  The intent was to produce a report that provided a description of the 

phenomenon as seen through the eyes of the participants who experienced it. 

Berg (2001) described how and what to count.  Words, themes, characters, and 

concepts were potential elements.  The process resembled a puzzle as the categories were 

linked and grounded to the data from which it was derived.  To triangulate themes from 

the interviews, there was also document analysis, such as resume` and employment 

postings.   

Analysis was completed when data no longer provided any new information or 

insight.  The use of memos elaborated on ideas and kept track of categories and 

generative ideas.  The memos directed efforts to new sources of inquiry and formulating 

theory.  The intent was to saturate the data as the analysis moved between and within 

categories (Creswell, 2002; Pandit,1996). 
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Validity, Generalizability, and Transferability 

There were two phases in the conduct of this study.  This section shall address 

each phase separately.  Phase one used a quantitative approach and collected data with a 

questionnaire survey.  Phase two used a qualitative approach and collected data through 

semi-structured interviews. The mixed method explanatory approach can be replicated by 

others.  This approach could allow for further discussion about the research design, 

confirm or question results, and identify areas for further research.  The use of a census 

sample for the survey phase and the criterion sample for the interview phase allowed for 

a challenge of rigor within the research design and results of the study.  

 

Phase One (Survey) 

Validity 

The survey was submitted to the entire population, a census study, which reduced 

sampling and instrument error (Creswell, 2002).  In regards to validity, did the survey 

instrument provide meaningful and justifiable inferences from the numeric data scores 

about the population?  Content validity was examined in the construction of the 

instrument.  Validity was further examined by reviewing the objectives of the instrument, 

content areas, and level of difficulty for each question (Creswell, 2002).   

Generalizability 

 When properly conducted, the study should generally provide an understanding of 

the career lines of CFOs in academic medical centers.  This does not explain an 

individual CFO’s career, but might explain the career line as a professional path.  
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However, a major limitation of the study was the population of CFOs, who were 

currently employed in an academic medical center (Berg, 2001).  

 

Phase Two (semi-structured interviews) 

Credibility 

In regards to the interviews, validity takes on a different meaning and view.  

Examination of trustworthiness of the research design assures validity (Golafshani, 

2003).  Validity is framed in terms of credibility, dependability, and transferability.  The 

researcher relied upon detailed interviews, presented contradictory cases, conducted a 

constant comparison of the data, data that was rich and thickly detailed, and peer review 

of the data analysis (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001).   

Creswell and Miller (2000) suggested that qualitative research contained at least 

two viewpoints, the researcher’s and the respondents.  The respondent’s view assisted in 

establishing validity of the social construct.  Known as member checking, validity shifted 

from the researcher to the respondent as they reviewed and confirmed their own narrative 

accounts.  As qualitative research was subjective, some critics assumed there is little 

internal validity, yet the researcher does not impose meaning.  It was the participant’s 

view and a search for truth.  The study was small scale and time bound, it represented the 

unique phenomenon, not a group or class of phenomenon (Borman, LeCompte, & Goetz, 

1986).  Validity posed a serious threat to qualitative approaches as the researcher moves 

between the field setting and personal office time (Dooley, 2001).  The researcher 

checked for inconsistencies and consistencies among the various informants and 
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observations.  Dougherty (2002) commented that validity and reliability depended upon 

the justification of the research design and judged upon its own merits.  Peer review was 

conducted by a second researcher who was knowledgeable of qualitative research and 

academic medical centers.  The second researcher confirmed the recognition of identical 

patterns and served as a reader who could recognize the logic of the experience by their 

own experience (Creswell,1998).  The researcher also reviewed if there was any 

influence on the interview with the participants, checked the accuracy of the 

transcription, were the conclusions derived from the analysis of the transcriptions, was 

the structural description connected to the contents of the experience, and was the 

structural description situation specific or does it hold in general for the experience in 

other situations?  Finally, field time was sufficient to complete interviews and member 

checking supported and confirmed saturation of the data.  

Glesne (1999) cited the verification procedures of Creswell and Lincoln and 

Guba.  Examples for this study are triangulation, member checking, peer review, 

clarification of bias, and saturation of rich data.  Creswell (2000) described the use of 

member checking, triangulation, and peer review by qualitative researchers to report the 

results of their investigations.  Member checking consisted of the respondents’ review of 

the data, in this study it was the transcripts of the interview.  Respondents were asked to 

check the transcript for accuracy (Creswell, 2000).  Triangulation was a validity 

procedure where the research searched for a convergence among multiple data sources, in 

this study it was interviews and documents, such as a resume` (Creswell, 2000).  Peer 

review was the use of a colleague who was familiar with the data or methodology.  The 
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peer reviewer was a colleague, who has a background in academic medical centers and 

higher education administration.  The peer reviewer served as a devil’s advocate, 

challenged assumptions, and asked questions about the methodology (Creswell, 2000).  

Jick (1979) noted that the mixed method was a form of triangulation, cross 

validating between the quantitative and the qualitative approaches.  The strength lay in 

the congruence between the data that emerged from the surveys and interviews.  

However, Jick (1979) confirmed the strength was also the weakness, a good design and 

research questions were necessary to support the design. 

Transferability 

 The aim of the research was to collect, produce, and share information that could 

be shared and applied in the context of the academic medical center, institutions of higher 

education, and healthcare administration.  With the mixed method approach of a census 

survey and semi-structured interviews of a criterion sample, transferability could be 

related with external validity (Malterud, 2001).     
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Summary 

 The mixed method research allowed the researcher to build upon the strengths of 

quantitative and qualitative designs to provide a comprehensive picture of the lived 

experience of a chief financial officer in an academic medical center.  With the two phase 

model approach to use a survey followed by semi-structured interviews, the results 

provided a more complete picture of the complexity, diversity, and phenomenon of the  

career line of a chief financial officer (Creswell, 2002).   The investigation of the career 

line, experiences, critical incidents, and professional relationships yielded the results 

presented in Chapter IV and will be discussed in Chapter V.   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS  
 

Introduction 

 This chapter shall present the results of the mixed method study of career lines of 

chief financial officers (CFOs) in academic medical centers.  The central question in this 

study was what essential experiences, critical incidents, and professional relationships 

occurred along the career line of a CFO?  There were two stages of gathering information 

for this study.   Phase one utilized a quantitative approach with a 21 questions survey.  

The results are displayed in tables and figure.  Phase two utilized a qualitative approach 

with data collected from the semi-structured interview of six CFOs.  The six respondents 

were drawn from two diverse groups.  One group acknowledged a career line and 

recognized the effect of critical incidents, mentors, sponsorship, and professional 

associations upon their career line.  The other group did not completely recognize the 

effects of career lines, critical incidents, mentors, sponsorship, or professional 

associations.  The interviews were analyzed by phenomenological procedures and the 

results are presented in tables and figures (Creswell, 1998; Creswell, 2002).     

 

 Quantitative Results (Phase One Survey) 

Surveys (appendix A) were mailed to 95 facilities and 34 surveys were returned 

for a return rate of 36 percent.  The respondents were typically a white male, with years 

of age in the mid-fifties and a graduate degree in business.  As there were 21 questions on 

the survey, the results are displayed as they relate to the respective research question. 
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R1)  Can a career line sequence be identified for a chief financial officer (CFO)?  
 

As shown in Table 4.1, the respondents had occupied the CFO position for an 

average of 4.79 years, with an average career span of 22.63 years.  There were 27 (79 

percent) who reported an average of 8.35 years experience outside of higher education.  

 
 
Table 4.1  Demographics concerning career_____________Mean     STDEV_____ 
 
Years of experience as a CFO     4.79  1.01 
    
Years of experience in a career line     22.63  5.65 
 
Years of experience outside of higher education (n= 27) 8.35   8.03 
________________________________________________________________________                         
                                                                                      Frequency      Percent                  
Some experience outside of higher education              27  79  

 

There were 18 different titles for a CFO reported in the survey.  The most 

prevalent titles and rank for the CFO are listed in an order that reflected the size of the 

academic medical center and the organizational relationship with a university system.    

 Executive Vice President for Business Affairs 
 Senior Vice President for Finance 
 Vice President for Finance and Administration 
 Senior Associate Dean for Finance and Administration 
 Associate Dean for Finance and Administration 
 

 

As shown in Table 4.2,   26 (76 percent) reported that they had entered and 

proceeded along an identifiable career line as a chief financial officer (CFO).  Moreover, 

21 (62 percent) were promoted from a previous position within the organization.   
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Labor Markets and Career Lines  

Twombly (1988) described two types of labor markets, one was the firm internal 

labor market (FILM), which is limited to a single firm.  The other was the occupational 

internal labor market (OILM), which is composed of professional positions that could 

operate and function in more than one organization.    

 
Table 4. 2 Career line data_(n=34)________________________________________  
_______________________________________________Frequency   Percent__ 
 
Reported a career line sequence as a CFO   26   76   
 
Promoted from within      21  62 
 
 
Table 4.3_Predominant paths in the labor market                                            ________   
1st Previous Position_(n=34)______________________________________________ 
 
Promoted from within /           In-state/                    Out of state                        
n= 21 (62 percent)   n= 5 (15 percent)  n= 8 (23 percent)  
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
2nd Previous Position_(n=21)______________________________________________ 
 
Promoted from within /           In-state/                    Out of state                       
N= 15 (71 percent)   n=5 (24 percent)  n=1 (5 percent)   
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
3rd Previous Position_(n=15)______________________________________________ 
 
Promoted from within /          In-state/                    Out of state/                     
N= 9 (60 percent)   n=4 (27 percent)  n=2 (13 percent)   
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With consideration to the criterion that for a career line to exist, 10 percent of the 

sample holding the first previous position and 5 percent of the sample holding the earlier 

previous position, the evidence suggested the existence of a career line (Twombly, 1988).  

For those promoted from within, as seen in Table 4.3 and Figure 4.1, the predominant 

path appeared to emerge from the area of business affairs.  There were 21 (62 percent) 

promoted from within and 25 (74 percent) through a path from business affairs.  This area 

is responsible for the budget, accounting, and planning functions.   

 

VP / CFO  
n=34 

Asst VP 
Business 

Affairs  

Promoted from  
Outside   

n=6  

Budgeting  Similar 
Position  

Consulting   Accounting  

Figure 4.1 Trends in career paths  

  

Martin and Strauss (1956) suggested that organizations with complex technology 

and division of labor would primarily be vertical levels of management.   Althauser 

(1989) argued that the difference between FILMs and OILMs were the parties who were 

in control of career movement.  Skills specific to a firm versus skills that could be 

transferred and contribute to a similar organization.    
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Upon reviewing the survey responses for the positions held, the survey results 

suggested there could be three career paths.  As depicted in Table 4.3 and Figure 4.1, the 

chief financial officer (CFO) could move along a path within the institutional finance and 

administrative operation; or from the outside through their experience in another 

healthcare organization, public accounting firm, or state agencies; or along a path within 

the School of Medicine administration.  For CFOs who came from the outside, as seen in 

Table 4.4, the predominant source was the recruitment of a CFO from a similar position, 

in a comparable organization, and the experience required by an academic medical 

center.   

 
Table 4.4_CFO career boundaries from the outside (out-of-state and in-state)_________ 
1st Previous Position_(n=34)_______________________________________________ 
Promoted from out-of-state /  Promoted from in-state                                   
n= 8 (24 percent)    n= 5 (15 percent) 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Previous Position_(n=13)__________________________________________________ 
Similar position         State Agency        Department Administration     Consultant 
N=  9 (26 percent) n=2 (6 percent)     n= 1 (3 percent)         n=1 (3 percent)      

 

 
R2)  Did critical experiences and relationships contribute to the career movement? 
 

Among the respondents, 24 (73 percent) reported that critical incidents played a 

contributing role to their career.  Respondents were asked to provide examples of the 

critical incident, 5 respondents noted events related to a fiscal crisis, 3 respondents noted 

events related to a re-organization, and 3 respondents noted events related to the 

departure of senior administrators.   
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R3)  Did a mentor contribute to the career opportunity of a CFO? 
 
R4)  Does a CFO enter and advance along a career line by sponsorship? 
 

As shown in Table 4.5, 23 (68 percent) reported that a mentor contributed to their 

career development.  However, only 11 CFOs (32 percent) reported that a promotion was 

gained through the support of a mentor.  When asked about serving as a mentor, 22 (65 

percent) reported that they had or were currently serving as a mentor.   

 
Table 4.5  Mentoring (n=34)________________________________________________                           
________________________________________________Frequency   Percent_____ 
 
Mentor played a role at some point in career   23  68 
 
Mentor assisted respondent with current position  11  32  
 
Respondent serving / served as a mentor    22  65 
 
 
 

During the analysis, it appeared the respondents were not clear on the definition 

and role of a mentor and sponsorship.  Most associated mentors with an individual 

relationship and sponsorship as a process of the organization.  For example, in Table 4.5, 

11 CFOs (32 percent) reported the support of a mentor was instrumental in getting the 

promotion and 17 CFOs (50 percent) reported that an organization contributed to career 

mobility.  This was supported by the data in Table 4.3, where 21 CFOs (62 percent) were 

promoted from within the organization.     
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R5)  Does active participation in professional development activities enhance the career 
opportunity of a CFO? 
 

As shown in Table 4.6, 30 CFOs (78 percent) reported they participated in 

activities to promote professional development at the entry and senior executive level.  

The two most recognized organizations were the National Association of College and 

University Business Officers (NACUBO) and the American Association of Medical 

Colleges (AAMC).  

Other organizations noted were the Association of Academic Health Centers 

(AAHC), American College of Healthcare Executives (ACHE), Medical Group 

Management Association (MGMA), and the Healthcare Financial Management 

Association (HFMA).   The AAMC meetings have a business officer component known 

as the Principal Business Officers (PBO).  The AAHC meetings have a business officer 

component known as the Senior Administrative and Fiscal Officers (SAFO).   

 
Table 4.6_Professsional development and associations (n=34) _______________                                      
________________________________________________Frequency   Percent 
 
Professional development reported    30  78 
 
NACUBO        17  50 
 
AAMC        16  47 
 
ACHE          6  18  
 
AAHC          5  15 
 
HFMA          4  12  
 
MGMA         4  12 
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 To assist with completing the picture of the CFO career line, Creswell (2002) 

noted that a popular approach was to collect data in distinct phases.  The quantitative data 

provided extreme cases for follow up in the qualitative phase.  Upon review of the 

questionnaire survey, themes emerged from two distinct groups of chief financial 

officers.  For example, Table 4.7 displayed the themes identified in group one, CFOs who 

fully met the criteria of a career line sequence and acknowledged the elements of critical 

incidents and professional relationships.  Further exploration of these comments will be 

revealed in the second phase.  The interviews allowed the respondents to reflect upon the 

meaning of the lived experience.  

 
Table 4.7  Group One:  Significant statements of CFOs who fully met the elements of a 
criteria sample  
 
Questionnaire survey open ended question:  Have there been critical incidents, events, 
activities, that have contributed to your progression on a career line?  In one or two 
words, please list those critical incidents.  
 
Male responses (n=3) 
Vacancy with no replacement  
Implementation of administrative and financial systems 
Re-engineering processes 
Leading financial turnaround  
Higher education governance system change 
Capital building program  
 
Female responses (n=3) 
Personnel crisis 
Success in previous positions 
Departure of numerous senior administrators, retirement of superior 
Major reorganization  
Fiscal crisis, resolving fiscal crisis 
Joint venture creation 
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Qualitative Results (Phase Two Semi-Structured Interviews) 

The two groups and six interviews yielded over 90 transcribed pages of textual 

data for analysis.  The approach allowed the respondents to have a conversation as they 

told their life stories.  The interviews explored the essential experiences, critical 

incidents, and professional relationships that occurred along the career line of a CFO?  It 

was easier to talk, as writing their experience might force reflection, which could make it 

difficult for the respondent to stay close to the experience.  The meaning was not one 

dimensional, but multi-layered with several dimensions (Van Manen, 1990).  A semi-

structured interview was conducted during this phase with the following grand tour 

question to guide the interview:   

From the perspective of the chief financial officer (CFO) in an academic medical 
center, what was the essential structure of the career experience, what underlying 
themes accounted for the experience, and what are the possible meanings?  
 

To address the central question, topical subquestions narrowed the focus and 

allowed the researcher to learn more about the lived experience of each respondent.  The 

steps are reflected in the order of their presentation to the respondent.  This approach 

gave a chronological account, how the CFO experienced events, and identified themes in 

the lived experience (Creswell, 1998).    

 
How would you describe the career line of a CFO in an academic medical center? 

 Upon review of the survey responses, it was apparent that the career line of a 

chief financial officer (CFO) position was built upon a business or administrative 
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background.  Academic medical centers resembled other institutions of higher education, 

with entry level positions in the budgeting, accounting, and school department units.   

However, there were different observations that offered the career path could be 

lateral and diagonal, internal and external.  The survey results suggested that there could 

be three career paths.  Group one presented a career path with an emphasis on entry into 

and gaining experience through the administration of an academic medical center.   

G1 male:   “I think there can be many different career lines, but obviously 
there always has to be a starting point.  You basically work your way up, 
usually through the hierarchy, either with the same organization or 
different organizations...they usually start at an entry level and move up to 
middle-management, up to a CFO position… my whole career has kind of 
been in the financial management area…then ultimately to the School of 
Medicine, and really each of those jobs provided me with an opportunity 
to come in contact with other agencies, other individuals and other 
opportunities for career progression.  It wasn’t really; it wasn’t like 
starting in one company and moving up through 4 or 5 levels but more like 
moving from a division of one company to another.”   

 
 

The CFOs could relate a career path in terms of their own career, but they also 

had the advantage of reflection and observing the careers of their colleagues. How many 

career paths could there be, two or three?      

 
G1female:  “I think that what happens many times is that they are home 
grown, kind of individuals that come up into the jobs or they come from 
the ranks of other medical schools.  I don’t know if you want my 
experience, per se or kind of my perception of the industries in terms of 
medical schools in this countries, but you’ll find as you interview people, I 
suspect, that there are a number of people that have been in multiple 
medical schools and they move from one to the other but they usually 
have a certain degree of longevity in any given medical school”.  

 
“So there are two natural paths that I see.  One is to grow up through the 
ranks of the institution, perhaps to start as the Departmental Business 
Manager and move in to Central Administration and into the ranks that 
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way or to…for a medical school to recruit from another institution.  
Occasionally you’ll find people coming in from the private sector but I 
think that is more rare than not.  That’s my perception based on people 
that I know and have interacted with through the group on Business 
Affairs, through the AAMC, which is our accrediting…our organizational 
body, our association.  Again, you’re talking to a limited number of 
institutions….” 

 
 
 Rather than a line that was confined to a professional discipline, such as 

accounting, the career path could be a sequence of positions that built upon experience in 

the academic medical center and university administration.  

 
G1 male:  “Obviously the ideal would be a matter of opinion.  But from 
my perspective if I was trying to find somebody to replace me, and then 
I’d look for certain background and experience, and characteristics in 
terms of somebody who could fill the position.  It would be a combination 
of two things, one thing would be to have some definite experience in 
higher ed or in a medical school in terms of having been an administrator 
of a department…Also, having some experience in some sort of central 
office and institution, whether it be at the university, a large university, or 
whether it be in the School of Medicine.”   

  

 In contrast, group two presented the emphasis upon individual skills and abilities 

gained through a foundation and experience in finance and accounting.  These could be 

developed early in a career and transferred to the administration of an academic medical 

center.     

 
G2 male:   “I believe that basically, that it is a strong path, which is a 
public accounting path, whereby you have somewhere about a minimum 
of probably 4-5 years to a maximum of 10-15 years in the public 
accounting reign.  I think it is a good path and I say that because I think it 
gives you that opportunity to move in to an organization at a high enough 
level.  Whether that is right into a Controller’s spot or a Chief Financial 
Officer kind of spot.  I think that is important.  I think it is much more 
difficult, and certainly a longer path if you’re trying to go from the ground 
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up in the same organization.  I’d make sure you get enough diversity 
experience to do it so, that’s kind of how I see the path.” 

  
This observation noted the importance of the building the skills and abilities in the 

financial and accounting areas, the CFOs noted these skills were needed and transferable.   

 
G2 female:  “I would say that there is a career line but I don’t think it’s 
quite as obvious or direct as it might be in say, a for-profit company or 
industry….I actually started in public accounting.” 
 
“It was kind of happenstance, that was the largest part of the practice in 
the office that I was in, and so I was probably about, eight or nine months 
of my year, were spent either at large organizations… but because of when 
their year-end occurs, which is primarily December, I had some time in 
the summer to do other things and my summer hours, I was put on two 
academic institutions.  One was a public university and one was a private.”  
 
“I was in public accounting for almost five years when my major client 
relocated their headquarters from where I lived to another part of the 
country and so I either, could relocate or I could stay in the part of the 
country I was living and move on to other clients.  I stayed and I started 
working on some other clients.  I had always had an interest and a desire 
to get an MBA and one of the academic institutions that had been a client 
in the summer was …university.  They had an opening in their internal 
audit department to manage the department around the time that my major 
client was relocating their headquarters.  It was just kind of a natural time 
for me to choose to leave public accounting and step over.” 

 
However, a respondent in the alternate group offered that there were three career 

lines.  Rather than emphasize the financial and accounting skills, the comments echoed a 

respondent in group one, three career lines.  The career lines correlated to the 

organizational structure of the financial and administrative operations of an academic 

medical center, or an experienced professional from the outside.              

G2 male:  “I will describe to you what I believe to be three separate career 
lines.  The first one would be someone who gets an initial job in a central 
administrative or financial unit for medical school or for an academic 
medical center.  This person might start out as the Chief Accountant or the 
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Chief Budget Officer, let’s say for a School of Medicine, and in this 
hypothetical case would include the medical schools faculty practice plan.  
Then a very natural career progression could be to become then, at some 
later point, the Chief Financial Officer for the School of Medicine and 
then at some point later a Chief Financial Officer for an academic medical 
center.  That’s the first career.”   
 
“The second career path could be someone who starts out in a clinical 
academic department within a School of Medicine.  This person might be 
the Administrative and Chief Financial Officer for, hypothetically, the 
Department of Internal Medicine.  Generally in most medical schools 
there are two very large very complex departments and those are Internal 
Medicine and Pediatrics… that would be the second path.” 
   
“The third pathway would be for someone to be hired from the outside.  
When I say from the outside, outside the university but someone who has 
experience with hospital administration, probably a teaching hospital 
administration.” 

 
When asked about academic credentials, the response was not always about accounting… 
 

“I could see at least three disciplines, two of which would be more 
prevalent than the third.  The first one would be a Masters in either 
Hospital Administration or Healthcare Administration.  The second option 
might be someone with a Masters in Business Administration who got an 
early start working in a hospital and they acquire a lot of healthcare 
experience by virtue of having worked in a hospital.  The third degree 
would be the Masters in Public Health.”   

 
By using the responses for research question six, the statements that described the 

respondents experience are displayed in Table 4.8.  Each statement has equal worth, as 

represented by horizontalization of the data, and each respondent’s voice was heard 

(Creswell, 1998).  

 
Table 4.8 Significant meaning statements structured as thematic clusters for career____                            
Career (group one)       Career (group two)_____________   
 
Work your way up, through the hierarchy  Started in public accounting  
Grow up through the ranks     Happenstance 
Experience in higher ed, or medical school  Outside, but healthcare experience  
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A tree diagram (Figure 4.2) was created as a template to assist in data analysis.  

The dominant paths can be illustrated from the career root.  Themes can be displayed as 

they were derived from the meaning statements (Creswell,1998).   

 

 Career Lines 

Within  

Outside   

Figure 4. 2 Career lines 

 
 
Can you describe specific critical incidents or events that contributed to you obtaining an 
appointment as the CFO in an academic medical center? 
 
 The respondents reflected upon the experience of major events and why they had 

meaning in their career.   A critical incident could be exposure at a critical moment in 

time that offered an opportunity for visibility.    

 
G1 male:  “in every position I could point the one or two times, or projects 
or things where I was given the opportunity to demonstrate my abilities 
and that probably drew attention to myself or introduced me to the people 
in my next job…We had and intensive legislative hearing on medical 
education one year that I spent a lot of time working with all three of the 
states’ medical schools, and that kind of gave me my entrée to the Dean of 
the Medical School here and exposed me and my abilities to him.  So 
really that…you know, there’s things you can point to as opportunities 
where you had an opportunity to really demonstrate your ability in a way 
that other people would become more aware of it, and I’ve had a few of 
those.” 
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Critical incidents can be characterized as a crisis that served as an opportunity for 

confirmation of credibility.   The timing of the event and the actors were a crucial 

challenge to the person and the institution.     

 
G1female:  “A crisis happened, which I think is many times the case.  We 
ended up…oh gosh, how many years ago was it?  About 25 years ago, we 
had a situation where the Associate Dean for Medical Education, 
who….Academic Affairs, who also managed a number of support 
services.  It’s someone I worked with, I directly reported to him.  He 
left… our Associate Dean for Business Affairs, left and our Practice Plan 
Manager left, all within a month or two of one another and we truly had a 
Senior Administrative crisis in the institution.”  
 
“We’re a fairly young institution and it all happened from there.  I had 
good mentors.  We’ve only had three Deans in the history of the medical 
school and I’ve worked with all three of them.  I was in the right place at 
the wrong time or the right place at the right time.  It depends on what day 
of the week it was.  I had opportunities to grow from within and was 
selected to move on up.” 

    
Critical incidents could be seen as the ability to build upon and take advantage of 

success stories at various points in a career.    

 
G1 male:  “I think you can talk about defining moments or critical 
incidents, well, there’s not like one big thing that happens that makes your 
career.  You read about that happening, you know somebody made the 
right bet on a choice or you know, or somebody came up with a great 
design idea for a research lab and, you know, you can crash and burn just 
as easily too with one big goof, just like one big success.  I found these 
small incremental things that constantly build your credibility over time 
gives you a much stronger foundation than one flashy presentation you 
give.  You do one flashy thing and then you get slammed with one flashy 
thing that goes the other way, you’re back where you started but if you 
built up a level of credibility over time and you do your homework, you 
know, it’s very hard to destroy that unless you really screw up yourself.  
You spend a lifetime building a reputation, and it takes you 15 seconds to 
destroy it or ever get it back.” 
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“If you ever get to the point where people don’t trust your responses for 
whatever reason, you become very ineffective very quickly.  People have 
to always believe that you’re giving them the straight story.  I think that 
also maintaining cool in stressful situations.  If you loose your temper and 
you’re managed by fear and scream and yell, again that affects your 
creditability, your ability to be effective.  If you’re able to maintain your 
cool, if you’re able to bring opposite sides of the conversation to some 
common ground. Those are really critical issues in terms of maintaining 
your ability to be effective.” 
  

 
In contrast, group two characterized the critical incidents as moments that 

eliminated a person at points in time, defining moments, a level in a career path, and 

confirmed the need for their skills, abilities, and experience by an organization. 

 
G2 male:  “Well, basically at (accounting firm)…it looked like I was not 
going to make partner.  You know, it was a couple of things, but I think, 
you know, primarily it was time when there was some slow down and with 
what was going on, and at some point they weren’t making as many 
partners in our office, etc….this opportunity came along and I decided to 
go ahead with it…”   
 
The experience could be seen as a moment that determined a person’s 

resilience, willingness to accept a challenge, and build self confidence.     

 
G2 female:  “ I think that there were two things that were really critical for 
me, one was probably only I knew about it, and the other one was very 
public.  My first or second day on the job in public accounting, maybe my 
third day, but it was clearly traumatic enough that I…in my mind it 
happened the first or second day.”   
 
“I got there and we got a call down in the auditing office that some 
materials that were supposed to come from the CEO’s office were 
available and someone needed to go up and pick them up…I was new and 
they needed someone to run an errand and knocked on the door, the 
secretary hands me whatever.  He must have heard me arrive and he came 
out and proceeded to rip me out up one side and down the other…To this 
day, I have no idea what the man was upset about.  Boy did it make an 
impression on me because I thought, well, that’s it; there’s my career, 
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done.  I’m going to go downstairs now the partner’s going to ask, that’s it, 
I might as well go pack my stuff.  I was just tense and furious, and I was 
mad and hurt, and how could they do this to me?  I have only been here…I 
couldn’t have screwed up this quick, I didn’t even do anything.  So I went 
back downstairs and relate to the In-charge what had happened, and she 
started laughing and she said, you know, you just have to throw it over 
your back, start building up your shell.  Just start building up your shell, 
just build it up.  Just throw it over your shoulder and build up that shell, let 
it just roll off of you.  I can’t tell you how many times in my career, I have 
had to say to myself, “Just build up your shell.  Just throw it over your 
shoulder, just move on.”  So I guess if you want to call it the coping 
technique, whatever you want to call it, that was one of the best two cents 
advice that I’ve ever been given.”   

 
“The second and the much more public thing that happened was when I 
was promoted.  We reorganized and I was promoted… the very next 
morning at eight o’clock, I had to go with the Vice President to meet with 
each of the departments, it wasn’t just a single department because in both 
cases they had multiple department heads…so I had to meet with the 
departments that were now going to become part of the business 
operation…I mean if you want to talk about way awkward….and so then I 
had to move into their offices and set up shop.  I was in two different 
buildings, I was splitting my time…”   

 
 

Or, the critical incident could be the preparation for an opportunity, faced an 

adversity, when another door opened, recognition of risk and reward, taking advantage of 

the opportunity to demonstrate their ability and adapt in a critical situation.  

 
G2 male:… I got into (the city) the night before, had met this gentleman 
and had dinner with him.  I think that he was trying to protect himself by 
not sending some nerd that he had recommended into meet with his 
Department Chair.  So we had dinner and the next morning he said, “Why 
don’t you show up in my office at 8:30 and we’ll get you going with your 
interviews after that.”   
 
“I show up at 8:30 and I notice he has this frown on his face and he 
seemed rather perplexed and somewhat distracted….after a moment or 
two of awkward silence he said, “Well, I don’t know of an easy way to tell 
you this other than to just tell you.  I learned this morning that the 
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Department Chair has already made an offer to someone and that someone 
is this someone that reported to me.” 
 
“He wasn’t very happy about it because neither the Department Chair nor 
the individual was applying had brought him into the loop.  I was sitting 
there and was literally in transition of moving…my hopes were pretty 
much going down real quickly.  He said, “Well, this person that worked 
for me was the Director of Finance.”  He looked at me and said, “Do you 
have any financial experience?” 
 
“I said, “Sure.  Which was true.”   
 
“He said, “Ok.  Do you have any experience with a computer?”  At that 
point I had become fairly competent on the computer.  I had bought a 
Macintosh, one of the early Macs…and used it even though it was my 
personal computer.  I used it at work.  It was portable and I could lug it 
back and forth easily between home and the office.”   
 
He said, “Why don’t you come back at 1:00 and talk to me about it?”  Ok, 
and so between that point and 1:00 my entire plan that I had had to pretty 
much turn on a dime.  I had to start thinking about, ok, how am I going to 
convince this individual that A, I have financial management experience 
and B that I have the computer skills in which he seems to have an 
interest?  …I don’t know a better way to show him that I’ve got skills than 
to take the computer in and set it up and do a show and tell for him…He 
was up front with me.  He said he wanted to take another two to three 
weeks and do what he felt was an honest and open search.  Which he did, 
and 2 ½ weeks later he called me and offered the job to me.” 

 
 

As displayed in Table 4.9, both groups acknowledged themes such as opportunity, 

facing inevitable challenges, and gaining and maintaining credibility.  They shared a 

common experience, a critical incident within the institution, the ability to handle 

adversity without confrontation, and recognition that their participation was integral to a 

successful resolution.  
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Table 4.9 Significant meaning statements structured as thematic clusters for critical 
incidents 
                                                                                                                                                                        
Critical incidents (group one)              Critical incidents (group two)______  

Opportunity to demonstrate ability   This (CFO) opportunity came along 
Impress right person, right time, credibility  Favorably impressed them with skills 
Institution provided infinite challenge  We reorganized and I was promoted 

 
 

The tree diagram (Figure 4.3) illustrates the critical incident as an experience that 

presented opportunity and challenge.  These themes are integral to the lived experience.     

 

Critical Incidents 

Opportunity 

Challenge 

Figure 4.3 Critical incidents  

 
Did professional relationships such as mentoring or sponsorship contribute to you 
obtaining an appointment as the CFO in an academic medical center? 
  

 Group one CFOs acknowledged the effect of mentors at the beginning and 

throughout their career.  They were quick to attribute the supportive role and 

encouragement by others who were involved with their career.   

G1 male:  “I’ve been very fortunate and I guess anybody that rises to this 
level…I don’t think anybody could rise to this level, not that it’s that 
uncommon, but I don’t think you could do it without at least one mentor 

 99



and usually a mentor in every major facet of your career.  I’ve had 
probably about four people that I can think of right of hand, that I would 
consider mentors.  Each of whom pushed me forward in my career and set 
me up for my next opportunity.  I don’t think it’s possible to overstate how 
important mentoring is…basically, yeah, they were all (of the same 
profession); my whole career has kind of been in the financial 
management area, first couple of positions in state government,  the third 
position in higher education administration and the fourth position in 
academic medicine.  In each place, the person that hired me was also was 
the person that really served as the mentor and ultimately helped me 
directly or indirectly find my next position.” 

 
G1 female:  I have had several….I had, kind of, the best of both worlds, 
someone to emulate and someone not to…they …allowed me to do what I 
needed to do, but also worked very good at guiding as well.  I’ve had 
wonderful, basically bosses who have been mentors, friends, encouraging, 
had provided opportunities and it’s been very good.” 

  
G1 male: I haven’t had one person that I’ve looked at as a mentor 
throughout my career here.  There’ve been different people at different 
times that I’ve gone to for advise and counseling when I first started 
here… the better department managers and so when I first got here I went 
to them and picked their brain and got ideas from them and worked with 
them a lot.  At that time, those three individuals I would have said were 
mentors.  They were just colleagues in similar positions to mine but in 
larger departments and I got feed back from them on what they found 
successful and that sort of thing.  I would say that they were mentors at 
that time.”  

   
“you know the pool of people that were available in terms of higher rank 
or higher skill level, all of a sudden shrunk.  So, I then started looking to 
colleagues in other schools who had similar experience…” 
“But essentially over the years, I’ve essentially used people as mentors, 
different people at different times, in different places, depending on the 
need of the subject matter.”   

   
In contrast, group two related that their success was more dependent upon their 

own skills and abilities than through the support of a senior executive.  

 
G2 male: “basically, the only time I had a mentor was pretty much out of 
college.  When I went to work in the public accounting profession and 
during that period of time with one of the big firms… I was in a small 
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business department there, which was a very small, actually, it was not a 
small business department but we were actually a small group and as part 
of that small group I had basically, you know, at least one person that I 
worked with very closely for my first 5-6 years in public accounting.  
Though he mentored and grew me into my, I believe in my business and 
my knowledge, etc.  Not necessarily a mentor in influencing a career path 
or anything of that nature. And basically in the firms, it was basically my 
supervisor.  Ok?  So when I started, I’m a new guy, I work for a senior.  
You know the firms have steps.  Think of it as four positions, staff, senior, 
manager, and partner.  So, when I first started this gentleman was my 
senior.  When I became a senior, he was my manager, and when I became 
a manager, he was my partner.  Ok, for the most part, so I worked for him 
a lot under those scenarios.” 

   
 

This CFO highlighted the importance of individual ability and motivation, 

demonstration of performance, rather than seeking direction.  

 
G2 female:  “I tried to think of how I would define a mentor and I don’t 
really think that I did.  I would say probably the thing that was helpful was 
my most recent boss.  I am probably mostly internally motivated.” 

 
“I guess when I was in public accounting I was, depending on your 
perspective, very fortunate to work for probably the toughest partner that 
was in the office I was a part of.  Very, very high expectations and he had 
a reputation for burning through senior managers at a lightening rate…I 
never had to wonder about how my work was viewed.  If there were issues 
I knew it immediately.  I function very well in that environment.  He was 
extremely harsh, very driven.  That worked very well for me and my 
subsequent boss …while not as…you know in higher ed you have to be a 
little more diplomatic and a little more smooth, but he was equally 
demanding.  And equally as high expectations and I always knew where I 
stood so that…I think that those were probably the two biggest things that 
contributed because I work well under those environments.” 
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However, another CFO saw the mentor as a person who had admirable attributes 

and was not limited to the formal process of guiding a young professional.  

 
G2 male:  “The one I had was before I ever got into academic medicine.  
A very significant mentor for me was the Hospital Administrator.  I 
reported directly to him and one of the things he taught me that has served 
me well…have a plan.  Once I got my job at (university), the Associate 
Dean for Business Affairs there truly was a mentor for me.  He was just 
such a fascinating individual, had so much charisma.  He was very 
forceful when he needed to be and if there’s one person that I can say has 
truly served as my mentor, it was that individual.  He was not the type of 
person that in a meeting would try and dominate the conversation.  If he 
were speaking to an audience, he spoke with panache, he spoke with a 
force of eloquence that he made people just want to sit there and listen to 
him.  Now as I’m talking with you, I guess really what crystallized in my 
mind was his communication skills.  He had sound administrative and 
financial management skills, but I think probably what has influenced me 
most about him has been his communication skills.” 

 
 
Table 4.10 Significant meaning statements structured as thematic clusters for mentors_                             
Mentors (group one)                Mentors (group two)___________  
 
Mentor in every facet of career    Immediately after college 
Different people at different times   Fascinating, forceful when needed 
Bosses who were encouraging   Very high expectations, driven 

                                                                                                                                                            

The respondents related the term of mentoring as a more personal relationship, 

such as encouragement and confirmation of their actions.  The CFOs had difficulty with 

the concept of sponsorship in the context of a career in the academic medical center or 

higher education.  If technical competence was a given to be selected as a CFO, career 

progression could be a result of being available to be trained at the time and as 

determined by a sponsor (Martin & Strauss, 1956).  The CFOs acknowledged individual 

or organization support for their career and recognition of ability.  The promotions were 
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based upon the skills, abilities, and experience required of the position.  The person may 

have benefited by the knowledge of a vacant position, or by the encouragement of a 

mentor, but the evidence suggested there was no formal process for sponsorship in an 

academic medical center.       

 
G1 male: “you get to meet other people and deal with other entities and 
other agencies and in the course of that, ultimately you become aware of 
other positions that eventually come open and you’ve had the opportunity 
to have contact, so you’re both aware of it and exposed to it, and they’re 
exposed to you so it gives you more of an opportunity to make that change 
when you want to...I mean the people who actually…the first person who 
hired me was a finance person.  The second person that hired me was an 
attorney.  The third person was also a finance person and the last person 
was a doctor, so, but they were all working for somebody in the financial 
area or managed the finances of their operation. But it was good to be 
dealing, not just with finance people, because there usually aren’t that 
many levels in the financial management section in most organizations, so 
you really kind of have to move from one entity to the other to progress, 
from one division to another.” 

 
 
 The academic medical center finance and administrative operations require an 

experienced administrator and a CFO, however the center must recognize and develop a 

plan to address future needs.  Some organizations do have a plan.        

 
G1 female: “I had opportunities to grow from within and was selected to 
move on up.  I have implemented a succession planning, a philosophy 
basically within my whole area and then have broadened that elsewhere in 
the institution where it could evolve.” 
 
“I think that it is a critical issue, particularly in medical schools.  It may 
not be so much so in major universities where there’s a little bit different 
kind of a challenge.  Medical schools are the most complex matrix 
structures in the world.  We have so many reporting areas.  In fact I saw a 
slide recently that is just so incredibly phenomenal.  In one picture it 
describes it all, and it really does show how very much regulated medical 
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schools are and the healthcare environment and it’s very different in that 
regard.”  
 
“…we had grown our own to a point where it became almost self-
defeating.  We had major, major problems with (a department)…that is 
why I went externally and I have never regretted it for a second.  Very 
happy I went that direction.  I still had a number of people inside that we 
have home-grown that were kind of back-boned, but we’ve made a major 
culture change in (that department) and that’s critically important in the 
Healthcare environment today.” 

 
  

But having a plan does not necessarily mean that a potential CFO was identified 

at the entry level position with successive positions determined by the organization.  

Professional growth might be dependent upon the skills, abilities, and experience 

required by the organization at a given point in time.    

 
G1 male:  “I don’t see that (sponsorship) as being, I mean I see that the 
opportunities here are made.  I mean granted some people are higher up 
don’t like you and don’t like the work you’re doing, you’re not going to 
go anywhere but I don’t see this as being a place where the board picks 
somebody.  That may happen on occasion but in general the advancement 
of this institution, not just the School of Medicine, but the university has 
rewarded people who perform well and that if you perform well and are 
willing to take on responsibility then they’ll do their best to help you get 
that responsibility, but I don’t think I’ve seen any sort of targeted 
individuals, who then are sort of sheparded along the way as long as they 
continue to perform.” 

 
However, others related their experience in the non-academic environment, these  

comments reinforced the concept that the individual ability and timing were subject to the 

pleasure of the organization.   

 
G2 male:  “When you leave a public accounting firm, there’s two basic 
ways, positive ways that you leave your organization.  One is your client 
loves you so much that they offer you a job that you can’t resist and 
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second, when you decide you’re ready to leave, basically either voluntary 
and/or forced…I am sure it’s changed since I’ve been in, but back in the 
seventies it was a very quick growth area.  They needed a lot of people 
number 1, but number 2 is the organization is an “up or out” organization, 
at least (mine) was…so either you were going to make partner with the 
firm in somewhere in the 9-14 year range or that they would tell you that 
you were not going to make partner” 
 

This CFO gave an example where the relationship with the client was a benefit 

and provided the opportunity.  

 
G2 female:  “I was in public accounting…. we did a number of operational 
reviews with a background in auditing, it was a natural thing.  We did a lot 
of consolidating.  I did a lot of process improvement, process redesign, 
process engineering, all those sorts of things, and in a climate where the 
state gave us eight budget cuts in five years, it was…just kind of an 
opportune line of work to be doing at a point and time when the state is 
cutting you.  The skills I had were needed at the time and it just allowed 
me to continue to progress.   
 
And this CFO emphasized that career moves were choices and decisions by 

organizations and individuals.  Individuals make a choice to seek a position and the 

organization makes a choice by offering the position.  The choice was the result of a 

decision, but other factors played a role.            

 
G2  male:  “It has been one of competing for each position.  I never really 
thought of it in those terms but that is an accurate description of my 
career.  There was a search committee (for this job).  I applied, there was a 
national search that was done, advertisements were placed in the Medical 
Group Management Association publication and in the American 
Association of Medical Colleges.  I responded to that ad. 
 
 
Q:  “Why do you think you were selected for the job?” 
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R:  I would say there were probably two reasons.  One, I had some 
financial background at a medical school.  Before coming here I worked at 
…(private) university School of Medicine. 
 
Q:  “So you went from a private institution to a public institution?” 
 
R:  “My title there when I left was Director of Finance.  I would probably 
describe it as being more of the CFO for the medical school but that was 
really not my formal title.  I had financial and administrative experience in 
a medical school if you were looking for that.  That’s one reason.  The 
second I would probably just say it was attributed to a match of 
personalities with the then Dean of the School of Medicine who was also 
the Vice Chancellor for the Health Sciences Division.”  

  

 
Table 4.11 Significant meaning statements structured as sponsorship________________                           
Sponsorship (group one)               Sponsorship (group two)_________  
 
Become aware of opportunity and have contacts Up or out organization 
University rewarded people who performed  I competed for each position 
Implemented succession planning   Competed and given opportunity   
 

The tree diagram (Figure 4.4) illustrates the thematic analysis as part of the lived 

experience, professional relationships could exist between persons and within 

organizations.                     

 

Professional Relationships 

Mentors 

Sponsors 

Figure 4. 4  Professional relationships 
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Did professional development activities internal to your organization (in-service, skill 
training, in-house leadership academy) contribute to you obtaining an appointment as a 
CFO in an academic medical center? 
  

Both groups of CFOs acknowledged the importance of professional development 

at the entry level and participation in professional associations along a career.  They 

noted the importance of building technical and management skills at the entry level.   

G1 male: “I think it is always important, probably more so early in your 
career.  I mean the opportunity to travel to a meeting or to, you know, 
attend meetings with representatives of other entities, broadens your 
perspective and it sharpens your communication abilities.  It exposes you 
to a lot of people.  Teaches you the right and wrong way to do things, the 
right way and the wrong way to approach objects.”   
 
G1 female:  “I think it is more important at the entry level, possibly at 
mid-level.  At senior level, I think you go outside.  You share ideas but 
then you also, you develop a relationship with various people, and I, 
probably 4 or 5 times a year, I will get a call from someone that I know 
and they’ll want to know, “How do you do this where you are?  Do you 
have any information on such and such?  Do you know any consultants 
who do this or that?”  So we keep in close touch like that and also we 
check with each other when we’re trying to do salary surveys or 
competitive market-place studies, things like that.” 
 
G1 male:  When you are first starting out, you know, as a Department 
Administrator, you know, you want to have enough, so the inner-personal 
developmental activities going on that you’re building skill level there but 
you need to be technically proficient.  So, your earlier jobs, your sort of 
master of many more responsibilities and you have to know how to do so 
many different things, whether it be the billing system or scheduling 
system or whatever it is.  You’ve got to know it all and be able to counsel 
people on these different things.  So I think early on you have much more 
focus on technical skills but as time goes on you need more and more 
ability to deal with the non-technical aspects.   
 
G2 male:  “Well, in the entry-level area which you really, you’re really 
learning a lot of writing skills, auditing skills and problem-solving skills.  
When you move into the next level as a senior, you learn more of 
administrative skills.  You know, you’re in there managing a job, 
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managing a budget, an over all budget rather than a small budget of a 
small area, and you’re starting to deal more with the clients.”   
 
G2 female:  “I saw a gap in the things that were available internally so we 
worked with a, there’s a work force development office at one of the 
regional campuses and I worked them and we found a good facilitator and 
every fall we would put together, I guess six weeks seven week training 
series.”  
 
G2 male: “My own thoughts are that would be more beneficial for entry 
level individuals.  Perhaps beneficial also for mid-level.  I think less so 
probably for folks who are getting longer in the tooth.”   

 
 
Did professional development activities external to your organization (professional 
associations, workshops, fellowships) contribute to you obtaining an appointment as a 
CFO in an academic medical center? 
 

Both groups of CFOs acknowledged the importance of professional development 

to the senior executive ranks.  They noted how their colleagues served as a resource for 

best practices and how the professional associations gave them a broader understanding 

of the industry.  For these CFOs, they had reached a position that the association They 

related their participation in terms of sharing ideas, supporting each other, and not as a 

venue for seeking a position.     

G1 male:  “Well, I think it is really critical to be involved in those 
activities, I mean that’s how you keep current with what’s going on in the 
industry and that’s how you learn what other people are doing.” 
 
G1 female:  You share ideas but then you also, you develop a relationship 
with various people, and I, probably 4 or 5 times a year, I will get a call 
from someone that I know and they’ll want to know, “How do you do this 
where you are?  Do you have any information on such and such?  Do you 
know any consultants who do this or that?”     
 
G1 male: I find that all those groups are extremely helpful for that and I 
get some of my greatest ideas through my interchange with my colleagues 
at other schools through the AAMC.  Without that organization, basically, 
I’d be scrambling around trying to look these folks up and track em down, 
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that sort of thing.  They provide a venue.  They provide a couple times a 
year, I go to a meeting with AAMC and we have different members of the 
group will present and we have some great discussion groups.  It really 
facilitates some excellent interchange.   
 
G2 male: “Certainly broadened my exposure to issues, both on a national 
and/or a local level.  That certainly helped me in improving my business 
skills and improving my job skills, so that, I think, was important.”  
 
G2 female:  “I mean if you want to talk about incredible speakers and 
incredible topics that they got covered.” 

 
G2 male:  “My participation in those has been very beneficial from the 
stand point of building a network of colleagues and peers to whom I can 
reach out for information and say, “Hey have you ever seen anything like 
this?  What would you do?”   

  
 
 
Table 4.12 Significant meaning statements structured as thematic clusters for professional 
associations                                                                                                                                                    
Professional Associations (group one)                 Professional Associations (group two) 
 
Critical to be involved     Ways to improve operations 
Greatest ideas through interchange with colleagues  Building a network of colleagues 
Share ideas, develop relationships   Incredible speakers, topics 
 
 

 

 Professional Associations

Technical  
Managerial 

National  
Industry View 

 
Figure 4.5  Professional associations 
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Van Manen (1990) described four existentials that could serve as guides for 

reflection in the research process.  They are lived space (spatiality), the lived body 

(corporeality), lived time (temporality), and human relation (relationality).  As depicted 

in figure 4.6., the career of the chief financial officer (CFO) revealed the effect of the 

existential themes upon the lived experience.  The phenomenological approach served to 

question the way chief financial officers experienced their world, in this case, their 

professional life from entry level to their current rank.  The connection to the world is the 

principle of “intentionality,” questioning the obscurity and ambiguity that constitute the 

experience (Van Manen, 1990). 

VP / EVP

 Figure 4.6 Depiction of a career line and the phenomenon of the lived experience 
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Impressions 

 
The quantitative results presented the objective reality and should not be 

generalized to reflect the career and lived experience of chief financial officers (CFOs) at 

any type of institution of higher education (IHE).  Conversely, the transferability of the 

qualitative results could be applied in the context of recruiting a CFO for an academic 

medical center, finding a potential successor, establishing goals for young executives in 

finance and administration, or developing a succession plan.        

The essence of the lived experience is presented in the tables and figures at the 

close of this chapter.   The impression is derived from a story that was told through the 

voice of the respondents.   The phenomenon of the career line can be presented by use of 

the metaphor of escalators, which suggested a person (and their career) can be carried to 

or from opportunities.  Further, moving from one escalator to another might not be an 

individual choice.  Movement could be subjected or affected by superiors or the 

organization.  There could be premature assignments, loss of sponsorship, and 

miscalculation on the ability of rising stars.  There was also the factor of pace and timing, 

as the opportunities of each individual cannot be predicted to coincide with the 

opportunities of another person (Becker & Strauss , 1956). 

Movement of the chief financial officer (CFO) was not only vertical, but 

horizontal.  Horizontal mobility occurred between departments or organizations.  It 

broadened their experience and allowed fellow and senior executives to gauge ability and 

judge potential.  To successfully negotiate this path of complex movements, a sponsor in 
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a superior position could initiate the person to the experiences and socialize them to the 

values of a higher group (Martin & Strauss, 1956).   

Organizing the data into themes has generated a typology of concepts.  The data 

display in tables has summarized the themes.  This allowed the data in the tables to 

supplement the written narrative (Glesne, 1999).   As seen in Table 4.13, emerging 

themes served as generative guides for writing the research study and allowed for 

elaboration on the essential aspects of the phenomenon.  However, themes are not things, 

themes are intransitive (Van Manen, 1990). 

 

Table 4.13  Thematic Analysis of the Lived Experience 

  

Career Lines Critical incidents Professional 
relationships 

Professional 
associations  

Promoted from 
within  

Opportunity Mentors Technical and  
Managerial skills  

Promoted from the 
outside 

Challenge Sponsors National  
Industry view 

 
 

 The lived experience was illustrated in table 4.12 and figure 4.6.  The essential 

experiences of critical incidents and professional relationship are represented as a matrix.  

As described by Van Manen (1990), the template reflected the integral concepts of lived 

space (spatiality), the lived body (corporeality), lived time (temporality), and human 

relation (relationality).  These concepts can be related with persons and incidents 

encountered at different places through the time and space of an individual’s career.   
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 Phenomenological themes may be understood as the structures of the experience.   

As seen in table 4.14, the text analysis of the semi-structured interviews sought to 

determine themes and experiential structures that entail the lived experience (Van 

Manen,1990).  

 
Table 4.14 Significant statements structured as thematic clusters of the lived experience_                          

Career (group one)       Career (group two)_____________   
Grow up through the ranks    Started in public accounting  
Work your way up, through the hierarchy  Happenstance 
Experience in higher ed, or medical school  Outside, but healthcare experience  
 
Critical incidents       Critical incidents_______________  
Opportunity to demonstrate ability   This (CFO) opportunity came along 
Impress right person, right time, credibility  Favorably impressed them with skills 
Institution provided infinite challenge  We reorganized and I was promoted 

 
Mentor       Mentor_______________________  
Mentor in every facet of career    Immediately after college 
Different people at different times   Fascinating, forceful when needed 
Bosses who were encouraging   Very high expectations, driven 

                                                                                                                                                            
Sponsorship       Sponsorship___________________ 
Become aware of opportunity and have contacts Up or out organization 
University rewarded people who performed  I competed for each position 
Implemented succession planning   Competed and given opportunity   
 
Professional Associations     Professional Associations_________ 
Critical to be involved     Ways to improve operations 
Greatest ideas through interchange with colleagues  Building a network of colleagues 
Share ideas, develop relationships   Incredible speakers, topics 
 
    

The significant statements were made into separate lists for each group.  The 

meanings were derived from these and displayed in tables 4.15 and 4.16.  The meanings 

were derived by a reading and re-reading of each interview.  The exhaustive description 

shall describe an integration of each respondent’s experience (Creswell, 1998).      
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 Both groups related their careers in similar terms.  By listing significant meaning 

statements, themes emerged that offered an opportunity to compare and contrast the 

elements of a career line and the phenomenon.        

 
Table 4.15 Significant meaning statements criteria sample /group one:_______________ 

1.  You basically work your way up, usually through the hierarchy 
2.  …grow up through the ranks of the institution 
3.  I don’t think there’s a “one size fits all” 
4.  said that they were looking to find a replacement and would I be interested in being a 
candidate?   
5.  I don’t think you could do it without at least one mentor and usually a mentor in every 
major facet of your career.   
6.  I’ve had wonderful, basically bosses who have been mentors, friends, encouraging, 
had provided opportunities and it’s been very good. 
7.  There’ve been different people at different times that I’ve gone to for advice and 
counseling 
8.  I have implemented succession planning  
9.  Sometimes you just happen to impress the right person at the right time that gives you 
access 
10.  I gained a huge amount of credibility 
11.  How do you do this where you are?  Do you have any information on such and such?   
12.  broadens your perspective and it sharpens your communication abilities 
  
 
Table 4.16 Significant meaning statements non-criteria sample / group two:___________ 
1.  …certainly a longer path if you’re trying to go from the ground up in the same 
organization 
2.  I would say that there is a career line but I don’t think it’s quite as obvious 
3.  strong accounting background is a must 
4.  I think the person who really wants to be aggressive and make something happen, 
makes changes 
5. The skills I had were needed at the time and it just allowed me to continue to progress 
6.  We reorganized and I was promoted 
7.  needed to overhaul the administration offices up here and decided that they needed 
this position. 
8.  when he went through the reorganization that’s when he said, you are the person I 
want to put in that position 
9.  broadened my exposure to issues, both on a national and/or a local level. 
10. improving my business skills and improving my job skills 
11. I saw a gap in the things that were available internally 
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 Van Manen (1990, p.90) observed that phenomenological themes were not 

objects, but were “knots in the web of our experiences”.  The following are examples 

drawn from the semi-structured interviews and displayed in table 4.17. 

 

Table 4.17  Clusters of common themes________________________________________  

Career 
 The career line exists, but not obvious as a professional track 
 Accounting and business skills are critical at the entry level 
 Ability to relate the business operation to the academic operation 
 Ability to use skills to interact, have a global view, and educate the academic side 
 Promotion was a result of opportunity, accepting risk, getting reward 
 
Critical incidents 
 Exposure and visibility at key points in time that made a difference 
            Credibility gained and reputation established  
            Survived or excelled at moments that tested integrity, credibility, and reputation 
 Challenges were seen as an opportunity, showing strength of skill and ability 
    
Mentor (s) 
 Usually seen at the entry level, but roles change as the professional matures 

Relationships vary, encouraging versus challenging 
Success is dependent upon the individual, their ability, not the mentor 

 Respect, credibility, integrity  
 
Sponsorship 
 Connections, networking, success, and visibility at each level 
 Recognition and seizing of each opportunity when presented  
 Opportunity presented by organizational changes   
 Reward by the institution for top performers 
 
Professional development 
 Build technical skills at the entry level 
 Build connections with colleagues at the senior level 
 Skills, knowledge, and abilities reinforced with each meeting 
 Improve practice, improve the organization, and improve yourself 

 115



 Phenomenology could be considered a methodology without techniques.  

However, the methodology required a dialectical going back and forth to question and 

illustrate the fullness of the lived experience (Van Manen, 1990).  The phenomenological 

analysis resulted in an exhaustive description of the lived experience of the career of a 

chief financial officer (CFO).   The narrative illustrated an essence of the experience for 

the participants in the study through a short paragraph.  The goal of phenomenology is to 

reduce the textural and structural meanings of experiences to a brief description that 

captures the experiences of all (Creswell, 1998).      

Exhaustive description of the career line of a CFO of an Academic Medical Center   

The lived experience chief financial officer (CFO) may take many roads.  While the end 
may be apparent, there is no clear sign for the entrance to the road.  The CFO is 
responsible for the financial and administrative operations, but the person emerges and 
evolves from one of technical skill to a senior executive who has the ability to observe, 
plan, communicate, and integrate a challenging business function into a complex 
academic medical center operation.  The CFO recognizes that the success of the 
individual is supported by the contributions of others at many points in time and from 
many levels.  The CFO recognizes that the opportunity came from a person who 
recognized them for more than their knowledge and skills in finance and administration.  
The person could be a mentor or outside observer, but their individual performance was a 
critical factor in gaining credibility.  Important attributes are fiscal integrity and the 
ability to communicate how the business function can support the mission objectives of 
the academic medical center.  The CFO recognizes the importance of life long learning, 
especially through the counsel of others who have lived the same experience.    
 
 The essence should be a good description that was composed by the structure of 

the respondent’s experience.  The description should reveal to the reader an 

understanding of the nature of the experience.  The aim was to construct a description of 

human behavior, action, intention, and experience (Van Manen, 1990).   
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 Reflection was detected in each conversation with the respondents.  The 

researcher was interested in them and how they shared the experience in the profession 

and their career.  The impression was that some CFOs saw their career was the result of 

having strong financial skills, while noting that others grew within an institution.  

However, the conversations revealed that more than a technical acumen was responsible 

for their continuing success.  As illustrated in figure 4.7, the career can be a collection of 

experiences.  The root of the lived experience has many possible branches, which can be 

fibrous or narrow.  This topic will be explored further in the discussion, Chapter V. 

 

Figure 4.7 Thematic Analysis of the Lived Experience  

Lived Experience of the CFO 

Career  
Lines 

Critical  
Incidents 

Professional  
Relationships 

Professional 
Associations 

Promoted 
Within 

Promoted from 
Outside 

Opportunity 

Challenge 

Mentors 

Sponsors 

Technical 

Industrial 

 

 117



CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 
 

Introduction 

With the results presented in Chapter IV, the surveys and interviews revealed 

themes that emerged along the span of the career of a chief financial officer (CFO) of an 

academic medical center.  The themes were critical incidents, professional relationships, 

and professional associations.  The discussion will be organized around these broad areas.  

The areas reflected the four existentials of lived body, lived space, lived time, and lived 

relation.  The themes were not exhaustive, but they allowed for a systematic investigation 

of the lived experience (Van Manen, 1990).  The result of the mixed method approach 

was a more comprehensive picture of career and the lived experience of the CFO.    

The chief financial officers (CFO) were individuals who had a built a career 

through the financial and administrative operations of an academic medical center.  

However, the career was more than a mechanistic process of seeking and competing for a 

vacant position.  The CFOs had a lived experience that reflected a journey from a narrow 

technical path to a broad one with many lanes.  The technical duties at the entry level 

were a foundation for the institutional responsibilities that the CFO would later accept.  

The essence of an event can be construed so that the structure of the lived experience is 

revealed to the person in a fashion to grasp the nature and significance of the experience 

that was not previously seen.  The act of the chief financial officer attaching themselves 

to the world was the principle of “intentionality.”  The aim was to construct an animating, 

evocative description of human actions, behaviors, intentions, and experiences as they are 
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met in the life world.  Phenomenology served to make and seek explicit and universal 

meaning (Van Manen, 1990).   

Phenomenological themes can be represented and understood as structures of the 

lived experience.  When analyzing the phenomenon, the researcher tried to determine 

what themes and experiential structures built the experience (Van Manen, 1990).  The 

mixed method study began the investigation of the careers of chief financial officers 

(CFO) in academic medical centers with a survey in phase one.  Phase two followed 

through by identification of a criterion sample of CFOs who were drawn from two 

different groups and interviewed.  Each respondent gave a description of the lived 

experience of their career in the context of the academic medical center and higher 

education.   

 

Discussion of the Themes  

Career 

The individual career could be defined as a process though institutions of higher 

education that have an entry level position into the workforce and ended with retirement 

(Sagaria, 1988).  The objective reality would present that a career path was represented 

by the departments on the organization chart, but the phenomenon would suggest that a 

career was the product of the experiences encountered within each previous position.  

The chief financial officer (CFO) was a trained professional administrator and financial 

manager who was selected by an organization to meet the needs of the organization. 

Certainly the chief financial officer (CFO) supervised and was technically responsible for 
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the accounting and budgeting areas and processes within the institution.  The CFO 

provided for the financial and administrative operations in the same fashion that the chief 

academic officer (CAO), who usually possesses a doctoral degree, provided for the 

academic operations.  The academic medical center plays a unique role in the healthcare 

system by combining the teaching mission with the delivery of healthcare services.  The 

academic medical center has been subjected to changes in government influences in the 

education and the healthcare markets.  For example, Medicare is the largest payer of 

graduate medical education.  Academic medical centers have to view their administrative 

and management structures as a strategy for rapid and timely decision-making by the 

chief executive officer (Guo, 2000).    

On the surface, it appeared that the major roles and responsibilities for the budget 

and accounting operations were the primary determinants for qualification to be recruited 

and selected as a CFO.  Upon further exploration, it was ability of the CFO to utilize the 

knowledge and skills that were learned in the budget and accounting operations towards a 

broader application for planning institutional operations and implementing activities that 

supported the mission, goals and objectives of the institution.  The competencies of the 

CFO are grounded in the budget and accounting operations early in a career and are 

narrowly focused in the beginning, but their credibility and integrity were anchored in the 

ability to collaborate and communicate with the healthcare disciplines and educate them 

on the effective use of the financial and administrative operations.  The experience 

broadens through a career path with critical incidents that offered opportunity and 
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challenge, professional relationships with mentors and sponsors, and the life long 

learning provided by professional associations.            

How and when the process of selection could be the product of a combination of 

variables, which can be explained as themes.  Exploring the career line of a chief 

financial officer (CFO) in an academic medical center through a mixed method approach 

revealed a comprehensive picture of a CFO’s career.  The data analysis suggested the 

evidence that career paths existed within an academic medical center and from outside 

the institution.  The predominant path within an academic medical center could originate 

in the budget and accounting operations, while the outsider was recruited from a similar 

position.  As seen in Table 5.1, presented are the examples of the objective reality, the 

basic knowledge, skills and abilities expected of CFO in an academic medical center.  

The postings also revealed that the job required more than financial and administrative 

abilities.  Institutions sought the ability to work in a complex environment that combined 

higher education administration and financial management of the medical practice plan.     

 
Table 5.1 Document analysis: Significant statements retrieved from employment postings 
 
Masters degree, CPA preferred 
Experience in the academic health sciences center setting  
Manage complex interface between the medical school and institutional partners 
Open, collaborative, and accessible leadership style that encourages teamwork 
Interact effectively with faculty, staff, and government officials 
High personal and professional integrity and commitment to the mission 
Enhance revenue and assist in developing strategic direction 

 

The employment postings stated the obvious qualifications for a CFO, such as 

master’s degree in a business discipline and preference for a certified public accountant 
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(CPA).  The CFO has an enormous responsibility to manage the finances of a multi-

million dollar operation which includes the revenues and expenses of a large healthcare 

delivery system.  The subjective and experiential components were stated as desired 

attributes, such as collaboration and integrity.  The study revealed that the self-confidence 

of the CFO extended beyond their technical abilities.  As their career progressed, they 

relied heavily upon the development and maturation of inter-personal skills and the 

decisive engagement of their technical skills in crucial moments.  The respondents gave 

credit to their ability to communicate the technical details of a project and promoted the 

importance of collaboration with their academic counterparts to demonstrate support for 

the academic mission.  However, the CFO conveyed a strong sense for integrity by 

commitment to the supporting the mission, goals, and objectives of the organization with 

the resources available to the institution.  The CFOs stressed that the priorities of an 

academic medical center could literally bleed the institution dry and advocated a strategic 

viewpoint on the reliance upon financial and administrative operations.       

The study revealed that the CFO career was not confined to specific route.  A 

career could be a journey through many different jobs and not a lock step progression 

within a specific field or even a specific organization (Bennis & Thomas, 2002).  The 

results supported the idea that academic career lines could be short and not very 

structured (Twombly, 1988).  The financial and administrative operations are relatively 

flat with few layers of management from a director to the CFO.  The CFOs held positions 

with responsibilities for budgeting and accounting, but their careers were not confined by 

these areas.  The CFOs noted the importance of having the technical knowledge, skills, 
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and abilities, but they also noted the importance of how to apply these in the operation of 

an academic medical center.  From the survey results, the career route appeared to be 

obvious, the objective reality of progressing from entry level positions to positions of 

increased responsibility.  The interviews revealed that the experience was not a merely 

the advancement along a sequence of positions, but a combination of experience, 

incidents, and professional relationships.   

At the entry and mid-level positions, the knowledge, skills, and abilities of a 

department administrator are competencies that are localized to a specific unit operation 

and tactical in nature.  Unlike other academic administrators, the CFO was a trained 

professional who could use these technical competencies in the shaping and executing the 

institution’s strategic agenda (Morley & Eadie, 2001). There could be lateral mobility, 

which was moving from the same position in a smaller institution to a larger institution 

with greater responsibility.  Or, vertical mobility within the institution, moving from 

entry level positions to those of increasing responsibility.   This was supported by the 

results of the survey and interviews.  The CFOs reported how they and their colleagues 

moved vertically along positions within or between institutions.  If the positions were 

similar, the CFOs moved horizontally from smaller to larger systems, or between public 

and private institutions.   

Academic careers have been typically examined as either individual or structural 

(Cejda, McKenney, & Burley).  Academic career mobility could be inter-institutional, on 

diagonal categories (Rosenblum & Rosenblem, 1990).   As opposed to previous studies 
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that focused upon roles, responsibilities and a sequence of positions; a career could be a 

journey through different positions in different organizations.   

Critical incidents 

Critical incidents could be narrowly or broadly described events, but the meaning 

of the experience is placed by the person within the context of their environment.  Field 

research framed the critical incidents in the context that has meaning to that individual, 

who would reflect upon their experiences at various points in time and space.  Lived 

meaning refers to the situation as experienced by the person, a situation that could be a 

short moment or complex course of events (Van Manen,1990).    

A critical incident could be defined as a situation where human activity is 

observed and sufficiently complete to draw inferences about the person who performed 

the activity.  The activity has known consequences to the participant and an observer 

(Flanagan, 1954).  Data was collected through a quantitative approach, by use of a 

questionnaire.  This would allow the identification of behaviors and functional tasks that 

could improve administrative practice (Oaklief, 1976).  Critical incidents were activities 

with data collected through a qualitative approach that allowed refection upon the activity 

and the meaning of events (Keatinge, 2002).  For distinction of critical incidents for the 

purpose of this study, the individual became aware of the critical significance after the 

incident.  The consequences were known afterwards through reflection (Angelides, 

2001).  Critical incidents could also be choices and compromises made by the CFO and 

how they faced and resolved the situation (Tirri & Koro-Ljungberg, 2002).  Interviews 

allowed the researcher to explore the reflection of the CFO and what the incident meant 
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to them.   The CFOs typically related stories that noted the criticality of the event was not 

known in advance, but the consequences were a turning point in their career and the 

institution.      

Within the context of this study, critical incidents were experiences that required 

the justification of an activity by the individual and the outcome was significant to the 

institution.  Career movement was not completely owed to the experience gained through 

the occupation and movement through a sequence of positions.  Critical incident 

technique examined behavior for performance in a specific occupation (Flanagan, 1954). 

Career and the lived experience extended beyond the successful performance of duties at 

a specific point in time, but over a duration of time.  The chief financial officer’s (CFO) 

career movement was probably influenced and shaped by defining moments and persons 

encountered along the journey.  These moments allowed for reflection upon the meaning 

of the event and practice.  The respondents noted the defining moments were both an 

opportunity and a challenge in their career.  Bennis and Thomas (2002) stated, “leaders 

create meaning out of events and relationships that devastate non-leaders” (p.17).  The 

results suggested that the ability to employ and exploit their competencies was a learned 

behavior, the incident had meaning, and became a part of the lived experience.  

Respondents described critical incidents as an experience, but there was difficulty in 

placing the meaning of a critical incident in the context of a person’s behavior and 

attitudes.  The experience remained with them, it was not forgotten, the meaning was not 

confined to a point in time, it was not just another day at the office.  The nature and scope 
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of a critical incident required a deeper understanding of the meaning of the experience, 

the message was internalized as a teaching moment (Flanagan,1954; Reed, 1994).   

The CFOs responded or talked about competencies such as adaptive capacity, 

seeking and seizing opportunity, understanding the context of their role in the broader 

perspective of the institution, a voice within themselves, credibility and finally integrity 

(Bennis & Thomas, 2002).  The CFOs were engaged in activities that permitted an 

individual to be recognized.  These activities were not routine events, but strategic in the 

effect upon their career.  The exposure resulted in building credibility and gaining 

confidence in their individual competencies.  As seen in Table 5.2, the CFOs offered 

attributes and traits that would be highly regarded, but expected of a senior level financial 

manager in a complex organization.  These surfaced during the interviews as the CFOs 

related their career experiences in the context that the daily work routine was with an 

individual, but cooperation and collaboration was necessary with several officers in a 

complex organization.   

 
Table 5.2 Attributes listed in resumes______________________________________ 
 
Effective team building and motivational skills 
Innovative problem solver 
Broad understanding of medical education and its interrelationships  
Extensive communication with university administration and governing board 
Ability to relate effectively to faculty  
Collaborative management style, capable of resolving problems, minimizing conflict  
Extensive background in academic medical centers and hospital administration 

 

It was evident that success required the ability to support the goals and objectives 

of the organization by working across several lines of authority.  The CFO recognized 
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that as the financial manager of the institution, communication with the academic 

operations and understanding priorities was crucial to ensuring a cooperative effort.  

While the CFOs credibility was linked to their expertise in financial management and 

success in advising the CEO on the development and implementation of programs in a 

competitive healthcare marketplace, it was the ability to maintain and sustain academic 

initiatives that resulted in greater recognition and admiration by the organization.     

Professional relationships 

The respondents spoke of the influence of mentors and sponsors and the impact 

upon their career.  The respondents were quick to recognize or credit an individual as a 

mentor, but did not realize the individual could be acting as an agent of the organization.  

So was the promotion competitive or sponsored?  Career mobility could be the outcome 

of individual competition for each position, strictly based upon the merits of a person’s 

resume, or the career could be a natural progression as the organization determined the 

best qualified person was readily available and a known quantity.  The respondents noted 

that relationships were essential to a career.  Individual ability was fundamental, but 

exposure and recognition proved crucial to gaining an offer for a promotion.  There was a 

certain risk and reward for each move along the career path.  Professional relationships 

provided the CFO with encouragement as they weighed the risk and reward of each 

career move.      

Mobility early in a career could sustain a relationship in the later stages of a 

career, an ongoing tournament of assessment and success to continue along the career 

path.  This was an abstract from contest and sponsored mobility by Rosenbaum (1979).  
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Mobility along a career might be the result of contest or sponsorship.  Competition was 

an open contest where open competition and each person had an equal chance for the 

position.  Sponsorship rejected competition and favors a controlled selection process. The 

governing objective of contest was to give elite status to those who earn it, there are rules, 

contestants have the ability to apply strategies, and upward mobility is not dependent 

upon selection by the elite.  The goal of sponsorship was for the elite to sort persons into 

their proper niches and based upon a criterion of merit.  In sponsorship, selection was 

made early and training was specific.  Recruits are selected by agents.  The members 

could grant or deny upward mobility.  The governing objective of contest mobility was to 

give elite status to those who earn it, while sponsorship sorted persons by ability into 

their proper niches (Turner, 1960).   

Hiring could be a manifestation of individuals who enacted organizational goals 

(Sagaria, 1988).  Mentors and sponsors were attracted to individuals with competencies 

that did or could enhance the management of the institution.  Talent might be more 

important to the organization than raw ability.  While the impact may have varied in 

terms of a person being a direct or indirect influence, the CFOs recognized that critical 

moments were related to the actions of persons who were in a position to make a direct or 

indirect impact.  The respondents placed a different weight upon the role of the mentor or 

sponsor.  Some CFOs readily acknowledged the support of superiors and others admitted 

their presence along a career.  However, both groups recognized that the exposure placed 

them in a position to exploit their individual competencies.  These relationships could be 

an opportunity and a challenge, a lesson that taught the CFO who they were (Bennis & 
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Thomas, 2002).  The relationships also reflected the attribute of loyalty in the CFO.  A 

symbiotic relationship, be true to the organization, superiors, and your subordinates 

(Ginsburg, 2003).  They would be true to you in return. 

Becker and Strauss (1956) used the metaphor of escalators and suggested a person 

(and their career) can be carried to or from opportunities.  Further, moving from one 

escalator to another may not be an individual choice.  Movement may be subjected or 

affected by superiors or the organization.  The respondent’s survey and interviews 

supported this impression.  A career is not limited by individual ability, but a career can 

be limited by other persons who are in a competing or superior position.  The respondents 

noted how a superior prompted them to apply for positions and advance within the 

organization, but there were also examples where the superior informed them of an open 

position and encouraged them to seek the opportunity at another location.  In both cases, 

the superior encouraged them to expand their horizons and not remain at home.       

Mintzberg (1983) noted how professional staffers work within a “system of 

expertise” and the importance of collaboration (p.138).  He noted how the professional 

staffer has formal training that is beyond the capacity of the organization to provide such 

training.  Their positions are complex and allow for discretion in performance and 

decisions.  Professional staffers would rely upon colleagues, not their line counterparts, 

for standardization of a skill set for the chief financial officer (CFO) position.  

Professional staffers were then able to use and exploit their knowledge and skills for the 

benefit of the organization, but also themselves.  This observation is supported by the 

results, as CFOs were appreciative of the support of others, but were quick to declare the 
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significance of their individual role.  The CFO was an asset to the organization and not a 

liability.   

The chief financial officer (CFO) progressed through a variety of positions, in 

same cases at different institutions.  Being able to understand the issues and culture of the 

institution were critical to who the CFO worked and how the CFO drafted and 

implemented a response.  The obvious observation was that the CFO needed to connect 

with the person they directly reported to, but it was as important to build a rapport with 

colleagues, faculty and staff (Hignite, 2005).  Professional relationships provided a 

mutual benefit, to the mentor and mentee, to the sponsor and the individual.  Individual 

competency was recognized and nurtured for the benefit of each party and to protect their 

future.  The respondents noted the significance of their contribution to the organization 

and took great pride in their professional achievements.         

Professional associations  

The respondents acknowledged the importance of the connection with the 

National Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO).  The 

organization provided professional development for CFOs in institutions of higher 

education, universities, academic health centers, and community colleges.  The activities 

focused upon the business operations, such as planning, budget, and accounting.  When 

an organization planned and selected major priorities, the CFO used these competencies 

and served as the advocate for preparation of a strategic response (CUBA, 1992).   The 

CFO understood the importance of communicating and educating their constituents on 

budget and financial issues.  Cooperation between the fiscal and academic operations 
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made for more effective management and would make the institution more competitive 

(Shields, 2002).         

 The respondents offered how the role of the American Association of Medical 

Colleges (AAMC) and Association of Academic Health Centers (AAHC) provided a 

venue for professional development that focused upon the medical practice plan and the 

operation of the academic medical center in a rapidly changing and competitive 

healthcare market.  The CFOs recognized the importance their contribution to the 

academic mission by the enhancement and application of their financial and 

administrative competencies.  

Professionals and organizations recognized there was a developmental cycle that 

occurs throughout the course of a career (Bennis & Thomas, 2002).  Organizations 

recognized and nurtured talent, in many cases the CFO stayed with the organization, but 

some moved on to similar positions in another organization.  When asked about the 

conferences and networking, the respondents related the events in terms of learning and 

sharing ideas with colleagues.  The medical conferences have a limited number of 

business officers, so access to a group who could share best practices was invaluable.  

The conferences were not seen as a place for recruiting or seeking a candidacy.  As a 

position came open or were to open, the CFOs noted that their reputation and 

performance was enough to attract any interested organization.                     
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Inferences 

The study sought the essence or underlying meaning of the lived experience and 

emphasized the intentionality of consciousness is where experiences contain the outward 

appearance and inner consciousness based upon image, memory, and meaning.  The 

reality of an object is inextricably related to a person’s consciousness of it (Creswell, 

1998).  It appeared that three inferences were implied by this study and they reflected the 

theoretical framework for this study, which were critical incidents, professional 

relationships, and phenomenology.  In a published interview cited at the beginning of this 

study, a CFO reflected upon a 30 year career.  He noted the importance of learning from 

victories and defeats and stressed the importance of relationships with superiors, peers, 

and subordinates (Ginsburg, 2003).  It could be argued that that a 30 year career was a 

lived experience as the written reflections illustrated the meaning to him.     

 Position changes were the primary method of career advancement for the chief 

financial officer (CFO) and it was implied that the process could lead to increased 

responsibility and increased earnings, status, and authority (Sagaria, 1988).  The 

empirical data suggested that CFOs in academic medical centers were either promoted 

within, the “home grown” approach to building a future line of professionals, or the 

recruitment of professionals who developed their financial and administrative experience 

in the various settings of university systems and academic health centers.  With the small 

number of professionals in these settings, the relationship and impact of mentors and 

sponsors can be explained in the context of a role that was supporting and nurturing.  The 

results suggested the CFOs applied for positions with the encouragement or at the 
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insistence of persons in a superior position.  True competition was limited to the entry 

level.  The recruitment process served to promote sponsorship.  Professional development 

was important at the entry level to gain a better understanding of how to employ technical 

skills in the financial and administrative operations.  At the executive level, it was 

important to gain a better understanding of industry best practices.        

The CFOs reported how they began their careers in a technical area with limited 

responsibility.  The entry level positions served them well in building their technical 

skills and abilities.  As opportunities appeared, they took them.  As challenges arose, they 

responded.  They gained credibility and visibility for the consistent management of the 

financial and administrative operations.  They gained a reputation for the ability to 

manage conflict and react to crisis.  They gained the confidence of those who regarded 

their competencies, but admired their attributes in working in a complex and stressful 

environment.                          

The chief financial officer (CFO) would encounter colleagues, mentors, and 

sponsors throughout their career.  These encounters could be activities that were internal 

or external to the organization.  Professional relationships were important at the entry 

level and throughout a career path.  The relationships were a combination of encounters 

with colleagues and persons in a superior position.  The encounters could vary in length 

and intensity.  It has been suggested that internal position changes were common within 

the business operations and the phenomenon was due limited outside competition or that 

stricter standards were applied to candidates from the outside (Sagaria, 1988).  This 

appeared to be true as the chief financial officers (CFO) described how their position was 
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more than a technical one and the knowledge required of the healthcare marketplace.   

Lived meaning refers to the situation as experienced by the person, a situation that could 

be a complex course of events, such as a career (Van Manen,1990).  The phenomenon 

was further reflected as the CFOs stated a preference for a replacement should possess 

the same experience and attributes.  Merely applying and securing the position of a chief 

financial officer (CFO) in an academic medical does not reflect the lived experience and 

explain why the person acts and behaves when placed in such a position (Van Manen, 

1990).  At the CFO level, the technical competencies were expected and qualifications 

verified in the selection process.  Academic medical centers are complex organizations, 

which sought a person with the attributes to complement these competencies.  The 

healthcare market has changed rapidly in the past 30 years and CFOs were instrumental 

in planning and implementing a strategic response.  CFOs were responsive to change and 

used their technical competencies to adapt to the environment.  In the CFO position, they 

revealed how their contribution extended beyond the oversight of financial and 

administrative operations. The interviews provided insight as to how the CFO applied the 

meaning of events towards their professional behavior.  These events occurred in a 

setting where the CFO has historically played a support role. 

 

Implications for Practice 

Aspiring Chief Financial Officers (CFOs) 

 For professionals at the entry level or seeking an entry level position, this study 

reinforced the basic knowledge, skills, and abilities that are required for the position.  The 
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study illustrated how the chief financial officer (CFO) traveled a career path that began as 

a very narrow technical lane to one that required a broad understanding of institutional 

administration.  The CFO was expected to have the technical abilities, especially with the 

responsibility to administer the functional areas of budget and accounting.  However, it 

was a combination of experiences and ability to make meaning of those experiences in 

context of their position and responsibility to the entire institution.   

Academic Medical Centers  

 Academic medical centers are complex organizations. The institutions are multi-

disciplinary and contained a healthcare delivery service operation.  So they are complex 

in both academic and financial operations.  The chief financial officer (CFO) should be a 

person with the experience who can apply their knowledge, skills, and abilities at the 

institutional level in support of the academic mission.  As presented in previous literature, 

this study suggested the academic medical center would seek a CFO who could employ 

their skills at the institutional level and with a strategic viewpoint.  In addition to the 

responsibilities for the fiscal and economic health of the organization critical issues faced 

by executives in an academic medical center are healthcare operations management; 

political, legal, and regulatory; and relationships with the medical faculty.  Within the 

theme of healthcare operations management were the competencies of team building, 

credibility, communication skills, and adaptability.  Within the theme of politics were the 

competencies of ethics and organizational philosophy.  Within the theme of relationships 

with medical faculty were the competencies of conflict management, consensus building, 

and problem solving (Shewchuck, O’Connor, and Fine, 2005).     
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Institutions of Higher Education 

Recent articles reported the characteristics sought by an institution of higher 

education.  Presidents sought chief financial officers who could transform complex data 

into information.  The CFO must be an architect of change, forward looking to recognize 

and address issues, rather than fighting fires (Varughese, 2005).  These comments 

reflected the literature on the increasing roles and responsibilities of the CFO.  It also 

reflected what NACUBO promoted, that the CFO was instrumental in institutional 

management.          

Higher Education Administration 

        As a student in the program of higher education administration, this study 

illuminated the need for a discussion about the standard qualification for a masters degree 

in business administration.  The respondents went further as it was suggested the chief 

financial officer (CFO) should be a certified public accountant.  These comments were 

noted, but the respondents also reported the importance of sharing industry best practices 

with their colleagues at national meetings.  The higher education program could consider 

a curriculum that emphasizes the study of institutional management and how the program 

could benefit this population.  

Lessons Learned 

 From the beginning of the project, the research followed the portfolio concept 

suggested by Twombly (1988).  Academic careers have typically been studied as a 

hierarchical progression of positions.  Studies of chief financial officers (CFOs) were 

limited to their qualifications in the budget and accounting operations and the 
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responsibility for the functional areas that traditionally fall under the office of finance and 

administration.  It was suggested the CFO career line was either limited to a few 

positions, or the institution could recruit a CFO with a background in business and 

administration.  This study highlighted the professional boundaries of a CFO career path, 

such as movement between and within academic medical centers.  Other studies of 

academic career boundaries have suggested professionals move within an institution and 

within the state (Cejda & McKenney, 2000).  As the study concluded, the portfolio 

concept was supported by the respondents’ voice of experiences along the career path.  It 

appeared that the contents of the portfolio were more important to attaining the high level 

position than through a simple progression (Twombly, 1988).         

As the study proceeded, there was constant reflection upon the design and 

direction as the actual process was conducted and the themes emerged.  The study 

population was a select group of individuals who were known to each other, but not by 

many from outside academic medical centers.  The researcher was dependent upon their 

participation by generating interest in the study.  With the conclusion, these are lessons 

learned from conducting the research.   

 1)  The chief financial officers in academic medical centers are limited in 
 numbers and their roles vary between institutions.  Some were part of a university 
 system, some part of a university, and a few had a hospital component.  The 
 identification and location of individuals and offices was time intensive.   
 
 2)  The respondents carried academic titles that conveyed the relationship of their 
 staff position to the academic (line) positions.  The questionnaire survey targeted 
 specific individuals, but the use of the term chief financial officer (CFO) was not 
 readily identified.  Even the historical term, chief business officer was not readily 
 identified. 
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 3)  The respondents were busy professionals and have numerous documents that 
 are routed through their offices.  Many of these documents are screened by their 
 staff.  This provided an obstacle for the acceptance and response to a mailed 
 survey.  A direct and personal approach appeared to increase responsiveness.  The 
 respondents were very approachable when contacted directly by email and 
 telephone and asked to participate in the interview.   
 
 4)  Respondents were asked to provide a resume and a few complied with the 
 request.  The survey could have been expanded to ask for more information other 
 than career sequences and years of experience.               
 

Recommendations for future research 

 The literature revealed there was a limited amount of research on chief financial 

officers (CFO) in institutions of higher education and practically none about CFOs in 

academic medical centers.  The literature typically related the roles and responsibilities of 

the CFO in regards to organizational structure and the traditional areas of responsibility 

as listed in the guiding and updated editions of the College and University Business 

Administration (CUBA) text.  While it was useful in gaining an impression of the career 

path, it did not speak to the experience of a career.  As the study progressed, the idea of 

career extended into areas beyond a line and sequence of positions.  Respondents were 

asked what the study should address and the following suggestions are provided.   

 
 1)  Conduct a study of retired CFOs and report what professions they enter into, 
 such as consulting.  
 
 2)  Conduct a study of female CFOs at various institutions of higher education 
 and compare their career paths between the small and large, public and private 
 universities.  
 
 3)  Conduct a study to investigate race and gender differences.  
 

4)  Conduct a study of the entire management team, such as a survey of the 
longevity and movement patterns from the entry level, mid-level managers, 
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directors of budget and accounting, and finally the CFO and gain an insight to 
stability and progression of potential candidates for the CFO.         

 
 

Previous studies limited their research to the assessment of the roles and 

responsibilities of the chief financial officer (CFO).  The areas of responsibility could be 

easily observed on an organizational chart.  As the executive fiscal officer, the CFO was 

the primary financial advisor to the president or dean.  On the surface, the career line 

could appear to be a direct reflection of the organization chart and implied the 

experience.  As discovered in this study, a career path was more than a mechanical 

process of movement along the sequence of positions in an organizational chart by virtue 

of seniority.    

The data suggested that career was a series of work related experiences and 

attitudes (Van Manen, 1990).  This was a professional position that required to ability to 

communicate with academic officers and present complex plans.  The attributes of the 

CFO were developed through a series of experiences that were challenges and 

opportunities.  The CFO was socialized in a system that combined academics with a 

healthcare delivery operation.  Some CFOs commented their role was more operational 

than financial.  Contact with colleagues and other members of organizational functions 

provided access to information that included greater detail and depth on the problems and 

priorities of the institution.  Fiscal integrity was as important as the basic financial skills.  

Credibility was be sacrificed if their fiscal integrity and financial skills were 

compromised.  The CFO developed and matured through career that began with a narrow 

focus, but grew into the ability to have a strategic view of the institution. 
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Summary 

What is a career?  Careers are important part of a person’s life, but are they 

planned or happenstance?  Along with the survey, initial impressions were drawn from 

the resumes, employment postings, and institutional websites.  The data provided a 

picture of a chief financial officer (CFO) who began with the basic knowledge, skills, and 

ability to manage the financial and administrative operations and developed these 

competencies for broader application in the academic medical center.  The CFO was 

probably seen by others as a manager and not a leader.  The organization chart reflects 

the image of the historical background of the CFO as the person responsible for the 

budget and accounting operations.  This study revealed a broader picture of the person 

and the lived experience of a career.       

The survey provided data that revealed only a sketch with superficial features and 

limited dimensions.  The mixed method approach provided a multifaceted and multi-

dimensional picture of the CFO.  The results suggested that a career was a lived 

experience.  The decisions made throughout a career were based upon the meaning of 

critical incidents and professional relationships.  It was the recognition that career was 

dependent upon life long learning from sources such as colleagues or professional 

associations.  The professional career was the result of opportunity and challenge.  The 

CFO started a journey that began as an individual, but discovered the counsel and 

encouragement of others as events unfolded.  The lived experience reflects the meaning 

of those moments.      
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Chief Financial Officer (Academic Medical Center) 

Mixed Method Study of Career Lines 
 
The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) faces many challenges and it can be argued that a 
successful future is dependent upon navigating critical incidents in a variety of positions.   
This study will build a knowledge base about CFOs career lines and the critical incidents 
that occurred.  The confidentiality of your responses will be protected.  Data will only be 
released in the form of statistical summaries; under no circumstances will information be 
reported on an individual basis.      
 
Please answer all questions, as your feedback is important.  You may write your 
responses on this questionnaire.  If you wish to comment on any questions or qualify your 
answers, use the margins, or the last page of the survey. 
 
Please verify your current position title and institution.  This information should match 
the mailing label on the envelope which contained this survey.   If the information is 
incorrect, please make the appropriate changes in the spaces provided below.  If you were 
never in a CFO position, please stop.  You do not need to complete the questionnaire.  
 
_________________________________  ______________________________ 
Title and degree       Institution   
Voluntary disclosure of age, gender, and ethnic group would aid with the study 
If agreeable, note here:                                                                                                                             
 
A career line is composed of a sequence of positions within an occupational field (such as 
finance and administration) or labor market (such as higher education, academic medical 
centers).  The career line may or may not move forward along a path or upward on a 
ladder (Cejda, McKenney, & Burley, 2001).  Career lines have fixed entry level positions 
and mobility up or along a route, which is characteristic of an internal labor market 
(Twombly, 1988).  A typical career line consists of a series of vertical and horizontal 
movements, to positions that may or may not represent increasing responsibility (Martin 
& Strauss, 1956).     
  
 

1) According to the definition above, did you follow a career line leading to your 
appointment as a CFO in an academic medical center? 

a. Yes, go to question 2 
b. No, skip to question 3 

  
2) Following the example below, please describe the career line you followed: 

Career line of a university president 
Position 1 – Faculty members 8 years  
Position 2 – Chair, Dept. of History, 4 years  

 150



Position 3 – Dean, College of Arts & Sciences, 5 years 
Position 4 – Provost, 6 years 
Position 5 – President, 3 years 
Your career line 
Position 1 –________________________________________________ 
Position 2 -  _______________________________________________ 
Position 3 - ________________________________________________ 
Position 4 - ________________________________________________ 
Position 5 - ________________________________________________ 
  

3) For each move on the career line, were you 
a. Position 1 

i. Promoted from within 
ii. Moved in the same state 

iii. Moved from out of state  
iv. Other (please explain) 

b. Position 2  
i. Promoted from within 

ii. Moved in the same state 
iii. Moved from out of state  
iv. Other (please explain) 

c. Position 3 
i. Promoted from within 

ii. Moved in the same state 
iii. Moved from out of state  
iv. Other (please explain) 

d. Position 4 
i. Promoted from within 

ii. Moved in the same state 
iii. Moved from out of state  
iv. Other (please explain) 

e. Position 5  
i. Promoted from within 

ii. Moved in the same state 
iii. Moved from out of state  
iv. Other (please explain) 

 
4) How many additional years of administrative and financial experience have you 

amassed beyond the previously listed positions?_________________________ 
 

5) How many years of administrative and financial experience do you have in 
positions outside of the higher education setting?________________________ 
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6) Have there been critical incidents, events, activities, that have contributed to your 
progression on a career line?  Examples are planning and directing capital projects 
(construction, information systems), resolving a fiscal crisis, reorganization of 
programs, chairing an institutional committee: 

a. Yes, go to question 7  
b. No, skip to question 8 

 
     

7) In one or two words, please list those critical incidents that contributed to decision 
making, budget allocation, policy formulation, personnel matters… 

 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
The following questions address professional mentorship.  Mentorship can be defined 
as a developmental relationship in which a less experienced professional receives 
help and guidance from a more experienced professional, with the intent to improve 
career opportunities and growth for the junior professional (Kram, 1985).  

 
8) According the definition listed above, have you ever had a mentor in your higher 

education career? 
a. Yes, go to question 9 
b. No, skip to question 14  
 

9) Did the mentor aid in your career as a CFO? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
10) Did a mentor aid your professional career at the entry level position? 

a. Yes  
b. No 

 
11) On average, how long has a typical mentorship lasted? 

a. less than two years 
b. more than two but less than five years 
c. over five years 

 
12) Did a mentor assist you in obtaining your current position? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
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13) Are you currently serving as a mentor for someone? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
 
 
 
 
The following questions addresses sponsorship.  The term sponsorship identifies an 
organizational relationship with an individual at the beginning of their career.  The 
individual has certain qualities that merit recognition and approval by the higher ranking 
officials.  The organization (or governing board, chief executive officer) uses a controlled 
selection process for upward mobility, supporting the advancement of professionals who 
are accepted by the senior members of an organization.  The relationship may or may not 
be apparent, it may or may not be very close.  Sponsorship may increase exposure, 
provide challenging assignments, and career advice (Turner, 1960; Rosenbaum, 1979; 
Kram, 1985).  
  

14) According the definition listed above, were you in an organization that sponsored  
career progression? 

a. Yes, go to question 15 
b. No, skip to question 17  
 

15) Was the sponsor instrumental in becoming a CFO at your current institution? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
16) Did a sponsor identify your professional potential at the entry level position? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
Professional associations may contribute to advancement.  Listed below are several 
professional activities other CFOs consider important to their careers.  Please identify 
where you have participated, or view as important or not to your career. 
 

17) NACUBO, National Association of College and University Business Officers 
a. Participated and important 
b. Participated and not important 
c. Not participated  

 
18) ACHE, American College of Healthcare Executives 

a. Participated and important 
b. Participated and not important 
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c. Not participated  
 

19) MGMA, Medical Group Management Association  
a. Participated and important 
b. Participated and not important 
c. Not participated 

 
20) Other national association   

a. Participated and important (name________________________________) 
b. Participated and not important 

 
 
 
 
 
21) If the survey did not cover areas that you consider important to the careers of 

CFOs, please make your comments in the space below. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for your time in completing this survey and assisting with a graduate 
dissertation study of CFOs.  Please return the questionnaire and answer sheets in the 
enclosed stamped envelope.   
 
 
A copy of your resume or curriculum vitae would be helpful, please enclose a copy or 
email to:   Michael.hooten@ttuhsc.edu    
 
 
If you would like a copy of the results of the study, please write your name and address 
on the back of the return envelope.   
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Interview Protocol (Creswell, 1998) 

Project:  A Mixed Method Study of the Career Lines of Chief Financial Officers in 
Academic Medical Centers 
 
Time of Interview: 
Date:   
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
Brief description of the project: 
 
 
Questions: 
 
1. How would you describe the career line of a chief financial officer in an academic 

medical center? 
What positions were critical to achieving the CFO position? 
What credentials are most desirable? 
What skills, knowledge, and abilities are requisite for the CFO position? 
What experience (s) were the most valuable? 

 
2. How would you describe your role in the institution? 

 
 
 
 
3. How long do you expect to remain in this job? 

How were you selected for this job; a search committee, applied, recruited? 
How are you similar or different from your predecessor? 

 Why do you think you were selected for the job? 
 Why did you want this job? 
 
4. Have you had a mentor?  

Who was your mentor and what position did he hold? 
When did the mentor identify you, at the entry level or later in your career? 
Did the mentor provide you opportunities for visibility and challenging 
assignments? 
At what point in your career? 
How did the interaction contribute to your advancing along a career line?  
Did other persons have an impact upon your career development?  
Were you ever concerned that your advancement was dependent upon them? 
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Do you have a mentee? 
What do you think is important for them to know?  

 
 
5. Would you credit your career progression to an individual or an organization?  

Who or what organization was your sponsor? 
When did the sponsor identify you, at the entry level or later in your career? 
Did the sponsor provide you opportunities for visibility and challenging 
assignments? 
At what point in your career? 
How did the interaction contribute to your advancing along a career line?  
Did other persons have an impact upon your career development?  
Were you ever concerned that your advancement was dependent upon them? 
Have you have identified an entry-level professional for advancement? 
What do you think is important for them to know?  

 
6. Did you have a defining moment, or critical event in your career? 

Can you give me an anecdotal example of the time and place of the moment or 
critical event?    
Who was involved and what was their role? 
What role did you play?  
How did your actions contribute to your moving along a career line? 
Would you categorize the moment / event as a critical juncture in your career? 
Were you concerned the moment /event would cripple your career? 
How did the moment / event advance your career?  
What personal attributes would you give credit for your performance? 
How did you use the experience to improve your future performance?   
What persons would you give credit for recognizing your role?  
How did the experience make you a better CFO?   
  

7. Have you conducted, led, or participated in professional development activities 
internal to your organization (in-service, skill training, in-house leadership academy) 
that contributed to your moving along a career line? 

What was the activity and what was your role? 
Who was involved and what was their role? 
Did the activity increase your contact and interaction with colleagues and 
leadership within the institution?  
Was the activity more important at the entry level position or at the higher level 
position of responsibility?  
How did you use the experience of participation to benefit you? 
What would you tell an entry-level professional about this activity? 
How did participation make you a better CFO? 
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8.   How did professional development activities external to your organization 
(professional associations, workshops, fellowships) contribute to your career?  
 What was the activity and what association conducted the activity? 
 Did the activity increase your contact and interaction with other CFOs? 
 Did the activity give you exposure to other academic leaders? 
 Did the activity increase your visibility to other institutions? 
 Has your participation increased or diminished over the years? 
 How did you use the experience of participation to benefit you? 

What would you tell an entry-level professional about this activity? 
 How did participation make you a better CFO? 
 
 
 
Thank you for your participation 
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Date 
 
Vice President for Finance and Administration 
Chief Financial Officer 
Academic Health Center 
 
 
 
Dear Sir or Madam: 
  
I am a doctoral student at Texas Tech University and aspiring chief financial officer 
(CFO).  You have the opportunity to share your background and experience that will 
enhance the careers and practice of future CFOs.  There is a limited amount of literature 
and research on the career lines of CFOs.  The results of the research should be of great 
interest to you, your colleagues, and rising young professionals.    
 
I am conducting research on the career lines of CFOs.  I want to identify and examine the 
career the career line sequence, and explore the phenomenon of the critical incidents and 
relationships that occur along the career line.   The population I am studying is the CFO 
of an academic medical center.  
 
Your participation in this research is voluntary and confidential.  Your anonymity is 
assured.  A consent form is included.  The survey will be coded to identify respondents 
and non-respondents, it will not be coded to identify individuals.  
 
Some respondents may be asked to participate in an in-depth interview.  As with the 
survey, the interview will be voluntary and confidential.                     
 
The survey responses are limited to this research, as authorized and monitored by Texas 
Tech University.  All survey responses will be kept in a locked file in Texas Tech offices.  
The results of the research may be presented at conferences or published as a journal 
article, but confidentiality and anonymity of participants will be maintained in any 
written or oral presentations. 

You have the right to express concerns to me (806) 354-5589 or Dr. Brent Cejda, my 
doctoral advisor (806-742-1997), or the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Texas Tech 
University for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas 
Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Or you can call (806) 742-3884. 

I greatly appreciate your participation in this research.  The survey will take about 30 
minutes to complete.  Please return the survey within one week (by date) in the enclosed, 
self-addressed, stamped envelope.  This will save a follow up mailing to you.  
 

 160



In appreciation for your participation, I will share the results of my research with you. 
Please let me know if you would like a disk file of the final paper.   
 
Thank you for your consideration and participation. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Michael Hooten 
Doctoral Student  
Ed.D. Candidate 
Higher Education Program 
Texas Tech University   
 
Enc:   consent form 
 CFO survey                  
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A Mixed Method Study of the Career Lines of Chief Financial Officers 

In Academic Medical Centers 

  
“CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH ACTIVITIES” 

Dear Sir/ Ma’am,  

Michael E. Hooten MHA who is a doctoral student at Tech University, is requesting your 
participation in a research study at Texas Tech University, Lubbock Texas.  You are 
being asked to be a subject in a research project called “A Mixed Method Study of the 
Career Lines of Chief Financial Officers (CFOs) in Academic Medical Centers”.              
Dr. Brent Cejda of the Higher Education Program, Division of Educational Psychology 
and Leadership, College of Education at Texas Tech University is the doctoral advisor in 
charge of the study.  His phone number is (806) 742 -1997. 

The purpose of this project is to see how chief financial officers (CFOs) move from job 
positions at the beginning of their career to a job as a senior executive.   There may be 
certain events or people that can help advance the career of a CFO.   If you agree to be a 
subject, I will give you a survey that asks some questions. There are questions about what 
jobs you held and when you moved from position to position.  There will be questions 
about training, critical events and people in your career.  It will take you about 30 
minutes to finish the survey.   

Some of the questions might be a little embarrassing to some people. But we don’t think 
there will be any harm to you from answering the questions.  You will be given a disk 
copy of the results as our way of thanking you for participating in the study. 

After the survey, you may be asked to participate in an interview.  The interview will 
cover the same questions in the survey, but it will allow you to describe your answers in 
greater detail.  The interview should take one to two hours.    

No one but Michael Hooten or Dr. Cejda will see your answers or responses.  They will 
be kept in a locked file cabinet in his offices at Texas Tech. Your answers will be put into 
a computer without your name.  So no one else from work or from your family will ever 
know what your answers were.  The results may be published, but your identity and your 
institution will not be revealed in the study.  

Doing the survey and interview is completely up to you. No one can force you to do them 
and you won’t lose anything if you don’t do them. Also, you can quit anytime you want 
and you won’t lose anything. You may still request a disk copy of the study results. Any 
questions you have concerning the research study or participation in it, before or after 
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your consent will be answered by Michael E. Hooten whose phone number is (806) 354-
5589, or his advisor Dr. Brent Cejda (806) 742-1997.  

Michael Hooten or Dr. Cejda will answer any questions you have about the study. For 
questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this research, contact 
the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human 
Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Or 
you can call (806) 742-3884. 

 If you sign this sheet, it means that you read this form and that all of your questions were 
answered. 

  

  

_______________________________________________          ________________ 
Signature of Subject                                                                        Date 
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