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Leading and Managing High-Performance 
Teams in a SEM Environment: The 
Overlooked Competitive Advantage
By Monique Perry

Last year AACRAO’s national Strategic Enrollment Man-

agement Conference provided an opportunity to share 

a presentation regarding perspectives on building and 

maintaining high-performance teams within a SEM en-

vironment. The session was standing-room only and 

sparked dialogue among many of the enrollment pro-

fessionals at the conference. Considering the strong SEM 

strategic and theoretical resources available to many in 

the enrollment management Ĳeld, it’s surprising to some 
that institutions with the best plans and resources still 

struggle with consistent execution. Some may attribute 

it to external environmental factors, funding, or SEM 

knowledge depth, but upon close examination, the ability 
to initiate, execute, and manage a successful SEM strat-

egy rests upon the performance of the SEM organization. 

That performance is rooted in an institution’s most com-

petitive (or vulnerable) asset: the people of whom the 

SEM (or enrollment) organization is comprised.

While enrollment management can be heavily in-

ĳuenced by factors outside of an institution’s control 
(e.g., the economy), most of the strength and progress 
needed to build a high-performance enrollment man-

agement team is within the registrar’s circle of control 

or line of leadership. Building and maintaining a high-

performance team is the building block of a successful 

SEM organization. Throughout the trajectory of an en-

rollment manager’s career, one may be hired into situa-

tions where one is tasked with building (or rebuilding) a 

SEM organization for optimal performance. This article 

reviews why a focus on organizational culture is a foun-

dational step to building a high-performance team and 

then discusses how to start the process for managing 

performance (including performance challenges within 

a current organization); a long-term president’s perspec-

tive and a focus for the future are also featured.

No Overnight Successes: 
High-Performance Cultures 
Are Built, Not Born

Contrary to widely held perspectives, leaders who serve 
teams deemed high performing do not enjoy overnight 

successes. As in pop culture, there is typically a story 
behind the “headlines” and public outcomes one sees. 

Leaders of high-performing teams (small, medium, and 
large) understand that culture is the cornerstone needed 

to support high performance. They intentionally focus 

on culture and then carefully build upon it. As long as 

one has people in one’s organization, culture will be a 
factor. Organizational development and leadership guru 

Peter Drucker (1995) stated famously that “culture will 
(always) eat strategy for breakfast”—underscoring the 

importance of culture as a precursor for success.

When organizations dive into performance manage-

ment by strictly implementing new systems and plans 

without a focus on the culture, they may experience 
incremental success but miss out on the sustainable 
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momentum and productivity outcomes that a culture-

based focus enables. This is why one can always Ĳnd 
resource-rich institutions with top talent that can’t 

seem to gain momentum toward success but appear 

on the surface to have all of the tools to do so. It’s the 

omnipresent organizational culture aspect that is oȪen 
forgotten about when FTE are added, new leadership 
is hired, and transformative enrollment strategies are 
introduced. Never underestimate the importance of the 

time and eȬort spent on culture development. I was 
fortunate to contribute and learn ȩom this focus on 
culture and performance management at my own in-

stitution beginning in late 2012.

A President’s Perspective: 
Performance Management as 
a Competitive Advantage

One of the major reasons I am so passionate about per-

formance management and its impact on enrollment 

management success is my leadership tenure at my cur-

rent institution, York Technical College. York Technical 
College is a mid-size technical/community college in 

Rock Hill, South Carolina. Following is the perspec-

tive of the college’s president, Greg F. Rutherford, who 
oversaw the transformative SEM and performance cul-

ture–shiȪing eȬorts that began in late 2012.
In my leadership roles at the institution, I observed 

and served on the core leadership team led by Dr. Ruth-

erford that was tasked with the college’s rapid implemen-

tation of strategic enrollment management (SEM). This 

major cultural and strategy shiȪ was in response to two 
years of double-digit enrollment decreases. Dr. Ruther-

ford credits the SEM strategy and “breaking of the social 

contract related to performance management” to increase 

the college’s focus on outcomes and performance as one 

of the major factors in its ability to achieve a double-

digit increase in enrollment in the year following dou-

ble-digit decreases. The right people in the right roles 

for high performance also contributed to that success.

In addition, Rutherford indicated that many higher 
education professionals (especially those who have 

worked in higher education their entire careers) chose 

the profession primarily because of their love of stu-

dents but also to not be subject to the quarterly and 

annual numbers and accountability races that are oȪen 
perceived as characterizing the business world. When 

implemented in its truest state, enrollment manage-

ment emphasizes performance metrics and data. This 

focus provides a somewhat objective view of certain 

performance indicators with which it is important to 

equip employees. With new metrics added to support 

the student success mission, leaders may have to nego-

tiate diȬerences with employees who do not embrace 
SEM concepts or who are unwilling to engage in the de-

velopment and training needed to learn about it. Ruth-

erford’s leadership values always center around putting 

people Ĳrst and employee engagement. He asserts that 
during change, employees must have the ability to con-

tribute, have voice and communicate with leadership 
to grow together. Most employees want to do well, and 
with support ȩom the institution they can. However, 
aȪer support and voice are given, employees may choose 
that they do not want to support initiatives, and that can 
be challenging to accept, although reality.

This is part of the organizational culture shiȪ that 
many leaders do not factor into their building of high-

performance teams. Sometimes leaders are not com-

fortable with the attrition that comes with change, but 
when standards are being raised and accountability is 

being introduced, everyone will not be on board (al-
though most, if aligned with the mission, will be).

Rutherford notes that “you can’t be passive and fulĲll 
the mission;” he accentuates the importance of culture 

building, performance management, and the attention 
institutions must provide to ensure sustainable success. 

The dedication of time and eȬort to the study of high-
performing teams and strategic talent development—

not uncommon in the private sector—is a practice worth 

considering in the realm of higher education. A deeper 

understanding of what deĲnes a high-performance team 
is a pivotal reference point for an enrollment professional.

The DeƮnition of a 
High-Performance Team

Lafaso and Larson (2001) interviewed 6,000 members of 
high-performance work teams in the private and public 
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sectors to learn their common characteristics. In When 

Teams Work Best (2001), the authors assert that “a success-
ful team begins with the right people.” OȪen, leaders and 
SEM managers focus solely on SEM strategy and tactics 

without reviewing the SEM organization itself. LaFasto 
and Larson (2001) describe the following commonalities 
that make up high-performance teams. These charac-

teristics should serve both as building blocks of and as a 

lens for evaluating one’s current SEM organization.

˺˺ A Principled Servant Leader: A strong SEM team 

starts with the “man (or woman) in the mirror.” 

An organization’s culture and standards are set 

by its leadership. Ensuring that leaders at all lev-

els are mission- and student-centered is critical 

to building a strong SEM team. One can hire and 

assemble a strong staȬ, but poor-quality and stag-

nant leaders can stiĳe SEM eȬorts and the ability to 
keep high performers engaged in the organization. 

This characteristic also speaks to the necessity for 

SEM leadership at all levels to actively engage in 

its own leadership development to ensure that it 

remains equipped to lead strong teams. The stron-

ger and more mature the team, the more important 
it is for its leader to ensure that he or she is also 

growing. This means not only professional develop-

ment related to SEM, but also development activi-
ties (readings, workshops, etc.) related to leadership 
development and change management.

˺˺ Standard of Excellence: Charles Kettering, a famous 
inventor, is reported to have said that “high achieve-

ment takes place in the ȩamework of high expec-

tations.” This is equally true for employees. SEM 

organizations must have an expectation of excellence. 

Higher education professionals oȪen set the bar high 
for their students but fail to hold themselves to the 

same standards. When building and maintaining 

a team, excellence must be an expectation. This is 
not just true of metric performance related to en-

rollment, but also must extend to customer service, 
processing, regulatory aspects, team communication 
and respect, and overall enrollment management.

˺˺ Joint Commitment and Collaborative Climate: While 

the SEM team can set the bar for excellence high, 

it must have the support and collaborative spirit of 

the organization to help support SEM eȬorts. It can 
be derailing and demoralizing for a SEM team to 

have a strong and healthy performance structure yet 

experience a signiĲcantly diȬerent commitment to 
excellence and collaboration among departments. 

This is why leadership must ensure that support ar-

eas and key collaborative partners understand their 

roles in supporting SEM and are measured appropri-

ately. That commitment to success must be shared; 

if it is not, then it must be revisited to ensure that 
all parties are making progress toward shared orga-

nizational values and focus.

˺˺ A Results-Driven Structure: Higher education at its 

core can be organized on the basis of people rather 

than what’s best for students. Other structures may 

be based historically on capacity. Of course people 

should be treated with dignity and respect, but of-
ten there is a clear organizational alignment issue 

that could accelerate SEM success that is ignored, 
or there is not the leadership will to address it. This 

can be an organizational alignment issue or the or-

ganization’s unwillingness to deal with performance 

challenges within the structure (this will be consid-

ered in greater depth in a future article), but it’s im-

perative that the alignment and structure are poised 

for results that support enrollment and, ultimately, 
student success.

˺˺ A Clear, Challenging Goal: Whether starting one’s 

SEM team, reȩeshing strategy, or actively manag-

ing a plan, it all starts with a goal. A high-perfor-
mance team is always going to yearn for a metric 

that is clear, challenging, and attainable with extra 
eȬort. Collins (2001) states that “what matters gets 
measured,” so while a goal for the organization is 
important, it also needs to be broken down at the 
departmental and individual levels. Everyone on the 

SEM team needs to know how their positions and 

roles directly impact the overall organizational goals 

and how that impact will be measured.

˺˺ Competent Team Members: While a SEM organiza-

tion can set a bar high, leadership must be compe-

tent and willing to develop and coach strong team 
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members. OȪen, high-performance members of 
a SEM team can become disengaged and a reten-

tion risk as a result of working alongside colleagues 

who are not competent in their roles or who are 

not interested in improving. While everyone on a 

SEM team may not be an all-star, there should be a 
performance standard that is high enough that all 

demonstrate and contribute their best competencies 

to SEM work. Emerging leaders oȪen leave because 
they are ȩustrated with teammates who have no 
interest in doing their best.

˺˺ Support and Recognition: As a strong SEM team 

emerges, it is important to recognize milestones 
and successes in monetary and non-monetary ways. 

This practice is common in the private sector, but 
institutions may shy away ȩom singling out high-
performance teams or individuals. Institutions must 

embrace this culture shiȪ if they expect to maintain 
the performance of competent talent. This can trans-

late into the ability to gain pay for performance or 

sponsorship or other support for advanced degrees 

and professional development. Just as students ex-

pect to earn a good grade for strong performance, in-

stitutions must reward their SEM teams for the right 

behavior and values that impact student success.

This list and associated commentary provide guide-

posts for the dialogue about SEM teams and managing 

performance. While these are ideal characteristics, what 
does an enrollment leader do when challenges prevent 

these characteristics ȩom being in place? There are sev-

eral steps one should take when building a performance 

culture and managing challenges.

Implementing High Performance 
as a Cultural Framework in 
the SEM Organization

Implementing SEM as a cultural ȩamework will vary 
according to organization and leadership style. One 

principle is to focus continually on the fundamentals. 

Even the basketball or football team in the midst of a 

winning streak continues to practice and review tape. If 

one’s team is performing well, it’s always advantageous 

to take a ȩesh look in order to keep the momentum 
going. If there are gaps of opportunity, it may be pos-
sible to apply the pragmatic tips described below. If one 

is new to his role, it is especially important to conduct 
this assessment through a high-performance lens. De-

pending on the circumstances, one may be expected 
to act as a change agent and be given the unique op-

portunity to lay a foundation and gain buy-in for high 

performance. This is also an opportunity to set a new 

standard for employee performance and managing chal-

lenges as they arise.

Refresh and Reset: 
Managing Performance 
Challenges in an Organization

Whenever one embarks on a new position, especially 
in leadership, the Ĳrst 30 (and 60 and 90) days are con-

sidered an important time during which to learn the 

culture, assess challenges, develop relationships, and 
make an impact. Regardless of one’s tenure in a role, it 
is never too late to reset and reȩesh one’s understanding 
of the culture as a prerequisite to building or strength-

ening the organization into a high-performance team.

Consider some initial approaches to starting this 

journey:

˺˺ Step One—Go Ʈrst: Model what matters. The ability to 

develop and manage a high-performance team starts 

at the top. Whether leading a division, department, 
team, or function, performance can’t be managed and 
led by one who doesn’t examine himself. Key ques-

tions to consider are whether one is ready and willing 

to truly be transparent in the process of assessing, 
working, and addressing a high-performance team. 
And is the leader equipped? In some cases, leaders 
need to spend a bit of time in their own “boot camp” 

to learn more by reading and participating in training, 
workshops, and development in order to be as ready 
as possible for the planning phase. As noted above, a 
competent team is requisite for a high-performance 

organization. This is not only for the team members, 
but also for the team leader. One must start there.

˺˺ Step Two—Take it higher: Gain some emotional alti-

tude. Craig Groeschel, leadership expert and pas-
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tor of Life Church (the entity that founded the You 
Version Bible App that has millions of subscribers 

worldwide) oȪen discusses the importance of per-
formance and encourages leaders to ask the follow-

ing question: “What would someone new in my 

position do in this situation?” Leaders oȪen have 
to take the “reȩesh and reset” approach. The longer 
one is in an organization, the more one becomes 
so ingrained in the culture that he fails to see what 

really is going on. Leaders must shiȪ their mindset 
as if they were just entering their position. Detach 

ȩom emotion (a bit) to truly asses the state of cul-
ture and performance. Questions to ask when assess-

ing the performance of one’s organization include:

★★ When operating at our very best, who is always 
involved, and what characteristics do they dem-

onstrate?
★★ When we experience challenges, what are the 

common themes of those challenges as they re-

late to how we approach our work?
★★ Are people aware of the impact of their work on 

students and the institutional mission?
★★ What is the level of accountability within our 

organization?
★★ What are the “elephants in the room” related to 

performance that are we ignoring?

˺˺ Step Three—Put on your big boy (or big girl) pants 

and admit the issue. Hesitation to address perfor-

mance—and in some cases to ignore it within the 

institution—is common. While this is not universal, 
compared to the business world, higher education 
tends to be more tolerant and long-suȬering in ad-

dressing performance challenges. In many cases this 

contributes to a false perception by some in the pri-

vate sector that higher education professionals have 

easy jobs, do not work hard, and do not have to meet 
the high expectations/demands of their “business.” 

In order to build a high-performance team, gaps and 
challenges must be assessed and then addressed. A 

challenge today doesn’t mean a challenge forever. 

But if issues aren’t addressed when they arise, they 
can grow and spill over and impact students and 

other employees in a negative way. So what is a 

leader to do?
One’s success in addressing performance chal-

lenges, especially if they are not isolated to one per-
son, is paramount to one’s skill as a change-savvy 
leader. Herold and Fedor (2008), in Change the Way 

You Lead Change: Leadership Strategies That Really Work, 
outline some critical steps a leader should think 

through when addressing change and challenges. 

They include:

★★ Listening and learning (especially 

if one is a new leader);

★★ Carefully (not rashly) diagnosing the situation;

★★ Forthrightly addressing concerns;
★★ Being enthusiastic, genuine, and sincere 

about what needs to be changed; and

★★ Developing a credible plan for Ĳxing the problem.

These tips are critical when handling an indi-

vidual issue (such as an employee who may display 

an attitude that is oȬ-putting to students and co-
workers) that may require speciĲc customer service 
training or addressing more signiĲcant team or 
cultural issues that may be aȬecting organizational 
success and productivity. Think about it: Would stu-

dents who displayed unprofessional conduct toward 

one another in a classroom setting be held account-

able for their behavior? What action is taken when 
students turn in assignments late or do not prepare 

for class by reading assigned content or submitting 

reports? OȪen, high standards for and expectations 
of students are not mirrored in high standards for 

and expectations of employees. Enrollment manage-

ment professionals cannot hold students to higher 

expectations than they hold themselves.

˺˺ Final Step—Prepare a winning game plan, but prepare 

for losses. When challenges are identiĲed, every 
possible action must be taken to provide an oppor-

tunity for employees to resolve them. This means 

developing a coaching plan (or “game plan”) for suc-

cess to help identiȫ goals that align with the high-
performance culture being maintained or created. 

A key “play maker” in a winning game plan is the 
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human resources department. It is especially critical 

in a union environment where restrictions related to 

roles and performance may exist. Before a leader ini-

tiates any action, it’s important to engage the human 
resources department to ensure that rules are being 

followed and to seek counsel. (AȪer leading change 
and managing a number of performance challenges 

over the years, I do not do anything without Ĳrst 
calling human resources. Some leaders complain 

about not feeling supported by human resources or 

about feeling “stuck” in wanting to deal with perfor-

mance situations but lacking support ȩom human 
resources. In such cases, one may have to reȩesh 
one’s approach.)

For example, if an employee is competent in his 
or her craȪ—processing admission applications, for 
example—yet has poor customer service skills in his 

or her work with students, families, and co-workers, 
his attitude outweighs his competency performance. 

Making the case that not addressing this person’s 

character (attitude) directly impacts revenue may be 

a good way to gain support. Documenting situations 

is critical as it is important to be as objective as pos-

sible. The goal in managing performance is to coach 

someone into the right behavior and to ensure that 

he is aware of the impact of his current behavior. It 

is diȯcult to argue when evidence is presented re-

lated to losing students (and, thus, revenue), which 
ultimately translates to jobs at the institution.

Some of the performance issues present in one’s 

organization are not new. This is oȪen because prior 
leaders did not address issues when they Ĳrst arose, 
and over the years they became deep-seated in an 

individual’s work. Addressing the issue(s) may seem 

“nitpicky,” especially if the employee has been “re-

warded” with continued employment and satisfac-

tory job evaluations. That is why it’s important to 

“reset”: there may be standards and expectations 

that need to be recalibrated globally that will inĳu-

ence the expectations and coaching of individuals. 

First, the organizational bar has to be raised; then 
individuals know the expectations to align with it. 

This is especially true if employees have not received 

coaching and feedback in the past and so may feel 

blindsided by having their performance addressed. 

Resetting or in some cases re-emphasizing the or-

ganization resets the expectations of the entire team 

and depersonalizes the situation.

In addition to Ĳrst consulting human resources, a 
leader must prepare for and be thoughtful about these 

types of conversations; the goal is to always support em-

ployees doing their best. That doesn’t mean that one is 

not candid; maintaining a direct yet respectful approach 

is always important. Don’t “wing” coaching conversa-

tions. If such interactions are diȯcult, read Crucial Con-

versations (Patterson 2002) and other training. This skill 
is important whether supervising individuals directly 

or working on committees or project teams.

An unpleasant aspect of performance management 

is the “necessary ending.” Sometimes, even aȪer coach-

ing and support are provided, the best way to serve stu-

dents and the institutional mission is to terminate an 

employee. Or, if the employee has valuable skills they 
may be able to seek employment in another department. 

However, do not make the mistake that some institutions 
do and send your challenging employees somewhere else 

so you do not have to manage them. While termination 

should be a very last resort, as a leader we have responsi-
bility to steward the people in our organization, and not 
pass it along to someone else. To maintain the high-per-

formance culture needed to achieve the mission (and to 

retain other high-performing employees), support must 
be provided and yet one must know when an employee 

is not right for the institution. This means that one may 

have to address certain non-coachable non-negotiables; a 

game plan doesn’t always mean a winning game. Prepare 

for the departure of some employees, but Ĳnd peace in 
making the right objective decision for the betterment 

of the institution.

Looking Ahead: Maintaining 
Performance and SEM Momentum

Rutherford once said, “You have to operate as if you have 
competition even when you don’t.” Embody this focus 

and tenacity in order to maintain a high-performance 
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environment. It is not easy. It takes knowing what a 

high-performance team looks like. It takes being able to 

assess one’s team, reȩesh one’s team, and manage chal-
lenges when they arise. This is achieved by continuing 

to improve as a leader, team, and organization.
Consider the focus on professional development: 

is it consistent? Professional development is not just 
limited to competency but extends to leadership. This 

investment in one’s team and in oneself must continue, 
whether through webinars, training, workshops, or 
conferences. Development is continuous. It includes 

lots of reading—of articles, books, etc. Always have a 
book or key leadership source to refer to. Do so delib-

erately and ȩequently.
This can be challenging. Maintain a book list on Am-

azon.com, and order a couple to reference while waiting 
at the doctor’s oȯce, traveling, or during a quiet mo-

ment at home. Leaders who better themselves inspire 

better teams. High-performing teams are led by leaders 

who are always learning and improving. Some initial 

reads relative to performance management include:

˺˺ The Ideal Team Player by Patrick Lencioni

˺˺ The Five Dysfunctions of a Team 

by Patrick Lencioni

˺˺ Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking when 

the Stakes Are High by Kenny Patterson

˺˺ Strengths-Based Leadership: Great Teams, Great 

People, and Why People Follow by Tom Rath

Consider attending AACRAO’s SEM programming 

and annual conference to extend knowledge and build 

networks.

In addition to partnering with human resources, 
focus on acquiring great talent. Hire for high perfor-

mance, and don’t be aȩaid to search a couple times to 
Ĳnd the right Ĳt. Don’t just hire “a body” to Ĳll a spot 
(that is a huge mistake). Bringing in talent that doesn’t 

align with the new culture will undermine progress. 

Involve key team members in the process, and ask ques-
tions related to professional competency and behavior.

The Ĳnal and most important way to maintain mo-

mentum is to remember that the work is ultimately 

for the institution’s students. In building a high-per-

formance team, keep that focus in mind. Always keep 
students and their needs Ĳrst. They are counting on us 
in more ways than we will ever imagine.
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