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Working Smarter, Not Harder:
SEM Participation Strategies That Work

By Irlanda Price and Brier Albano

Medicine Hat College implemented its first strategic enrollment management

(SEM) plan in 2015/16. The implementation required a variety of stakeholders, and

initially Medicine Hat College found it difficult to create a diverse cross-campus

team. Recognition of the unique cultures within the organization advanced SEM

efforts and supported college-wide participation in the process. Using work

completed by the Canadian Foreign Affairs Institute (2005) as a framework, this

article articulates how this college used intercultural communication strategies to

increase their success.

Many changes occurred at Medicine Hat College (MHC)
in 2014: installation of a new president, creation of two
new senior executive portfolios, introduction of a new
institutional philosophy, reorganization of various de-
partments, and development of a new strategic plan.
Prior to this major institutional shift, the culture at
MHC had been focused on student success but protective
of traditional methods and processes. It was in this con-
text that a strategic enrollment management (SEM) plan
was commissioned by the college’s senior leadership.
As a comprehensive community institution in Al-
berta, Canada, MHC developed and implemented its
first SEM plan in 2015-16. The departments critical to
enrollment success at Medicine Hat College were not
unfamiliar with the development of an enrollment plan,
having previously invested extensive resources, time,
and effort attempting to develop a plan. Unfortunately,

due to various circumstances, the plan was never final-
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ized or approved. The current plan would not have been
created and approved if special attention had not been
focused on the institution’s culture. Leadership spent
quite a bit of time getting to know the culture, norms,
habits, and traditions of MHC and then identified three
pillars to provide the basis of the plan: recruitment, re-
tention, and relationships.

After the plan was approved by senior administra-
tion, the real work began. Three subcommittees were
created to correspond with the plan pillars. Despite ex-
citement that was beginning to build around the plan,
one common thread among the three groups became
evident: committees struggled to involve diverse ele-
ments of the campus in the implementation process.
People supported the plan, but with the number of proj-
ects that faculty and staff do “off the side of their desk,”
SEM was beginning to become just “another thing” for

people to do.
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Recognition of a variety of cultural components
within MHC provided staff, faculty, and administrators
the opportunity to work smarter toward the institution’s
SEM goals. Creating a shared language with which to talk
about the SEM plan and using intercultural strategies
helped the team gain a better understanding of the envi-
ronment, increase participation, and create a cross-cam-
pus SEM culture. This article describes the experiences
that led to strategies transferable to any SEM implemen-

tation and how MHC did so using an intercultural lens.

About Medicine Hat College

Located in the cities of Medicine Hat and Brooks in the
province of Alberta, Canada, Medicine Hat College sup-
ports more than 8,000 learners in credit and commu-
nity programming each year. More than 3,700 students
engaged in full- and part-time credit programming in-
cluding a variety of one-, two-, three-, and four-year
programs in addition to pre-employment training and
apprenticeships.

As a member of Campus Alberta, Medicine Hat Col-
lege has a variety of transfer pathways and collaborative
programs that allow students to take one or two years of
university studies and, in some cases, a four-year bach-
elor’s degree on site from other Alberta universities.
More than 50 percent of Medicine Hat College students
come from the city of Medicine Hat, with just under
10 percent coming from cities outside Canada. The col-
lege’s students report higher than average satisfaction
rates, with 95 percent indicating they were satisfied or
very satisfied with their educational experience (Medi-
cine Hat College 2017).

Medicine Hat College embraces the use of an ap-
preciative inquiry philosophy to guide changes when
they occur. Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a powerful re-
source for the postsecondary environment. AI has been
well received because it creates energy and generates
positive change as people discover and build on their
positive core and “life-giving forces” to co-create their
futures (Cockell and McArthur-Blair 2012, 2). Using the
work of Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012), the college
focuses attention on strengths through story-telling and

inquiry which can support the discovery of innovative

Volume 6(3)

16

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly

opportunities to be more successful. Al was an impor-
tant driver in discovering how we could “work smarter”

across the college in order to increase SEM participation.

Our SEM Story

The college’s SEM planning process was led by the as-
sociate vice president, student development and was
designed over approximately one year with consulta-
tion across MHC’s campuses and departments. Using
the institution’s strategic plan as its foundation, the
SEM plan’s main priorities were set by academic lead-
ership after reviewing available data and engaging in
discussions about goals. Strategies and tactics were then
developed by a larger SEM team primarily comprising
administrative staff. It was acknowledged in the devel-
opment of the plan that “increased faculty engagement
would be critical in order to effectively execute the plan
successfully” (Price 2016).

One of MHC’s greatest strengths is the abundance
of data and reports that are available from its strategic
research and analysis department. These data facilitated
the process of identifying the overarching institutional
SEM goals. The plan identifies an 8 percent increase in
full-time equivalent enrollments by 2020 in addition to
a retention increase of I percentage point per year for a
total increase in overall retention of 4 percentage points
by 2020. Aiding these enrollment and retention targets,
sub-committee goals were developed for recruitment,
retention, and relationships. The most significant goal
from the relationships sub-committee was directly con-
nected with the internal culture of the institution: fo-
cusing on investments to internally develop awareness
and understanding of SEM.

Once the plan was approved, implementation
started immediately at the committee level. On the re-
cruitment committee, the single faculty member who
had been part of the team through the initial planning
stages left, and the committee struggled to find repre-
sentation from the instructional side of the institution.
At broader SEM meetings, it was noticed that this was
a trend across committees.

Initial strategies to increase participation included

mass communications using all means available and
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Students Are at the Center of What We Do
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FIGURE 1 » The Cultural SEMberg

asking institutional leaders to recommend faculty par-
ticipants for the committees. Many faculty considered
SEM to be an administrative effort and did not want to
participate in additional work that would need to be
done “off the side of their desk.” Overall, faculty did not
understand either how the SEM plan had an impact on
them or the importance of SEM. More important, ad-
ministrative staff did not understand why faculty were
not participating.

MHC’s plan is continuously under review; it is
important to recognize the impact of external factors
beyond the control of any enrollment planning pro-
cess—factors such as the economy, government man-
dates, funding structures, and world politics. By late
fall 2016, enrollment in apprenticeship and trade train-
ing (which, in Alberta, is allocated by the government)
began to decrease precipitously. The sub-committees
had to refocus their efforts and energy on identifying
strategies to directly impact programs that were under-
subscribed. The academic leaders selected the program
areas that were experiencing decreasing enrollment and

high rates of attrition to participate in a full SEM review.
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Defining Culture and Using
Intercultural Strategies in SEM
Renowned cultural expert Geert Hofstede (n.d.) defines
culture as “the collective programming of the mind that
distinguishes the members of one group or category of
people from others” (para 1). Understanding the effects
of culture was critically important in building partici-
pation strategies that worked at Medicine Hat College.
Building credibility for the administrative lead of the
plan (who, incidentally, was a newcomer and thus had
to learn how to find a place within the prevailing cul-
ture and build trust within it) was essential.
Understanding culture, in its more traditional sense,
was deemed a priority. In early 2017. many adminis-
trative departments received intercultural assessments
and training to aid in building a more advanced skill
set for MHC’s growing international student popula-
tion. Through the lens of intercultural development, a
greater understanding emerged of the communication
and participation challenges we were facing with SEM.
Using intercultural strategies for communication, we

had the ability to enhance our understanding of the
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people with whom we work and an opportunity to re-
flect on the way in which we engage.

Using the well-known symbol of the cultural ice-
berg, we looked at the issues that were affecting our
SEM strategies and created the “cultural SEMberg” (see
Figure 1). On the surface of the SEMberg were the gen-
eral understandings that MHC employees had different
jobs and that students were at the center of what we
do. Under the surface were a variety of priorities, un-
derstandings of authority, skill sets, expectations, and
different methods of problem solving. As with culture,
not taking time to understand all that lives below the
surface was causing setbacks in our progress because
we had a false understanding of the point from which
we were starting. Mai Moua (2011) tells us that “cul-
turally intelligent leaders are those that take the time
to know about culture. They look for opportunities to
learn about the cultural facts, the music, the history, the
language, and the behaviors of people.” Not speaking
the same language as the rest of the institution—partic-
ularly the faculty—and not asking for interpretations of
the language being used led to many miscommunicated
ideas and expectations.

SEM and culture being intertwined is not a new
concept. In 2016, SEM Quarterly published “Diagnosing
and Changing Organizational Culture in Strategic En-
rollment Management,” which acknowledged the deep
ties between the cultures of an organization in meeting
its goals. Using the competing values framework, the
article explores organizational culture and considers the
differences between culture assessment at the division
and department levels (Flanigan 2016, 123).

The realization that different work units on campus
might be creating micro-cultures within the organi-
zation became the premise for how we could define
where we were having success. Using a backwards dis-
covery process, we recognized that the new successes
with cross-campus participation were tied to strategies
already used internationally to better connect and com-
municate across language, ritual, and other cultural bar-
riers. Therefore, the use of intercultural collaboration
strategies facilitated the ability to communicate SEM

in a way that would support even greater participation.

Volume 6(3)

18

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly

Using seven issues the Canadian Foreign Affairs In-
stitute (CFAI) identified in 2005 for effective intercul-
tural collaborations, we started to dissect the strategies
being utilized in our work. CFAI identified:

Intercultural dialogue

Shared tools, jargon, and work methods
Knowing the stakeholders and

the management context

Shared understanding of expected results
Clear process, transparency, and trust
Knowledge and acceptance

of cultural differences

Learning while doing and iterative approach

Within the context of the seven issues for effective
intercultural collaborations, we recognized that these
strategies were linked to areas where we were achieving
success. Following are the observations and examples
that fit well in terms of using an intercultural frame-

work for SEM participation.

Intercultural Dialogue

It was fitting that intercultural dialogue was the first
issue identified by Canadian Foreign Affairs as it was
part of a key event that transformed the way we looked
at SEM participation and how we could modify our
strategies in seeking faculty participation. Early in the
implementation process, we had approached a faculty
member from an under-enrolled program. The faculty
member listened to the request to join the SEM com-
mittee then politely declined, saying, “I have no time
to work on SEM; I have to focus on recruitment and
retention.” This was our ‘a-ha’ moment.

This interaction started a conversation about how
we, as administrators, create our own micro-culture
and language that have the power to alienate other areas
of the institution. As leaders of the plan development,
we assumed the entire institution understood the lan-
guage of SEM in the same way we did. Had we been
engaged in intercultural dialogue, we would have un-
derstood earlier in the process that we needed to change
how we were speaking about SEM and that this change

in language could then encourage the campus commu-
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nity to engage in SEM. Not recognizing this earlier hin-
dered some departments’ understanding of what SEM is,
what it is for, and how it is used. It also demonstrated
that while we had been vocal and excited about SEM,
the particular words with which we were familiar did
not resonate among the larger campus community. We
needed to better understand the needs of the faculty in
lieu of demanding that they enter what they considered
“administrative space.”

The SEM recruitment subcommittee recognized that
micro-cultures existed and refocused the plan tactics
on only a few low enrollment programs to support the
overall SEM goals. This allowed for better dialogue with
stakeholders as we could focus on a limited number of
needs in our communications. Partnering with three
programs allowed for more focused sharing of admin-
istrative and faculty tactics and supported the faculty
need to see the relevance to their day-to-day work. Us-
ing the phrase “recruitment and retention of students”
rather than “SEM” while focusing on specific activities
to support the plan goals helped to increase faculty par-
ticipation to one-third of the overall committee at any

given meeting.

Shared Tools, Jargon,
and Work Methods

Once we began to understand the language that other
cultures within our organization were using, it became
easy to expand to shared tools, jargon, and work meth-
ods. Each time we interacted with faculty members, we
worked to develop a shared institutional understanding
of the meaning of SEM. We were continuously ensuring
that time was saved for the sharing of different under-
standings of best practices relative to students’ in-class
learning. Once they realized the value of their contribu-
tion, faculty were prepared to help us understand how
we could gain their participation. Faculty also reminded
us, as administrators, where we needed to listen.

One work method that changed almost immediately
after recognizing our differences was meeting times.
Non-teaching units almost always were the schedul-
ers of meetings, many of which were between 10 a.m.

and 2 p.m.—the peak time for teaching classes at our
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institution. Shifting subcommittee meeting times to
accommodate instructors immediately yielded better
participation.

Shared tools were also identified quickly. Our in-
stitution produces a weekly newsletter called OnCam-
pus that is sent to all faculty and staff e-mail addresses.
Through this process, we learned that faculty do not
perceive OnCampus as having relevant information and
instead prefer their faculty association newsletter. In
order to reach a wider audience, we started publishing
information in both newsletters.

Jargon was also identified quickly and was not al-
ways what we expected. For example, words like “ad-
mitted,” “enrolled,” “confirmed,” “registered,” and

“applied” not only were misunderstood by faculty but
also held different meanings for those who had worked
at other institutions. To promote mutual understanding,
the terms were explained at meetings with every pro-
gram and the admissions office. In addition to creating
a common language, the meetings also helped some
program faculty access data they had wanted but to
which they had limited access.

We also started promoting “shared jargon”—for ex-
ample, the term “SEMhug.” Initially used to describe the
way in which SEM envelops all of the important areas in
a program, SEM committee members began using the
term to refer to programs that would receive focused
attention as part of the SEM process. The concept of
the “hug” seemed to appeal across the institution, with
faculty proudly announcing that they were part of a

“SEMhug” program. Later that year, the vice president,
academic used the term at a senior leadership meeting.
Creating our own word, even ironically, helped facili-

tate SEM conversations.

Knowing the Stakeholders and
the Management Context

Every culture has its leaders, whether with formal titles
or simply having earned the community’s trust and re-
spect. The importance of knowing the team with which
you are working should never be underestimated, par-
ticularly when you are new. As a newcomer to the

culture of MHC, I had to get to know key individuals
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within the college; doing so proved important and per-
sonally rewarding.

Get to know the natural leaders within the institu-
tion—those who are passionate and driven regardless
of the titles on their business cards. Identifying key
stakeholders within the institution—those who already
had established trust and rapport within the college
culture—helped with the development and implemen-
tation of the SEM plan at MHC. They were able to share
insight, history, and lessons learned from past attempts
at creating a plan. They offered lived experiences and
shared cultural norms, some of which prevented the se-
nior lead from committing cultural faux pas that could
have potentially undermined any progress in the devel-
opment of the plan.

Getting to know these leaders, who became known
as SEM champions, included learning about their pas-
sions, motivations, and interests. Supporting their per-
sonal and professional goals came naturally. They were
so invested, committed, and enthused about student
success at Medicine Hat College that it was impossible
not to share their excitement. Investing time and pro-
fessional development opportunities in these champi-
ons only resulted in their greater dedication.

Think strategically about how the passions and drive
of cultural champions can impact the development and
implementation of your plan, especially if you are a

newcomer to the culture.

Shared Understanding
of Expected Results

Language and communication are perhaps the most
critical elements of culture. Communication—verbal
and non-verbal—is meaningful and can be misinter-
preted if one is unfamiliar with cultural norms and
expectations. During the development of the plan un-
der the leadership of a new senior lead, special atten-
tion was paid to not assuming everyone understood the
direction in which the plan was going. Assumptions
that everyone shared a common understanding created
some setbacks as well as opportunities for reevaluation.

It was important to clarify the expectations of the

committee, the sub-committees, and their respective
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chairs throughout the process. This helped maintain
understanding throughout the processes of plan cre-
ation and implementation. Time not spent reevaluating
the approach or listening to champions can set institu-
tions up for failure such that shared understanding of

expected results will never truly be achieved.

Clear Process, Transparency, Trust

In conjunction with establishing a common language,
the simultaneous establishment of trust was beginning
to occur. As an outsider, building trust within any cul-
ture can be a very slow process, but its significance can-
not and should not be underestimated. Without trust,
nothing can really be established.

Being clear about intentions, process, and decision
making is mandatory. Do not leave any questions unan-
swered, and be available to respond to potentially diffi-
cult questions. Clearly articulate the intended outcomes
of the plan. For example, MHC’s plan was not intended
to identify low-enrollment programs so they could be
cut and so faculty and staff would lose their jobs; rather,
it was to refocus and redesign the way in which MHC
focused on those program areas.

Medicine Hat College is recognized for having one of
the highest student satisfaction rates in the province of
Alberta. It has had this recognition for many years, since
long before the arrival of the college’s current leaders.
Naturally, after the significant changes and shifts that
occurred as part of the reorganization, a lot of questions
arose as to why they were necessary, especially since
MHC already had highly satisfied students.

When working with existing cultures, newcomers
must pay attention and acknowledge and respect their
history. This is particularly true for administrators who
are new to their institution and who are charged with
implementing SEM. In order to establish relationships,
build trust, and develop credibility, it is critical to rec-
ognize past efforts. For our team, it was important to
the culture of the institution to celebrate all the work
and effort that had already been accomplished and to
acknowledge that processes that were already success-
ful should be maintained. Prioritizing integration and

acceptance into the introduction of SEM efforts and
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incorporating past experiences at former institutions
helped guide the approaches taken at MHC. When com-
municating in a culture that is new, be it a different de-
partment or a new institution, it is critical to maintain
a personal mindset that acknowledges, supports, and
celebrates history and past practices.

It may seem basic to establish a transparent process
as part of the effort to build trust, but it is necessary.
Establish a process that will facilitate the attainment
of SEM goals, but remain open to the possibility that
the process may need to be changed to best meet the
needs of the institution. Be honest and open about ex-
pectations and direction, and always make yourself, as
a leader of this initiative, available for questions and to
hear comments.

As you build trust, community members’ trust in
the plan you are leading will grow. This takes time; SEM
planning is not a process that happens overnight. Posi-
tioning yourself within a culture requires time, energy,
and connection. The requirements for building a SEM

plan are exactly the same.

Knowledge and Acceptance
of Cultural Differences

In “A Separate Peace: Strengthening Shared Justice,”
Borrows (2004) writes, “If each group in an intercul-
tural relationship did not have the space to define, in-
terpret, and apply its own culturally appropriate dispute
resolution principles, the intercultural aspects of its as-
sociation would eventually disappear” (343). This is an
important aspect of intercultural communication and
understanding that is often forgotten.

In creating SEM culture, institutions do not want to
lose the unique, important elements of our organiza-
tions that help us grow. It is important to ensure that
our divisional and departmental micro-cultures remain
intact in order to support the teams and needs in those
areas, but SEM has the opportunity to be the “place”
where ideas are shared and our uniqueness is considered
in order to think strategically about student enrollment.

One way to translate this is to use differences to
encourage participation. By recognizing the unique per-

spectives of certain faculty members and, more impor-
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tant, acknowledging certain weaknesses in that area, the
overall perceived value of participating in the process
can be increased. At MHC, this increased participation
in other activities outside of SEM, as well, including
faculty attendance at key events throughout the year
and invitations from faculty for administration to par-
ticipate in key learning activities in which they had
not had a part in the past (for example, the recruitment
sub-committee was put on the art program’s events

mailing list).

Learning While Doing and
Iterative Approach

Using intercultural approaches and techniques and fo-
cusing on intercultural issues continues to challenge
our literacy relative to cultural norms across our insti-
tution. Even within micro-cultures, further divisions
exist that can grossly impact how communication and
collaboration are perceived. We continually focus on
learning and building shared understandings while
continuing to make space for new ideas, work methods,
and strategies to grow our SEM implementation. Focus-
ing on institutional growth as well as the changes that
occur because of intercultural efforts being made can
assist in bringing institutions closer to their goals and
is recommended in order to ensure that learning and
growth continue to propel SEM forward.

Just as intercultural strategies are always developing,
so we continue to develop our own strategies working
within our institution as the culture changes. Making
note of where we are having success and growing that
success is a key part of our strategy. As with any com-
munication strategy, there is no “stop date” by which
all communication will be complete, so constant review
and learning from mistakes will continue to support
SEM growth.

Conclusions

Any time we move or visit a foreign country or even
begin a new job, “learning culture” is an inevitable part
of our transition. Implementing a well-researched stra-
tegic enrollment management plan for the first time can

be supported by the inclusion of a shared cultural space
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in which all the unique micro-cultures at your institu-
tion can come together. Develop your shared language;
ensure understanding; communicate clearly; and invite
people to participate in the exploration. Celebrate and
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