
THE IDEA IN BRIEF

In the highly competitive marketplace for graduate 
management education (GME), the San Francisco Bay 
Area may very well be the center of the universe. More 
than a dozen colleges offer MBA or MS programs 
to students attracted by the big brands and even 
bigger opportunities offered by Silicon Valley, and 
even renowned East Coast schools like University 
of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Business 
and Babson University’s Olin School have opened 
campuses in the area. In this kind of environment, 
leading a graduate business unit can be exceptionally 
challenging, especially when the already pressurized 
goals of rankings, revenue and reputation are 
constantly competing for priority with the persistent 
market disruptions of 2020. How can someone be 
successful in this kind of role? How do leaders figure 
out what is critical ¬and what can wait? And most 
importantly, perhaps, how can leaders and their 
organizations thrive in this kind of environment? While 
there may be no perfect answer to these questions, 
the application of the common leadership frameworks 
Situational Leadership and Contingency Theory of 
Leadership to this situation yield key insights into how 
leaders in GME can succeed.  

Okay, the BusinessCAS board meeting isn’t until noon, I have 
a meeting in the Provost’s office at 2:00 before our meeting 
with the business analytics students. That means I have 
time to get that AACSB conference presentation finished up 
before the alumni meeting tonight, perfect, he thought as he 
closed his planner and stood up from his desk. To those who 
work with Toby McChesney, Ed.D., this whirlwind of activity is 
not new; they know he’s always on the move. Currently serving 
the Leavey School of Business at Santa Clara University 
(SCU), he wears so many leadership hats that even his formal 
title is busy: Senior Assistant Dean of Graduate Business 
Programs, Special Assistant to the Provost, Adjunct Faculty.

In addition to his many responsibilities for SCU, Dr. 
McChesney serves in leadership roles for at least three key 
industry associations at any given time, is a sought-after 
speaker and presenter for conferences across a broad 
range of topics and is regularly interviewed by a diversity of 
media outlets for his insights into how higher education and 
Graduate Management Education (GME) are changing. 

Over the past few weeks, Dr. McChesney has been the 
subject of online conversation and news stories about 
his success this year. And with just a cursory look at his 
achievements this year – just four years into his tenure at 
SCU — it’s no surprise that Dr. McChesney is so busy. This 
year’s performance in the increasingly competitive U.S. News 
& World Report Best Business Schools ranking resulted in 
a two-place rise year-over-year to a rank of 11 for Leavey’s 
EMBA program, which was ranked for the first time ever last 
year. And in the very competitive part-time MBA ranking, Dr. 
McChesney has presided over a rise to 25th in the nation, a 
critical ranking threshold that traditionally serves as a catalyst 
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for lead growth. The students at the Leavey School are highly 
engaged, serving as ambassadors to prospective students and 
mentors to first-year students; even the MBA alumni group has 
been revitalized by the energy and impact of Dr. McChesney’s 
leadership, and they now meet regularly to find ways to support 
the school.  Most impressively, perhaps, Dr. McChesney’s 
leadership drove significant growth throughout the enrollment 
pipeline during an exceptionally turbulent period of time.  
Commenting on the contributing factors to this success in a 
September 2020 interview, Dr. McChesney explained, “That 
momentum [from joining the BusinessCAS™ Community] 
resulted in a 50% increase in applications, a 63% increase in 
admits and a 51% increase in deposits for Fall 2020.”

Although he has recently been spotlighted for his annus 
mirabilis at SCU, Dr. McChesney’s career has been one defined 
by lasting process improvements and a legacy of genuine care 
and concern for students. Leaders like Dr. McChesney can 
seem almost preternaturally gifted at holding leadership roles 
of exceptional complexity and visibility, indeed, thriving during 
times of crisis. How does he do it? More broadly, how can Dr. 
McChesney’s success be applicable to others in this kind of 
role? How do leaders figure out what is critical and what can 
wait? And most importantly, perhaps, how can leaders and their 
organizations thrive in this kind of environment?   

To paint the academic discipline of leadership studies with 
an exceptionally broad brush, traditional leadership theories 
describe effectiveness in a process-oriented way; in other 
words, do a specific set of things in a specific environment, 

and leadership effectiveness has been achieved. The 
exceptionally diverse leadership consulting industry, a great 
deal of trade press and pop obsession with leaders like 
Elon Musk all tend to support the notion that contemporary 
leadership thinking emphasizes the leader as the core of a 
culture, as the creator of an environment in which goals are 
achieved. But this difference among researchers does not 
constrain the ability to evaluate exemplary leadership through 
some of the more pragmatic lenses of leadership theory. 
Two frameworks that we can use to gain insight into how 
leaders in GME can succeed are Situational Leadership and 
Contingency Theory of Leadership.  

Situational Leadership is a theory developed to suggest there 
is no singular “right” way to lead a team or an organization, 
but rather that effective leadership results from a positive 
match of a leadership style to a situation.3 The two key 
variables used in the model are leadership style and team/
situation maturity levels. Efficacy in leadership happens when 
a leader adapts their style through the framework of the task/
function to the situation and team ability level. Leadership 
style is explicated to show the dynamic between the task 
versus relationship spectrum of a leader, and situation 
maturity levels are detailed to show the task-bound nature of 
team maturity. The theory is inherently attractive, as it gets to 
a natural sense of how leaders work to meet each situation 
based on context, but the model has been broadly critiqued. 
The model completely excludes how demographic factors or 
interpersonal team dynamics might influence each situation. 4

Contingency theory of Leadership also holds that there is 
no perfect way to lead a team or organization but attempts 
to broaden the work of previous models by including more 
variables. Researchers who have extended the ideas of this 
theory hold that “effective leadership is about striking the 
right balance between needs, context and behavior.”2 A 
successful leader, they hold, has the “ability to assess the 
needs of their followers, analyze the situation at hand and act 
accordingly.”2 This theory naturally fits with how many see 
leadership because it allows for a flexibility and a matching 
between all variables, but it has been the subject of many of 
the same critiques of previous models. 

Located in the heart of innovation, 
Silicon Valley, all of the top-ranked 
programs at the Leavey School of 
Business provide rigorous study and 
high impact experiential learning, 
culminating in rock-solid business 
acumen. Plus the University’s Jesuit, 
Catholic tradition imbues all students 
with unshakable ethics and a 
commitment to social responsibility. This 
combination makes Leavey the perfect 
place to nurture the next generation of 
business leadership.

Dr. McChesney provides the welcome presentation at the 
orientation for Leavey’s Evening MBA program.



as well as the stakeholder community at large – have a strong 
understanding of how they work with Dr. McChesney to achieve 
goals. The industry associations where Toby serves are able to 
provide broader industry context to his detailed understanding 
of his Silicon Valley context.  But his ability to act on these is 
the crux of his success.  For example, Dr. McChesney used 
his understanding of where the industry is going and joined 
BusinessCAS, a platform that supports enrollment growth and 
a community that drives industry best practices. He has been 
able to effectively tell the story of his programs, his school, his 
industry, and the role of GME in making the world a better place.  

Using the Contingency framework described above, we can 
think through Dr. McChesney’s success in three categories: 

Assess the needs of the community 

Unit staff, current students, alumni, faculty members, college 
leadership, business/community partners, prospective students, 
industry associations and an entire litany of groups with 
specialized interests in the School are represented here. In 
GME, this area requires the ability to establish relationships 
with/between these groups, determine shared interests and 
conflicts, understand how their needs overlap and create a path 
for all to contribute time and energy to shared goals.  

Analyze and interpret details and context
Competitors, micro-market understanding, macro-market 
insight, media reports, anecdotal feedback, conference topics 
and every other imaginable data source are in this category.  
Includes the dozen-plus competitors within a 50-mile radius of 
Leavey, all of whom are exceptionally focused on capturing the 
attention and enrollment of high performing future executives of 
Silicon Valley. In GME, this area requires high ability in executive 
function, information acquisition speed and the ability to find 
and connect seemingly disparate data.  

Act based on intersection of needs, goals, and context
Knowing the needs of stakeholders and understanding the 
context of a situation are necessary but not sufficient criteria 
for effective leadership in any view, and so this element of the 
model suggests the ability to motivate work completion toward 
a goal. Involved in that endeavor for leaders in GME is a leader’s 
ability to create and maintain a positive culture, to communicate 
clearly and candidly and to coalesce information into a 
compelling narrative that executives and subordinates support. 

Dr. McChesney was able to effectively assess the needs of 
his stakeholder community by strategically planning his time. 
Among many activities, he speaks regularly with student 
and faculty leadership, has planned meetings with alumni 
associations and makes transparency the hallmark of his 
communication.  He has built a strong foundation of trust and 
confidence with these groups, which has led to their willingness 
to share real concerns and exert true effort to help.  

Understanding the context of the current environment can be 
difficult, but Dr. McChesney’s role in GME allows him to get 
anecdotal information and trends from the many organizations 
and schools he serves in volunteer oversight capacities. His 
board service, his outstanding relationships with stakeholders 
on and off campus and his outstanding faculty for reading 
industry news have all worked together to give Dr. McChesney 
a deep understanding of what is happening and why.  

Finally, Dr. McChesney created a clear path for action that leads 
to success. The alumni, faculty, staff and leadership groups – SIGN UP FOR YOUR PRINT OR DIGITAL COPY (OR BOTH) AT LSNEDU.COM/GME-SUBSCRIBE

Key Leadership Theory Overview

Situational Leadership: This theory suggests that 
effective leadership requires alignment between the 
style/approach of a leader and the situation at hand.  
The model focuses on the interaction between two 
key variables, the task/function/role of the leader and 
the capacity — called “maturity” in many of the initial 
writings — of the team or organization.  

Contingency Theory: This theory, of which 
Situational Leadership is a variety, holds that 
there is no singular “right” way to lead; instead, 
effective leadership is contingent on the balance 
between community/stakeholder needs, situational 
context and the behavior of the leader and team. 
Contingency theories have a “natural match” feeling, 
as it fits with much of observed experience in which 
a leader attempts to match their style to the situation.  

Transformational Leadership: In this theory, 
a leader’s role is to work closely enough with 
their teams to understand their challenges and 
identify needed changes. Once those changes are 
identified, the leader is responsible for creating a 
vision for the needed changes that motivates the 
necessary resources to achieve a goal. This theory 
is sometimes called Inspirational Leadership, as it 
relies heavily upon a leader with the ability to provide 
motivation and meaning, challenge a team to perform 
beyond previous benchmarks and use power 
effectively to motivate.  

Charismatic Leadership: In this trait-based theory 
of leadership, the focus is on the leader’s ability to 
deploy charisma to motivate a team toward a goal. It 
requires leaders to completely integrate their person 
and their profession in a way that can put too much 
pressure on the leader. These leaders often emerge 
in times of crisis or disruption, and as a result, much 
of the scholarship in this area is understandably 
ambiguous when dealing with the “how” of 
charismatic leadership success.

https://lsnedu.com/gme-subscribe


At the still point, 
there the dance is. 

—T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets
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To use Situational Leadership principles here would give us, perhaps, a chance 
to analyze Dr. McChesney’s leadership style. The operational pieces of Dr. 
McChesney’s success include key partnerships, direct communication, tireless 
effort, kind management and clear vision. And while scholars may have imagined 
style as something different, there is strong evidence that Dr. McChesney’s 
transparent approach to communication, willingness to work hard and authentic 
kindness underpins his overall performance as a leader. One might go so far as 
to call this a leadership style, but without the formal academic meaning of style 
intended by the Situation Leadership school.

In what is perhaps Eliot’s most underappreciated and overquoted writing, Four 
Quartets, readers are confronted by moments of prose like this, providing a 
moving window into the way that time and perspective shape our experience. 
Finding the “still point” in a professional sense can be exceptionally difficult. 
There are demands on time and energy from all angles, and there are significant 
consequences for every decision and every delay. Indeed, “the dance” of 
leadership is in finding balance among these competing priorities and limited 
resources. Eliot allows the metaphor to extend beautifully, “neither from nor 
towards…neither movement from nor towards…neither ascent nor decline… 
[without] the still point, there would be no dance…” Achieving balance in a 
traditionally challenging role during a very turbulent time can feel impossible at times, but without seeking that balance there is 
no “dance,” no success to be found. Leaders like Dr. McChesney have relied on exceptional talent, natural ability, consistent self-
improvement and hard work to drive success, and they make it look easy. But by applying the most pragmatic elements of traditional 
and contemporary leadership frameworks, it becomes clear that the “still point of the turning world” can be attained by any leader.   
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