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ABSTRACT 

 

Universities in Western developed countries are on the cusp of a human resource crisis with 40-

60% of academics in OECD countries older than 55 years of age. This comes at a time when 

students numbers and ongoing demand for higher education are high but competitive funding from 

national governments coupled with managerialist and corporatist governance have kept the 

academic workforce lean. This paper presents findings from an Australian case study of university 

management, policy and leadership in relation to their academic staff. The findings from 

interviews with senior management in some universities show contradictory, ambivalent, even 

discriminatory attitudes toward older academics. Documentary analysis reveals an institutional 

human resource management policy vacuum with a dearth of strategies and ideas despite the 

predicted staffing crisis in Western countries. There is a disconnect between the senior and middle 

management levels within universities with short term ever-changing budgetary instability to 

faculties and departments. Senior management prevaricates between viewing its academic 

workforce as professionals or employees. It is argued that these tensions are exacerbated in a 

competitive performance-based government funding climate and that senior leadership struggles 

between the values of the traditional collegial governance structures and the corporate 

governance introduced during the 1990s. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Universities in Western developed countries are on the cusp of a human resource crisis with 40-60% of 

academics in OECD countries older than 55 years of age (Enders and Musselin, 2008). This comes at a time when 

student numbers and ongoing demand for higher education are high but competitive funding from national 

governments coupled with managerialist and corporatist governance have kept the academic workforce lean. The 

human resource situation of an ageing workforce is unprecedented. National demographic trends in OECD countries 

are similar. There is an ageing population characterised by increased life expectancy and declining fertility rates. 

This trend is also reflected in large non-OECD countries such as India and China (Willekens, 2008). An ageing 

demographic is a new phenomenon and there are human capital, labour market and social welfare implications for 

governments.  

 

These general estimates mask the differences across countries and among professional groups within the 

workforce. The education sector has among the oldest professionals. In Italy 63% of the academic staff is estimated 

to be replaced by 2020 (Willekens, 2008) while in Australia and New Zealand the estimates are 40% (Hugo and 

Morriss, 2010; Universities New Zealand, 2010). On an annual basis this represents 4-6% of the academic 

workforce retiring over the next decade in OECD countries (Enders and Musselin, 2008).  

 

The changing age demographic creates scope for universities to reorganise, restructure or reconceptualise 

the academic workforce. There is potential to devise and implement innovative human resource management (HRM) 

strategies which capitalise on the advanced levels of highly specialised knowledge and experience of older 

academics. Just how universities are utilising this opportunity is the focus of this paper. It draws on findings from an 

Australian study of university leadership, management and policy in relation to their older academic staff. The 

empirical data are drawn from documentary and interview sources.  
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Although the location of the study is Australia, there is broad international relevance given the pervasive 

academic staffing crisis predictions within OECD countries. Given the unparalleled staffing situation of universities 

in developed countries there is need for systematic investigation to provide insights into how universities, their 

leaders and their strategies and policies respond to such a situation.  

 

The paper is structured as follows: the second section outlines the changes in government policy in 

Australian higher education over the past twenty years to show the rapid change from an elite to a mass higher 

education system and the changed government ethos and expectations of higher education. It also examines the very 

different role of university leadership and management which has developed in this period. The literature on 

university leadership, management and governance highlights the rapid change from a collegial to a corporate 

culture. The third and fourth sections outline the study and nature of the empirical data and the key findings in 

relation to university management and their views on their ageing academic workforce.  The final section argues that 

there is little leadership on the people management issues for academics aged 50-59 and that the competitive 

performance-based government funding climate exacerbates tensions between traditional collegial and more recent 

corporate governance.  

 

CONTEXT: GOVERNMENT POLICY, UNIVERSITIES AND LEADERSHIP  

 

The creation of the Unified National System (UNS) of higher education in 1990 marks the formal 

government recognition that Australia had moved from an elite to a mass system of higher education. The Australian 

university student population had been growing steadily from 31,000 university students in 1955 to 485, 075 

students in the UNS in 1990 (DEET, 1993). With predictions of, and government commitment to, continued system 

expansion (Dawkins, 1988) the binary system consisting of 19 public universities and 46 public Colleges of 

Advanced Education (CAEs) was abolished to form a UNS comprising 38 universities (DEET, 1993). 

Accompanying this structural change was the abolition of the coordinating tertiary education commission, a 

statutory advisory authority, which provided advice to the federal government and monitored the administration of 

education financing in each of Australia‟s six states. It was replaced by the National Board of Employment, 

Education and Training (NBEET) which included a series of advisory councils (Dawkins, 1988). Each university 

within the UNS needed to define its role and develop an educational profile on the basis of which it would receive 

federal government funding (Dawkins, 1988; DEET, 1993).  

 

The change is a significant one, indicating the change from system coordination and „arms length‟ 

recommendations to government, to increased direct federal government control of universities through negotiation 

and funding agreements with each individual university. It can be argued that this marked the start of the 

politicisation of universities and in particular of university management. The earlier commissions, dating back to the 

1950s, had a role in advising and recommending to federal government on the expansion of courses, the direction of 

change and the financing of higher education. The commissions were seen as a buffer between government and the 

universities and hence government decisions in relation to higher education were seen to be made „at arm‟s length‟. 

Within the UNS the removal of such a statutory authority and the practice of direct institutional negotiations with 

the federal government department responsible for higher education brought a „hands on‟ government control into 

the university. Individual universities needed to negotiate their profiles, currently known as compacts, with 

government. Vice-Chancellors and their expanding senior management team needed to be politically astute and 

demonstrate leadership in strategy and advocacy.  

 

The direction of funding for higher education also underwent a progressive but rapid shift. In less than two 

decades there was a move from full government funding of universities to partial subsidisation. The funding changes 

were underpinned by the New Public Management (NPM) philosophy, in which higher education moved from being 

seen as a public to a private good. Universities were required to behave like large corporations and to compete not 

only nationally, but in a global environment, while contributing to Australia‟s economy (Neumann and Guthrie, 

2002, 2004). A variety of government funding mechanisms were used “to steer the role of universities from a 

domestic social institution to a competitive export industry with a consequent shift in the role of central government 

from co-ordination to control” (Ryan, Guthrie and Neumann, 2008:172). Mechanisms included a „clawback‟ of 

traditional operating grants to be redistributed to targeted, competitively funded teaching and research programs 

which the government deemed as priority. There was an increasing separation of teaching and research activities 

manoeuvred through funding (Neumann and Guthrie, 2002, 2004; Guthrie and Neumann, 2007), while the most 
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recent phase of government reform has focussed on greater efficiencies, compliance and quality assurance (Ryan et 

al 2008).  

 

The reduction of government money was replaced by private funding through the introduction of the higher 

education contribution scheme fee for domestic students and the establishment of a major export market in higher 

education to attract full fee paying international students. It has been so successful that higher education is the third 

largest export industry after coal and iron ore (Universities Australia, 2009). While the reduced reliance on public 

funding can be argued an economic success, it has created short- rather than long-term financial stability for 

universities and thus created an uncertain operating environment for universities and their senior managers (Ryan et 

al. 2008).  

 

The changes in higher education funding, together with increased government direction over universities, 

signal a changed culture from a collegial to a corporate one. Corporatisation involved changes to university 

governance, industrial relations and management (Neumann and Guthrie, 2002, 2004; Guthrie and Neumann, 2007). 

Initially, the 1990s brought a rapid and marked change in the role and appointment of Vice-Chancellors (Presidents / 

Rectors). Historically, a vice-chancellor was elected within each university from its ranks of senior professors. Prior 

to the early 1990s, the position of vice-chancellor was either filled through an advertised position or through an 

internal university appointment with the incumbent elected as an equal among their professorial peers and entrusted 

as the senior scholar and custodian of academic values and practices often until retirement or death (Sloper, 1983). 

The vice-chancellor was predominantly described as a senior academic administrator or executive administrator 

(Sloper, 1983; Neumann, 1990; 1992, 1993) and the role has been described as “formal, jurisdictional and royal” 

(Sloper, 1996). Vice-Chancellor positions did not tend to have formal selection criteria, a set of attributes for the role 

nor clear statements of what the office required (Sloper, 1989). Since then the position has become more formalised, 

mostly filled by a highly regarded professor external to the university with the assistance of recruitment agencies. In 

less than 20 years, the role and position of Vice-Chancellor has changed dramatically from that of esteemed scholar 

and custodian of university and academic values to operating as the CEO of a corporation within an uncertain and 

politicised environment characterised by accountability and performance and outcomes-based funding (Ryan and 

Neumann, in press).   

 

The NPM ideology encouraging public institutions to act more like corporations focuses on competitive 

performance and accountability thus creating more managerial universities (Ryan and Neumann, in press; Ryan et 

al. 2008). A more complex administrative and management structure within universities typifies corporatisation. The 

proliferation of management positions at the senior level in the form of deputy and pro vice-chancellors covers 

traditional academic areas as well as expanded functions such as international recruitment, marketing, community 

relations, planning and finance (Ryan et al, 2008).  At the faculty level there has been experimentation with larger 

and smaller disciplinary structures resulting in an expanded and more complex middle management and 

administration. There are thus, Executive Deans, Deans, deputy and associate deans covering areas such as teaching, 

research, internationalisation, community relations and reflecting the management diversity at senior level.  

 

A variety of federal government incentive grants available on a competitive basis to universities promoted 

changes in institutional governance, productivity, industrial relations and workplace reform with the overall effect of 

shifting the focus from teaching and research to being a „business‟ with the locus of control over resources moved 

from academics to senior management (Ryan et al, 2008). Particularly important within the Australian context has 

been the use of industrial relations law by the federal government to promote change within universities in relation 

to academic staff appointments and working conditions. Among the outcomes have been an erosion of tenure and 

weakening of academic freedom and a concerning increase in the casualisation of the academic workforce. 

University senior management has had direct responsibility in negotiating working conditions with its academic 

staff, thus placing a clear employer-employee relationship between Vice-Chancellors and their deputies with the 

academics within the university. The changed labour relations have had significant financial and cultural 

implications (Ryan et al., 2008).  

 

The trend toward corporatisation has been evident in many developed countries, with academic leaders 

encouraged to become managers and to develop strategic management (Rhoades and Sporn, 2002) and with the shift 

in universities from collegial communities to organisations with a hierarchy (de Boer and Goedegebuure, 2001) as 

the academic profession moves from a protective collegial, guild structure to a more professional and corporate 
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structure (Enders and Musselin, 2008). Importantly, the corporatisation of universities requires senior management 

to take on human resource management and industrial relations responsibilities. Consequently the organisational 

tensions between disciplines and the institution become intensified and senior university management places 

stronger demands on faculty level management. The traditional expectation of being a custodian of academic values 

has become merged with the corporate demands of management.  

 

In a short space of time, the role of vice chancellor together with other senior management positions has 

developed from a vaguely defined role based on tradition to one requiring political astuteness, financial 

management, strategic direction setting of large complex institutions and human resource management of an 

expanded and diversified academic profession within a mass system of higher education. Studies of university senior 

leadership outside of the U.S. have been scant. A recent empirical study of university leadership and vice-

chancellors in the U.K and the U.S. (Goodall, 2009) reaffirms that highly regarded scholars should be leaders of 

highly regarded universities, demonstrating that there is a relationship between a university‟s research performance 

and the research standing and quality of a university‟s leader. It is argued that expert knowledge should define 

leaders in organisations where expert knowledge is core business. Yet, evidence from national and international 

surveys of academics and their attitudes toward university leadership are consistent in their findings of general 

distrust of, and dissatisfaction with, university management and leadership (Boyer, Altbach and Whitelaw, 1994; 

Coates, Dobson, Goedegebuure and Meek, 2010). International survey findings show that academics feel alienated 

from their top level management and perceive leadership to be poor, autocratic and non-communicative. Specifically 

there is consistency in findings from Australian academics which present attitudes of distrust and dissatisfaction and 

perceived ineffectiveness of leadership (Meek and Wood, 1997; McInnis, 2000; Harman, 2000, 2005; Winefield, 

Gillespie, Stough, Dua and Hapuararchchi, 2002; Anderson, Johnson and Saha, 2002; Winefield, Boyd, Saebel and 

Pignata, 2008). There is evidence that Australian academics have a strong commitment to their university despite 

high levels of negativity toward university administration and management (Winter and Sarros, 2002).  

 

RESEARCH APPROACH  

 

The current paper focuses on university leadership and management in relation to academics aged 50-59 

years. It forms part of a larger study on career management for older academics incorporating individual academic 

and university management perspectives (Larkin and Neumann, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c; Larkin, Neumann and Nesbit, 

2010). The study is a qualitative one, but the research design is careful to incorporate the diversity of universities 

and disciplines within the UNS. Documents and interviews form the key data sources. For this paper, institutional 

human resource policy documents publicly accessible via the web or on-line and audit reports from the Australian 

Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) for the period 2006- 2009 were analysed. AUQA, a not for profit company 

established in 2000 by the Ministers of Education in each of Australia‟s states and territories, is a core part of 

Australia‟s quality assurance framework for the higher education sector. Interviews with university senior and 

middle level management provided more in-depth, qualitative data. The interviews were semi-structured and 

focussed on the institutional role in academic career management and institutional HRM policy makings.  

 

Senior university management encompass deputy and pro vice-chancellors with institutional responsibility 

for academic staffing and university human resource directors. Middle level management comprises (executive) 

deans of faculties and heads of very large schools. All senior level managers are typically external appointed, as are 

most of the Faculty Dean positions. Heads of large schools and Heads of Department are generally appointed by 

Faculty Deans in consultation with departmental academic staff. A corporate ethos can be argued to dominate the 

senior management positions and to some extent the middle management faculty level, compared with a more 

collegial ethos at the level Head of Department.  

 

To capture the diversity of Australian higher education, the study incorporated senior and middle 

management from different types of university: the Group of Eight (Go8), the Innovative Research Universities 

(IRU) and the Australian Technology Network (ATN) and regional universities (Neumann, Kiley and Mullins, 

2008). The first three of these university groups are formal and self-selected and includes 20 of Australia‟s 39 

universities. The fourth captures the remaining universities that are not part of a formal group or alliance. Together 

they reflect the differing periods of establishment, mission and research intensity within the UNS. The document 

data and audit reports include 21 universities across all four types while a total of 20 in depth interviews with senior 

and middle management are restricted to three universities – one Go8, one ATN and one IRU.  Disciplinary 
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variation, long acknowledged as a powerful force within universities (Biglan, 1973; Becher, 1989; Braxton and 

Hargens, 1996), is also captured by ensuring representation of deans and heads from faculties and departments 

representative of the epistemological range within universities. This range encompasses hard and soft disciplines and 

pure and applied ones. Hard disciplines such as physics, biology and engineering are characterised by tight 

knowledge structures and gregarious social organisation compared with those in soft fields such as history, politics, 

management, law and education. Applied disciplines are concerned with the application of knowledge to practical 

problems thus comprising professional areas such as agriculture, engineering, law, accountancy, education, 

management. Four broad disciplinary groupings have been identified and used in research studies (e.g. Becher, 

1989; Neumann, 2003). These are hard pure (HP), soft pure (SP), hard applied (HA) and soft applied (SA). The 

selection of middle management interviewees encompasses faculties and departments which incorporate this range 

of disciplinary diversity. Overall around 50 interviews across three different university types were conducted with 

one third of the interviews comprising university management. Within the discussion of findings, quotations from 

interview participants give their management position and number of years in academia. No further identification is 

provided in the context of preserving individual confidentiality and anonymity.  

 

FINDINGS: UNIVERSITY MANAGEMENT, LEADERSHIP AND THE OLDER ACADEMIC 

 

The documentary data revealed the expected range of HRM policies and practices within Australian 

universities in relation to academic appointment, probation and promotion, study leave and performance 

management. A number of universities had policies on academic secondments and around half had professional 

development policies. Importantly, only one third of the universities examined had policies on retirement 

preparation programs but no universities had policies on succession planning or programs for the continuing 

employment of academics beyond the traditional retirement age (see also Larkin and Neumann, 2009a). The absence 

of policies in relation to succession planning is noticeable, an issue also raised in various AUQA audit reports for 

the 2006-2009 period. AUQA argued that universities needed to be more active in workforce capability planning 

and to be more strategic in their HRM and in particular in succession planning (see also, Larkin and Neumann, 

2009c). The continued absence of policies particularly in succession planning was pointedly noted as a risk 

associated with an ageing workforce in the most recent Auditor General‟s report for the state of New South Wales 

which has one third of Australia‟s universities (2010). It was recommended that all universities “develop and 

implement effective policies to address and manage the ageing academic workforce” and that they “ensure strategies 

are in place to develop, attract and retain staff whose skills are aligned with the strategic direction of the 

universities” (p. 24). The impending retirements were described as “a significant loss of academic skills” and it was 

suggested that among the strategies universities “promote the return of former skilled academic staff” (p. 24).  

 

The interviews with senior (deputy and pro vice-chancellors, HR directors) and middle (deans and heads of 

large schools) management provided the opportunity to probe for such policies and strategies which may not be 

readily publicly available or which may be in the planning stage given the Auditor General‟s identified academic 

workforce risk. Surprisingly, and contrary to national and international demographic forecasts of impending large 

scale retirements, no such policies or plans were identified. In fact, older academics are “not on the radar” of some 

senior managers:  

 

Academics in their 50s are not a priority at the moment. There are so many other things that need to be 

done. This, at the moment is not on the radar, as we have a list of 20 projects that we want to achieve over 

the next 10 years. [Deputy Vice-Chancellor, 26 years].  

 

The university human resource directors interviewed admitted that universities needed to be more proactive 

in relation to succession planning and career management matters concerning academics in their 50s. However, as 

senior administrative rather than academic staff they need to wait for direction from academic senior leadership. The 

deputy vice-chancellors interviewed acknowledged that there was only an “informal reflection” in relation to human 

resource policies rather than any “formalised systematic approach” (DVC). Human resource directors described 

policy evaluation and planning as “anecdotal” (HR Director).  

 

In this respect there is a difference between senior and middle management. A number of deans and heads 

of large schools noted that succession planning, creatively using their experienced older academics and to be able to 

operate more strategically was on their agenda. However, uncertain, tight, and short term budget allocations 
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determined by senior management, impeded any strategy development and implementation at the middle 

management level: 

 

I am [responsible] to the extent that there can be succession planning and workforce planning. .... I’ve got 

control over the budget to the extent that on a year by year basis I know how much I can spend. But if 

somebody leaves then I may or may not be able to replace that position. It’s very difficult to have 

succession planning in that sort of environment where the budget is controlled more globally. ... we’re not 

sure the extent to which we can plan ahead. That’s a constant concern. (HoS, HP, 34 years, Go8]  

 

Lack of resource flexibility to plan and implement strategies in relation to staffing was a major issue 

identified at the middle management level. In an example of proactive faculty level planning, one Dean found that 

the projected turnover of academic staff was not occurring; rather there was a tendency to remain in the workforce 

beyond the traditional retirement age. At a university level it may also be that workforce planning in an environment 

where there is no compulsory retirement age is still too hard, or not yet sufficiently pressing,: 

 

...the university needs to do serious workforce planning and workforce decision making, and because there 

is no compulsory retiring age, it’s impossible to really plan for what is happening with the workforce when 

they get to their late 50a and into their 60s, ... we have members of the staff who don’t retire and retain a 

full teaching load until 75. So it’s an uncertain period and workforce planning becomes incredibly difficult. 

[Deputy Vice-Chancellor, 27 years] 

 

There was consensus in the interviews that, with the exception of early career researchers, there was no 

need for policy differentiation for other possible categories of staff. Documentary data analysis across the wider 

range of universities did show that around one third of the universities surveyed had special programs, 

predominantly for early career researchers and in relation to gender equity. No other career stage policies or 

strategies were evident, although it must be recognised that promotion and performance management do take career 

level into account to some extent. Professional development and study leave programs target all academics. It was 

argued that policies were “fairly similar for academics across the board” and there was no need for any further age 

or career stage related policies to avoid discrimination of any particular group. It is paradoxical that among the 50-

59 year old academics also interviewed as part of the larger study, several were in fact early career stage researchers, 

having changed career direction to become academics.  

 

On the one hand there was the expectation that academics in their 50s should be self-directed in career 

terms and “able to stand on [their] own two feet” [HOS, SP, 14 years, IRU] without assistance from the university. 

However, a number of interviews did reveal ambivalent attitudes toward academics over 50 years of age, and in one 

university at times verged on discriminatory. While the lack of “priority” for the ageing academic workforce has 

been noted at the senior management level, a number of deans doubted ”if the university gives [them] any thought 

really” [Dean, SP, 31 years, IRU]. Universities are not seen to address performance management “in a particularly 

effective way. They either write them off or think that they need to be left alone.” [Head of School, HP, 18 years, 

Go8].  Some deans interviewed held views of academics in their 50s which could be described as stereotypical or 

ageist. “Particularly academics in their 50s, these poor people having mid life crises” were described as likely to be 

“less productive” and “less enthused”, and could easily “be in a rut” and “be embittered”. Some deans maintain 

that “I’d rather focus a lot of my resources in the 40 age group than I would on 50 to 60 age group. I think because 

at 40 you have a chance of making a contribution” [Dean, SA, 26 years, IRU].  

 

Given that senior and middle level academic managers are appointed as leaders in their discipline and are 

expected to show leadership in the management and direction of their faculty and the university, there is little 

collegiality evident in much of their discussion of their colleagues. Given their career stage and length of time in 

academia most are in their 50s themselves. In some cases, their attitude toward their colleagues is thus somewhat 

concerning. Aspects of their conversation indicate a distance or gap between themselves and the academics for 

whom they have management responsibility. Perhaps this is a sign of an employer-employee attitude rather than one 

of collegiality and a scholar leading their peers. The need to juggle collegialty with management can be recognised 

in the comments of one Dean: 
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I don’t interact with my colleagues as a boss. I am essentially a colleague who is holding an office meant to 

help the faculty succeed overall or help the common good of the faculty overall and that requires a certain 

kind of management style that not everyone really wants to engage in or has the skills for” [Dean, SP, 17 

years, Go8].  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The ageing academic workforce internationally represents an unprecedented and serious HRM situation. 

This paper has explored the extent to which some Australian universities are utilising the opportunity to reorganise 

and even reconceptualise their academic workforce with the specific focus on academics aged 50-59 years. The 

findings to date are both surprising and disappointing.  

 

Universities are operating in a dearth of HRM strategies and policies in relation to the ageing academic 

workforce and there is an urgent need for universities to address the staffing risks (Auditor General, 2010). 

Leadership for human resource strategies resides at the senior management level but the interviews showed that 

human resource planning was informal and ad-hoc and workforce planning seen as reactive and complex in a society 

without a compulsory retiring age (see also Larkin and Neumann, 2009c). While management at faculty level in 

most universities is interested to take a more pro-active HRM role in regards to academic staffing matters, a lack of 

budgetary flexibility and control impedes strategy development.  

 

Acknowledged as a relatively neglected group within the university workforce, academics in their 50s were 

nonetheless not receiving attention in policy and strategy development to retain their expertise longer term and 

perhaps with changed conceptions of academic work and workload recognition. Perhaps most surprising are the 

negative, stereotypical and contradictory attitudes senior and middle level managers in one university expressed. 

There was even ambivalence about the value of their contribution to teaching and research. There is some irony 

here, given that senior and middle managers are themselves mostly in their 50s and hence their peers. Some of the 

attitudes expressed towards their older academic staff and the lack of leadership in HRM matters lend support to the 

continued findings in the literature that academics do not trust university management. Their leadership is perceived 

as ineffective and their performance is seen as poor (Boyer et al., 1994; Coates et al., 2010). The findings of this 

study provide some insight into the basis for these perceptions of university leadership and management.  

 

There may be several explanations for the findings of this study. The relative newness of the UNS and mass 

higher education have brought complexity and role changes to the role of vice-chancellor and other academic 

management levels as well as university governance. The external funding environment is precarious and the new 

public management philosophy operating within the public sector holds expectations of accountability, compliance 

and quality assurance (Ryan et al., 2008). This is exacerbated by a politicised short term government policy 

framework. For university management there may be a clash between the traditional collegial and the more recent 

corporate expectations. They have been described as leading scholars and experts taking on the role of custodians of 

academic values (Sloper, 1996; Goodall, 2009) while also being corporate managers leading their universities in a 

competitive mass higher education system. Within this context university management prevaricate between viewing 

academics as their professional colleagues or their employees, while on the personal level the tension between 

collegial and corporate cultures could potentially result in role ambiguity.  
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