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This paper describes programs initiated within the University of Melbourne to support career development 
and productivity.  It sketches the Australian context for Human Resource Management and Industrial 
Relations, before outlining the ways in which Human Resource strategies have been integrated with the 
business and development plan of the University and reward systems have been aligned with University 
goals and financial performance.  In particular, the paper describes the programs for leadership 
development of heads of department and unit managers to improve their skills levels and equip them for 
devolved leadership and management.   
 
 
Introduction 
 
With the objective of being recognised as one of the leading universities in the world, the University of 
Melbourne is committed to being an outstanding employer that provides significant opportunities for career 
development, for both academic staff and professional staff, and to ensuring that individual performance is 
broadly aligned with institutional goals.  In pursuit of these objectives the University has progressively 
introduced new Human Resource strategies designed to recognise individual contribution and at the same 
time to reflect the significant changes in the Australian higher education environment.  Evaluation and 
review undertaken indicates these efforts have assisted in contributing to a University that has a distinctive 
organisational culture characterised by staff with high aspirations, confidence, a strong work ethic and high 
levels of institutional commitment.   
 
This paper describes and analyses the programs and interventions for both academic staff and professional or 
administrative staff.  The focus is on practical steps that are potentially transferable to other settings and on 
the exploration of what has worked well and less well within the Melbourne context.  The paper describes 
the goals and features of significant policy and program developments within the Melbourne approach, 
including:  
 

• the integration of Human Resource strategies within the business and development plan of the 
University and the alignment of reward systems with university goals and financial performance; 

• the programs for leadership development of heads of department and unit managers to improve their 
skills levels and equip them for devolved leadership and management; 

• networked support for academic and professional staff leaders;  
• strategies to promote broader staff diversity at University leadership level; 
• recruitment, orientation and induction programs for new appointees; 
• performance review and appraisal, reward strategies and support for professional development; and 
• the consideration of the relationship between work and family. 

 
The University of Melbourne’s strategic approach to human resource management 
 
The University of Melbourne is a large, comprehensive university with over 6000 staff members and 42,000 
students across a broad range of liberal and professional disciplines.  Over 8000 students are higher degree 
students.  The University is one of Australia's leading research-led universities, with an international profile 
through its reputation for scholarship and teaching, and is a founding member of Universitas 21, an 
international federation of universities, and a member of the Group of Eight research-led universities.  
Structurally, the University of Melbourne is presently comprised of eleven Faculties and eight administrative 
divisions, each with a separate budget.  Human Resources services are delivered largely centrally through the 
Human Resources Division (HRD), however the majority of decisions relating to staff are made by Heads of 
Departments and Deans. 
 



 

 

The University of Melbourne is in the midst of implementing an ambitious strategic plan, Growing Esteem, 
structured around the motif of a triple helix — interwoven strands of research, teaching and knowledge 
transfer.  A central element of Growing Esteem is the new curriculum structure known as the Melbourne 
Model.  The Melbourne Model is characterised by three-year liberal undergraduate degrees followed by two-
year professional graduate programs or research higher degrees.  The transformation of the curriculum is at 
the centre of an organisational change process without precedent in the University's history. 
 
Like most higher education systems in developed nations, the Australian higher education sector has faced 
significant challenges over the past decade.  These can be traced to the lingering effects of the massification 
of the system, dwindling per student capita public revenue, the ICT revolution, and the forces of 
globalisation.  In particular, Australian universities have been required to respond to significant funding 
challenges.  The sector has managed this largely through the recruitment of fee-paying international students 
— overall, Australian universities have been remarkably successful in developing overseas markets, to the 
point that about one-quarter of on-shore students are now international students — and through reductions in 
staff numbers in some institutions.  
 
The University of Melbourne’s response to offsetting public revenue shortfalls has differed to that of other 
universities in Australia.  The University has sought to develop multiple strategies for revenue generation 
and as part of this response has introduced numerous human resource strategies designed to engender staff 
support change.  Through four Enterprise Agreements the University has reinforced its strategy for revenue 
generation by linking increases in staff remuneration to increases in income generated by the University, a 
strategy described in more detail below.  This approach has avoided the necessity to reduce positions to fund 
salary increases as has occurred in other Australian universities. 
 
The capacity to implement the Melbourne Model, indeed to imagine the Melbourne Model, is a sign of a 
forward-looking institution with ambition and confidence.  The organisational 'health' of the University is the 
result of a number of factors.  Most staff find the University of Melbourne an attractive place of employment 
and the work reward.  As one of Australia’s leading universities, the University of Melbourne is an attractive 
destination for staff, one offering the amenity of employment on an attractive inner city campus — the 
University’s main Parkville campus is located within a highly cosmopolitan area of the City of Melbourne — 
high status and career opportunities.  For academic staff, the University of Melbourne offers research 
infrastructure without parallel in the Australian higher education and the opportunity to join leading research 
centres.  
 
The HR context in Australian higher education 
 
Human resource management and development in Australian higher education is heavily shaped by the 
industrial relations (IR) environment.  Australian governments have tied funds to IR reform in order to drive 
HR reforms.  This have been the driver for establishing HR divisions at relatively senior level, for the 
complexity of the IR system has required a reasonably sophisticated strategic response.  Hence many of the 
major changes in HR strategy in Australia, such as provisions for dealing with misconduct and performance 
appraisal, have been driven through the IR system.  This has the advantage of ensuring a level of compliance, 
but has meant that the introduction of change has sometimes led to high levels of resistance. 
 
All Australian universities have a HR function at both operational and strategic level, with much reform 
being achieved through enterprise bargaining strategies.  Collective bargaining has determined salary 
outcomes at universities since the mid 1990s.  With no federal government supplementation to cover salary 
increases, the funding has needed to be found from new revenue generation or savings.  Universities have 
used enterprise bargaining processes for the implementation of new HR strategies, such as mandated training, 
and to generate savings.  Industrially-driven reform of this kind has serious pitfalls, such as a perception of 
conflict between staff and the university around improved conditions and salary increases.  Some universities 



 

 

have sought to counter the problems of industrially-driven reform with a developmental approach and in 
recent years many have concentrated on developing performance development systems, developmental 
programs for leaders — in particular academic leaders — and improved reward and recognition processes. 
 
There is not a unified national approach in these areas, hence practice has varied between universities.  
Universities are broadly linked into one of two major HR/IR networks, AHEIA which has about 29 members 
and the Group of Eight research-led universities.  This latter group, to which University of Melbourne 
belongs, has taken a sector-wide leadership role in initiatives to develop a more strategic approach to HRM 
in higher education and has lobbied for funding to develop collaborative programs, mainly in the information 
sharing, and training and development.  The University recently won a major grant for developing a 
leadership development program for mid-level researchers.  
 
The integration of HR strategies with the business and development plan of the University 
 
During the past decade the Human Resources Division has focused effort on actions that have strategic 
organisational benefit in the belief that the standard of management influences key organisational 
sustainability and capability issues.  A central philosophy is that identification of each staff member with the 
University and their effective participation in workplace starts at the immediate work area, which is the locus 
for making people feel they belong and their contribution is valued.  Thus it is believed that management, 
leadership and mentoring processes that are fair and can be easily implemented locally are the most 
important strategic contribution that the HR division can make.  Accordingly, modifications have been made 
to recruitment strategies, targeted staff development programs and delivery of professional and personal 
support to University managers.  Additional resources have been allocated to specific change-related 
activities, such as leadership programs and the introduction of a Performance Development Framework 
(PDF).  
 
The HRD provides a range of strategic and operational services for the University1 and its staff including 
policy development, planning, training and development, leadership and management development, support 
for succession planning, reward, performance management, internal consulting on change management, 
organisational reviews, workplace relations, systems administration, payroll, superannuation, job design and 
evaluation, and equal opportunity and affirmative action.  The HRD approach is based on consultation and 
collaboration, and the division operates in partnership with the various organisational elements of the 
University.  Overall, the HRD has two main functions: to respond to (or assist the University to respond to), 
immediate operating needs and to ensure that the University is well-placed to address future operational 
requirements.   
 
The University of Melbourne Enterprise Agreement 2006 outlines certain fundamental principles that sustain 
employment relations at the University of Melbourne. The University strives to  maintain policy consistent 
with these principles:  

• upholding the scholarly values of intellectual freedom, honesty, openness and rigour, consistent with 
the University’s vision; 

• providing a workplace based on fair and equitable treatment, including freedom from bullying, 
harassment and unlawful discrimination; 

• recognising the moral and economic rights of academic staff employed in either research or teaching 
including the rights of creators of online teaching and learning programs; and 

• promoting indigenous employment, consistent with the University’s Indigenous Employment Strategy. 
 

                                                      
1 The HRD is divided into five units, each with different strategic and operational roles: Client Services, Equity and 

Organisational Development, Remuneration and Benefits, Workplace Relations and Office Administration. 



 

 

The University has an objective to recruit outstanding, world-class staff.  The Human Resources Division is 
currently reviewing the University's reward, recognition and retention strategies for professional staff, with 
the aim in particular of ensuring that such strategies will support the successful implementation of the current 
strategic plan, Growing Esteem. 
 
The alignment of reward systems with University goals and financial performance 
 
One of the key strategies adopted by the University is the aligning of salary increases with University 
performance.  The 2006 Enterprise Agreement ties rewards to staff with three of the strategic goals of the 
University. Staff will receive a salary bonus of 1% in 2007 and 2008 if the University achieves: 

• a top ten national ranking in learning and teaching as assessed by the Commonwealth Learning 
and Teaching Performance Fund for each of 2007 and 2008; 

• top rank status on at least three of the four indicators of National Research Competitiveness in 
each of 2006 and 2007; and 

• fee revenue growth of at least $21M a year in each of 2007 and 2008. 
 
Academic staff are eligible for General Faculty Loadings (GFL) for retention, merit or additional work.  For 
professional staff up to HEW 92, the main means of reward is formal reclassification based on increases in 
work value, unless staff apply and obtain a higher level position at the University. Since the 2003 Enterprise 
Agreement, a bonus system for professional staff at the top of their incremental range has been negotiated. 
 
The promotion of academic staff is conditional on an applicant’s performance being assessed as at least 
‘good’ in his/her most recent annual review under the University's Performance Development Framework. A 
performance management scheme for Deans was introduced in 2001 which incorporates a bonus scheme 
whereby the Dean’s reward is in part determined by the level of completion in their faculties of the 
Performance Development Framework (PDF), described later in the paper. 
 
The academic promotion success rate offers some indication of the capacity of the University of Melbourne 
to appropriately recognise and reward academic achievement.  Tables 1 and 2 below show the percentage 
success rate for academic promotion for the University of Melbourne compared with the mean for the Group 
of Eight universities.  The University of Melbourne had a considerably higher success rate for academic 
promotions than the mean for the other GO8 universities. 
 
In 2005, the University of Melbourne had a higher success rate for academic promotion to academic levels C 
and D than the average of other Go8 universities.  University of Melbourne women were more successful in 
gaining academic promotions to Academic levels C, D and E than their male colleagues, possibly due their 
participation in the ‘Women in Leadership’ program described later.   
 
Table 1:  Academic promotion success rate 2003-2005, University of Melbourne  
 compared with Group of Eight universities 
 
 2004 2005 
University of Melbourne 73.3 % 77.0 % 
Go8 mean 68.9 % 71.0 % 
   
 
 

                                                      
2 Academic staff have five levels of classification, Level A to Level E (full Professor).  Professional staff are classified 

across 10 levels, HEW (Higher Education Worker) 1-10. 



 

 

Table 2:  Academic promotion success rate 2005, University of Melbourne 
compared with Group of Eight universities, by level 

 
 Melbourne % Go8 mean % 

Academic total 77.0 71.0 
Academic total (M) 69.8 66.2 
Academic total (F) 86.0 79.1 

Academic B  80.3 
Academic B (M)  80.0 
Academic B (F)  80.5 

Academic C 93.0 76.6 
Academic C (M) 90.0 72.0 
Academic C (F) 957 82.6 

Academic D 79.6 67.7 
Academic D (M) 78.3 63.7 
Academic D (F) 80.9 76.3 

Academic E 46.2 60.3 
Academic E (M) 40.0 56.2 
Academic E (F) 66.7 72.2 

 
Programs for leadership development for heads of department and unit managers 
 
The University of Melbourne has around 90 academic leaders at Dean and Head of Department level and 
over 100 middle to senior level administrative managers. The HRD facilitates a large number of 
development initiatives aimed at enhancing the management and leadership skills of these staff.  These 
initiatives are based in part on the belief that effective management and leadership is the best way to stave 
off unproductive industrial action3.  
 
Heads of Academic Department Development and Support Program is designed to enhance leadership and 
management capacity.  It has the following components: 
 

• Head Start is for aspiring and potential Heads of Department. 
• Headway provides an intensive orientation and on-going support for new Heads in the first year of 

their appointment. 
• Head Spaces provides for University-wide communication on contemporary issues. 
• Headwork provides professional and personal support to Heads, Department managers and 

Department Executive Teams, and assists them to identify goals and achieve targeted outcomes for 
individual development or department-wide projects. 

 
Partnership Program for Department Managers 
The HRD has developed and implemented a new Partnership Program for Departmental Managers, including 
a standardized induction and development process. 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
3 The University has had a limited number of individual industrial disputes in recent years. An average of only one case 

per year was taken to the Australian Industrial Relations Committee in the past four years and all those cases 
were resolved through conciliation rather than arbitration. 



 

 

Professional Staff Leadership Programs 
 

• Leadership Challenge Program for senior professional staff. 
• Leadership Inside Out and Growing Leaders Programs for professional staff at HEW levels 8, 9 and 

10A. They focus on the development of participants’ professional and personal leadership styles, 
strengths and skills. 

• Middle Management: Putting IT All Together and Learning About Managing Programs for staff at 
levels HEW 6 – 8. 

• New Supervisor Program for HEW 4 and above who have recently become supervisors. 
 
These programs appear highly effective.  An internal HRD review panel in 2004 concluded from interviews 
and surveys that the University had created an ‘outstanding suite of in-house leadership and management 
programs for both academic and professional staff’ and that these programs ‘have greatly assisted in building 
the management and leadership capacity of the university’ and ‘they have been instrumental in promoting 
networks for participants that have endured beyond the life of the programs’. 
 
Networked support for academic and professional staff leaders: strategies to promote staff diversity in 
University leadership 
 
Three networks are designed to support ongoing staff development: 

• Academic Women in Leadership 
• Learning about Managing network 
• Growing Leaders network 

 
Since 1985, the Equal Opportunity Section has ‘pursued a consistent strategy of increasing the number of 
women in senior positions at the University.’  HRD has had a multi-stranded approach to addressing issues 
of gender inequity. These strands are listed below. 
 

• Organising strategic programs delivered by the Equal Opportunity Section. 
• Within each Faculty, senior women are appointed as Equal Opportunity for Women in the 

Workplace (EOWW) Coordinators to develop strategies and report on progress in gender equity for 
academic and professional staff. 

• Facilitating Faculty EOWW supportive networks which support Associate and Assistant Deans 
(EOWW) and EOWW Coordinators — four network meetings are run a year to discuss strategies 
and share developments in EOWW best practice. 

• The Academic Women in Leadership program that has been run every 18 months since 1997 for 
academic women at Levels C or D who seek increased knowledge of university management, 
leadership and decision-making and who have identified that their career direction make incorporate 
a leadership role. 

• Providing an annual Professorial Promotion and Recruitment Seminar for academic women. 
• Information about Equal Opportunity legislation and best practice is provided at all training courses 

on recruitment and selection. 
• Trained EO observers are appointed to academic promotions committees to ensure that all aspects of 

equal opportunity are covered during the process. 
• A mentor scheme for academic women at Level D who are mentored by Level E women who help 

them to develop their career progression and support their career progression. 
• Guidelines for Heads of Departments to assist them to fulfil their roles in terms of gender equity 

issues. 
 



 

 

In March 2003, women represented 43 per cent of academic staff at the University however women held 
only 27 per cent of senior academic teaching and research positions (that is, positions at Levels C, D and E).  
Nonetheless, the University had the highest representation of women in senior levels across the Group of 
Eight Universities and an above average representation of women in senior academic staff in comparison to 
all Australian universities.  
 
Between 1996 and 2003, the University of Melbourne had the greatest percentage increase in women in 
senior academic positions for all Group of Eight universities.  The University had higher total female 
participation rates than the Go8 average in 2003, 2004 and 2005.  
 
Table 3:  Percentage of female staff 2003-2005, University of Melbourne  

compared with Group of Eight 
 
 2003 2004 2005 
University of Melbourne 52.2 % 52.6 % 52.5 % 
GO8 average 48.8 % 49.4 % 50.4 % 
Sector average 51.1 %  52.2 % 
 
Table 4:  Percentage of female staff 2005, University of Melbourne  

compared with Group of Eight 
 
 Melbourne % Go8 mean % 
Total staff 52.5 50.4 
   
   
Academic total 42.1 38.6 

Academic A 56.7 51.0 
Academic B 49.1 47.0 
Academic C 33.9 34.5 
Academic D 27.5 22.7 
Academic E 18.6 14.9 

   
Professional Total 62.3 60.4 

HEW 1-5 69.2 67.1 
HEW 6-10 56.0 53.5 

   
Senior Staff 24.0 30.1 
 
The University of Melbourne had higher female participation rates than the GO8 average in 2005 in all 
categories apart from Academic C, where the difference was negligible, and senior staff. The higher the 
employment category, for both academic and professional staff, the lower the level of female participation at 
the University of Melbourne and other GO8 universities. The lower level of female participation is 
particularly pronounced at academic levels C, D and E. 
 
The Academic Women in Leadership program is one of the programs specifically developed to address the 
low level of females in the higher employment categories.  The proportion of female academic staff in 
academic positions (Teaching and Research) positions at the University of Melbourne doubled between 1986 
and 2000. The proportion of women holding continuing appointments increased from 41% in 1974 to 79% in 
2000. However women academics remained clustered at Levels A, B and C with under-representation at 
Levels D and E.  
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
Table 5:  Percentage of female academic staff by level, 1974, 2000 and 2005 
 
 1974 

% female 
2000 
% female 

2005  
% female 

University staff total   52.53 
    
Academic total   42.13 

Academic A   56.69 
Academic B 19 44 49.13 

Academic C (Senior lecturer) 11 33 33.91 
Academic D (Ass Prof/Reader)  <20 27.47 

Academic E   18.56 
 
Significant differences occur across faculties with higher proportions of women in Education, Music, Law 
and Medicine, Dentistry and Health Sciences than in Engineering, Science, Veterinary Science, and 
Architecture, Building and Planning. 
 
From 1986 to 1999, women were proportionally more successful at gaining promotion from Academic Level 
C to Level D than their male counterparts (78% cf 66%). However, fewer women applied for promotion to 
level C even though they made up a larger proportion of the total Level C cohort of academics. 
 
Data from interviews and/or questionnaires completed by 41 level C and 3 level D academics provided 
quantitative and qualitative data. The women found the following programs useful: 
 

• Information on teaching portfolio development from the Centre for the Study of Higher Education. 
• Academic Women in Leadership Program 
• Mentor scheme for women 
• Support from Heads of Departments, Supervisors and senior colleagues for career development and 

development of successful promotion application 
• EEO programs.  
 

Some participants had experienced bullying and reported they believed they needed to behave in a 
submissive way in order to progress their career.  Some perceived that younger women had greater chances 
of promotion.  Large workloads and time commitments were seen as essential for achieving the research and 
writing of publications that were necessary precursors to promotion. Flexible timetabling and allocation of 
workloads (eg one semester teaching; one semester for research) were suggested. 
 
Over 60 female academic staff have completed the Academic Women in Leadership Program since it was 
introduced in 1997/98.  The program complements other equal opportunity for women in the workplace 
strategies within the University and strives to create a culture of gender inclusive leadership excellence.  The 
program structure included a total of 21 half- or full-day sessions. 
 
Without exception, participants have noted an increased level of understanding of University leadership, 
University structure, and current strategic issues as a result of their participation in the program.  Participants 
placed particular value on the networking opportunities provided by the program. Participants specifically 
refer to benefits gained from contact with other members of the group, as well as to interaction with previous 
A cohorts and senior University leaders and managers.  Participants described the Group Project and 
presentation as a challenge, a significant leadership opportunity, and an initiation into group dynamics and 
personal leadership styles.  Participants expressed some surprise at just how demanding they found the 



 

 

program in terms of time and workload, yet concluded that the effort they expended was worthwhile overall. 
Following their participation in the program participants have been successful in obtaining professorial level 
position.  Participants have stated that the program contributed to their decision to apply for promotion and 
most viewed it as a major factor in their ability to successfully advance their careers. 
 
In addition to the programs to support women, the University has developed other initiatives to support 
specific groups of staff: 
 
Supporting staff with disabilities to achieve positions of leadership: the University’s Disability Action Plan 
(2004- 2007) identifies strategies, performance measures, timeframes and accountabilities that support 
equality of opportunity for staff with disabilities. 
 
Supporting early career researchers: the University has established an early career researcher program, 
through HRD in conjunction with the Melbourne Research and Innovation Office and the Assistant Deputy 
Vice Chancellor (Research). 
 
Recruitment and selection of new staff 
 
HRD seeks to ‘facilitate the recruitment of individuals with the capacity to contribute to the creation of, and 
to operate in, the likely future working environment.’  The University faces the challenge of greater 
competition for staff and has put in place a number of programs to enhance the recruitment and selection of 
staff, which include  
 

• University policy requires half the members of all recruitment panels to have undertaken formal 
recruitment training. HRD devotes extensive resources to this training and assists with position 
descriptions and advertising. 

 
• Improved briefings for international staff on cultural and organisational differences. Sets of core 

technical and behavioural competencies have been developed, with consultation, for groups of staff 
at varying levels, and used in staff selection. 

 
It is recognised that in the future recruitment is likely to become more global so HR staff will need to 
become more adept at managing immigration and other legislative barriers. 
 
Supporting the recruitment of Indigenous staff 
The recruitment of Indigenous staff is an issue for most Australian universities. The University of Melbourne 
is committed to increasing the levels of Indigenous Australian employment across all levels of academic and 
professional staffing, and support the ongoing development of Indigenous Australian staff.  In 2005 the 
University employed 26 Indigenous people. Seventeen were academic staff ranging from casual tutor to 
professor, and nine were members of the professional staff, in junior to senior positions.  There were 234 
Indigenous students. 
 
The University presently has the target of securing the appointment of at least five additional Indigenous 
people per year. This target is part of an Indigenous Employment Strategy that has the overall objectives of: 

• making the University of Melbourne an employer of choice for Indigenous Australians; and 
• implementing, monitoring and reviewing on an ongoing basis an employment strategy to support the 

participation and career progression of Indigenous people in academic and professional staff 
positions across all areas of the University.  



 

 

The University is committed to encouraging the participation of Indigenous staff in University decision-
making bodies and increasing the number of Indigenous community members sharing their knowledge and 
experience in a formal capacity in the University.  Mr Paul Briggs, an elder in the Goulburn Valley 
Indigenous community, is a member of the University Council.  

Extensive recruitment strategies cover issues such as flexible appointments, job security and tenure, 
recruitment policies and the composition of selection panels, and a range of pro-active search initiatives to 
identify potential Indigenous Australian applicants and to encourage them to apply for positions in the 
University. 
 
Performance review and appraisal 
 
The HRD was instrumental in the development of the Performance Development Framework (PDF), which 
is an annual performance review and goal setting process carried out between staff and their supervisors.  
There has been an 82% take-up rate amongst eligible staff.  There has been some concern that PDF is more 
of a ‘ritual’ than a management tool and some staff interviewed for an evaluation thought the University had 
“no effective and efficient means of managing low performance staff and appeared to be reluctant to use 
PDF for that purpose” Since then the HR system Themis has been used to monitor PDF and to include a 
supervisor rating of at least ‘good’ as a hurdle in staff promotion.  Academic staff promotion is by 
application on an annual basis.  Decisions are made by peer review.   
 
The Linked Advancement Program (LAP) provides professional staff with the opportunity to progress 
through the professional staff classification structure on the basis of work availability, development and 
individual performance. The LAP links two classification levels together to form an extended pay structure.  
The LAP seeks to provide supervisors with the flexibility to reward and recognise performance at the 
Department or Faculty level. As progression via the LAP is based, inter alia, on individual performance in a 
position, when the position is vacated, it may be filled at the lower classification level. 
 
Consideration of the relationship between work and family 
 
The University promotes flexible work options for staff with family responsibilities, backed up by best 
practice guidelines, University-wide briefings, staff development programs and Faculty EOWW initiatives. 
Guidelines for negotiating flexible work arrangements for both managers and staff were introduced in 2005. . 
The following programs are now available to staff: 
 

• Part-time employment 
• Job Share 
• 48/52 week year/ annualised salary 
• Flexi-time 
• Contract Employment 
• Planned Career Breaks 

 
The University has adopted the philosophy that providing an environment in which women are more likely 
to return following maternity leave will directly assist in retaining excellent female staff and will help to 
encourage gender diversity at senior levels.  Between 2000 and 2003 the overall cost to the University of 
maternity leave increased but the salary costs arising from resignations decreased. University data show that 
the profile of staff taking maternity leave has changed. The proportion of academic staff who took maternity 
leave increased from 32 per cent in 2000 to 43 per cent in 2003.  The age profile of staff taking maternity 
leave has shifted to a slightly older profile.  
 



 

 

Academics in the Australian workforce form the second oldest occupational group. The University of 
Melbourne has introduced mechanisms for older workers to ‘step back’ their responsibilities while retaining 
superannuation and other entitlements.  With federal government research showing that older workers like 
flexibility in the workplace more consideration may be given to this issue in the medium term.  
 
Lessons learned, outstanding issues and possible future steps   
 
As one means of monitoring its HR performance and the quality of the workplace the University of 
Melbourne conducts regular exit surveys to investigate the causes of staff resignations and to inform 
strategies for decreasing the staff turnover rate. 
 
Recent data from exit surveys conducted for academic staff and professional staff who were leaving the 
University are reported below.  For both groups the staff who left voluntarily and involuntarily are included.  
The most common group to leave the University were  female members of professional staff with less than 6 
years service, aged 30 – 34 years, and  employed at HEW Level 5.   The main reasons given are that career 
prospects would be enhanced by leaving.  There is a common pattern Academic staff – females with less 
than 3 years service, aged 30 – 34 years; and employed at Level A.  The main reason given, apart from 
contract ending, is that more professionally satisfying work is available elsewhere. 
 
Staff turnover has been monitored against the Group of Eight universities (Table 6).  The staff turnover rate 
for all universities in the Go8 steadily increased from 2003, the University of Melbourne had lower staff 
turnover rates than the Go8 mean in 2003, 2004 and 2005.  The University of Melbourne also had lower staff 
turnover rates for all categories of academic staff, male and female, than the mean for Go8 members apart 
from Academic Level B and C male staff and Academic Level D staff.  During this period the University had 
lower staff turnover rates for all categories of professional staff, male and female, than the mean for Go8 
members.  
 

 
Table 6: Total staff turnover 2003-2005, University of Melbourne  

compared with Group of Eight 
 
 2003 2004 2005 
University of Melbourne 10.2 % 12.3 % 16.9 % 
Go8 average 16.7 % 16.9 % 19.0 % 
    
 
Absenteeism is also monitored as an indication of staff satisfaction.  The Unscheduled Absence Index is the 
average number of days per calendar year for each staff member that have been lost due to unscheduled leave 
including sick or personal leave. This includes paid and unpaid absence.  Unscheduled Absence may identify 
areas of low productivity, morale issues or areas of increased stress.  As Table 7 on the following page shows, 
the University of Melbourne had lower rates of unscheduled absences for all categories of academic staff, 
male and female, than the mean for Go8 members apart from Academic E male staff were the difference was 
small.  The University of Melbourne had lower staff unscheduled absence rates for all categories of 
professional staff, male and female, than the mean for Go8 members.  
 
Finally, data from exit surveys point to some key areas of the University’s HR performance and the quality 
of the work environment:  
 

• 40% of professional staff said they had 0 – 11 hours of training during their employment with the 
university; 

• 71% of professional staff agreed that their volume of work was manageable;  



 

 

• 78% of academic staff agreed that their volume of work was manageable; 
• 47% of professional staff agreed that they were rewarded/recognised for their efforts/achievements; 
• 59% of academic staff agreed that they were rewarded/recognised for their efforts/achievements; and 
• 55% of professional staff agreed that the University helped them to reach their career goals; and 
• 54% of academic staff agreed they were given opportunities to develop their career. 

 
Table 7: Unscheduled absences (%) 
 
 Melbourne (%) Go8 mean (%) 
Total 2.4 4.4 
   
Faculties - Total 1.6 3.1 
Divisions - Total 5.3 7.8 
   
Academic total 0.42 1.36 

Academic A 0.25 1.48 
Academic B 0.21 1.57 
Academic C 0.44 1.29 
Academic D 0.57 0.73 
Academic E 1.25 1.29 

   
Professional Total 4.32 7.25 

HEW 1-5 4.63 8.07 
HEW 6-10 4.02 6.34 

   
Senior Staff 0.85 2.75 
 
 
Through program implementation and evaluation a number of outstanding issues have been identified that 
require future attention, including: 
 

• the continuing lower levels of satisfaction among certain identifiable groups, for example, research 
assistants and casual staff, noting in particular that annual fixed term contracts for junior research 
staff cause anxiety and employment insecurity; 

• the low number of  internal professional staff apply for middle to senior professional staff vacancies; 
• the higher turnover levels of new appointees within their first two to three years of employment;  
• the ongoing challenge to broaden staff diversity, including, for example, the recruitment of 

Indigenous people and the promotion of women to senior positions; and  
• the complexities of operating a flexible reward strategy in a ‘traditional’ culture.  

 
A current and growing problem for Australian higher education, and Australia generally, is labour shortages.  
The unemployment rate is presently around 3%.  Universities are facing problems in recruiting faculty in 
some disciplines, and are losing or risk losing professional staff.  A critical challenge for universities 
generally and for the University of Melbourne in particular is staff retention.  This situation reinforces the 
importance of a long-term strategy and the exploration new approaches to retention.  For professional staff, 
the University may need to concentrate on the developmental opportunities that can be provided both in 
work experience and in formal training.  The emerging changes with the Melbourne Model may provide an 
opportunity here. 
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