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In an early version of the invitation I read that this panel should also deal with whips and carrots 
on behalf of human resources management in higher education. Whips and carrots stem from two 
different worlds, each distinctly different from a university. These instruments of torture or 
sanctioning systems belong either to the world of market-competition or of social engineering. The 
stick of competition can be inherent to a certain system of selection or promotion, as in publish or 
perish! But it can also refer to the hidden wars among faculty, where hierarchy fights competence, 
generations are struggling for good positions, and the coherence of the institution or the department 
might be considered much more relevant than the result from research or study. Carrots and all their 
related incentives and rewards can streamline a system into conformist insignificance. Both, carrots 
and sticks, are the best instruments to create longevity and stable mediocrity. This why indicator-based 
systems need additional tools lest they will end up in immobile average inflexibility. Of course, 
universities as all education also belong to the market and to the competitive systems of distributing 
chances and jobs.  But they would never succeed by just defending this position. Their creativity and 
value added is based on the development of persons who are capable to dance at three weddings at the 
same time, science, academia and the labour market. These persons enjoy enormous privileges, 
academic freedom, high social and cultural capitals, but they are under the dictate of heavy burdens 
also, first of all from the quest of quality, and certainly under ethical prerogatives. Creativity is also a 
function of denying the market uncontrolled access to the brains of academics. At last, let us consider 
the enormous responsibility of almost all persons in academia being either students or educators, or 
both at the same time. 
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An approach which stems from business administration will never meet the demands from a 
proper human resources policy. Indeed, I suggest we think of many policies within one institution, 
which may be needed, if one of my assumptions to be discussed later in this paper, i.e. universities as 
loosely couples systems, will be accepted. Universities are a good mirror of any society: many 
individuals communicate within a tentative unity, without which they would not communicate at all, 
while the institution is relying on a certain defined position of these individuals towards it. From here, 
it can be clearly stated that human resources management is not an administrative triviality. 

Ruth Dunkin, in her answer to Diana Warwick’s keynote, has rightly pointed at the fact that time 
plays a big role in all human resources management. The time-consuming procedures may be 
necessary, but they may also be part of a game, the rules of which we might to change. To give you 
one example: you can wait in filling a vacancy until the position is no longer needed, because the 
subject or discipline has died in the meantime. On the other side, the hasty filling of positions can 
destroy other options of gaining synergy through cooperation, etc. Academic rituals, as a rule, are 
never just nice traditions, but mostly nasty political calls to order. 

The main focus of higher education policy has returned from accountability and efficiency 
aspects to human resources and quality. This has been almost inevitable after an excessive stakeholder 
orientation and cost-benefit-approach, which never had been essential to universities and education to 
such an extent as might be appropriate for any for-profit enterprise. However, the evaluative state 
(Guy Neave) has produced one very positive effect: the clear perception inside and outside academia 
that not even the republic of intellect can live on talent, ideas and subsidies only. This conference has 
provided a wide forum and many options to discuss all aspects of human resources. One element of 
our concern is certainly the relationship between the managerial tasks and the governance needed to 
have the competences, which will be needed, well enough allocated within the institutional system. 
Competences reach far beyond managerial skills and routines. They are based on the ability to 
anticipate and understand the specifications of academic work, which, by itself, is more than just 
scientific or scholarly work. (As a parenthesis let us acknowledge that the professional management of 
a tertiary institution had to be developed from the exaggerated self-perception of faculty. They 
pretended to being able to regulate all their concerns by autonomous capacity, as if the academic 
laurels would include a professional competence which in all other professions had to be acquired 
through difficult qualification processes). 

The change from task to performance is another element in higher education theory and policy. 
While traditional management tasks inside academia did either fulfil mere functional duties or were 
symbols of empty or meaningless routines, in the new era of 'performativity,' where the performance 
of certain defined tasks has become a value in: the representation of a good university is performed 
through a good management. How this relates to the changed tasks of the university and the tertiary 
sector, how this is consequential for the mode 2 in Gibbons’ and Nowotny’s concept, are questions of 
further interest, but we shall concentrate now on the link between competence systems and 
performance management. 

The profiles of higher education institutions depend on diversified structures, which represent 
different competences. These competences are never directly or entirely brought as an ‘input’ by 
individuals. They must be developed in a systemic way, on the respective institutional level (e.g., 
department, institute or school). Competences are never abstract and should not be mixed up with 
qualification, scientific reputation and recognition, though these are elements of competence clusters. 
A competence system needs some institutional coherence, which can only be developed if the 
institution by itself is well governed and does not allow their different units to render independent 
beyond reasonable local autonomy. A competence system needs competent management of human 
resources. 
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A competence system follows three rules which apply to all higher education: 

•  higher education is a slow system (e.g. in curriculum development and implementation) 

•  institutions are loosely coupled systems (e.g., each part of an institution has specific pace 
and modes of development, i.e. autonomy) (Weick, 1976) 

•  an element of abundance (and waste) is needed in order to create surplus (e.g., no 
academic unit can perform well under efficiency and indicator rules only). 

Slow systems are characterised by the ability of many different events which can interfere during 
a process of change. All personal development and appointment strategies are susceptible to a 
manifold of possible, or even probable, interference. Response and reaction to these need professional 
and competent actions, lest the original development of the slow system will be affected unduly with 
all interference. The system and its changes remain slow, but flexibly react to any intervention. Many 
interventions into staffing procedures belong to either the category of personal interests or disciplinary 
wars. The first group of interventions is more often than not unethical and violates all rules of respect, 
trust and equal opportunity; the acceleration or retardation of procedures for personal reasons is one 
hint that perhaps external participation lowers the degree of risk that the procedure may become an 
insider job. But with universal academic network, external participation alone is not really sufficient 
for a fair procedure. The second group is difficult, because it relates to the most precious academic 
value, i.e. academic freedom. Time is factor both in ethics and disciplinary integrity. 

The loosely coupled system theory (following the theory of Weick, 1976) is most prominent in 
education, and one of the really strong factors. One of its main contents is that any unit or element of 
the system can develop a certain autonomous structure, while remaining in the “commonwealth” of 
the system itself. There is a lot of contingency in this system. Units can develop in a way which is not 
quite the same direction as other units1. The management of human resources is not a system unto 
itself within the institution, but it is systemic to any unit. The consequence from this is that human 
resources shall be managed on each level and in each sub-system in a coordinated, if you will, 
competent, way. 

It is impossible to create a good university or sub-unit of it with only a minimum of human 
resources, keenly calculated as the necessary and sufficient resource for fulfilling all duties and tasks. 
Good human resource management always must be open to an “over-staffing” and a certain 
abundance which allows mistakes in staffing policies, and a certain waste, which does, of course, not 
mean an unaccountable abuse of scarce resources. But even a culture of scarcity must allow for the 
extra-ordinary and – for errors in the judgement on persons to be included into the system. This culture 
of scarcity, which is appropriate to all less developed countries, gives a very good model for the more 
advanced and luckier systems. Even in the poorest country and the most primitive institution, good 
personnel can bridge many gaps in equipment and other resources. But their working conditions need 
an above-minimum standard, or they will be forced to leave or to undergo burn-out. 

The arrangement of competences within a sub-system of any institution needs management. The 
mere existence of competent staff and students remains virtual. It must be brought to action and 
impact by an element of governance, which follows the performative requirements of academia. 
Performance management is not only application of performance indicators and their continuous 
correction, neither is it surrender to efficiency standards only. 

The key to good performance management is in the explication of academic work (study, 
teaching, research, investigation, knowledge management and development, public information, 
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intellectual outreach, etc.,) among the actors and within the organisational and normative limits of the 
given institution. Performance management is a complex activity of translation. 

This seems to be the key issue. Academic workforce is barely comparable to any other. There are 
a few professions, like clergy, artists, counsels and psychotherapists, where the cultural and social 
capitals are by far exceeding the market coordinates of payment and prestige. But other than these, the 
scientist has to follow also strict professional rules, where the other groups of privileged have a larger 
amount of individual freedom. Academic freedom is, on the other side, a privilege and a burden to the 
scientific professions. The translation of this complex fact into the management of human resources is 
really difficult. Many questions stem from its ambivalence: should the administrators be professional 
scientists by background, or experienced personnel experts or managers? Which influence must the 
academic democracy have on the management of resources? Which rules of democratic participation 
apply? 

An ancient Roman would ask, whether the fable of the limbs and the belly (Menenius Agrippa) is 
still applicable2. We do not have such simple metaphors. 

This short introduction shall give a theoretical background for one or two representative 
examples in our discussion. 

Postscript: The discussion in Theme 2 panels has shown that one of the biggest difficulties is to 
link the general policies on human resources management and the very specific characteristics of an 
institution of higher education. From my point of view there is not too much to learn from business 
administration in this field, despite some similarities in the problems. The main reason for this lies less 
in the organisation theory, instead the products and processes of learning and research are widely 
different from producing and delivering commodities and services. 

                                                      
1 An excellent proof for the theory can be derived from the fate of universities in Socialist systems and even 

now, in their period of transition. Universities have not been legal entities, but only faculties, which 
enjoyed an outstanding autonomy. Here, the loosely coupling has never been constituent to the 
institutional entirety, and thus, the universities have lost in power, continuity and capacity to act as a 
major player after the opening of their countries to the world of “Bologna”. This has also to do with a 
different notion of the role of a university within a given set of societal basics.  

2 The limbs went on strife, when they felt that only the stomach was eating all the time and enjoyed obvious 
privileges over them, who perceived themselves only as exploited workers for the belly. They stopped 
feeding their stomach, and consequently became weaker and weaker by the starvation of their centre 
of metabolism. The story has been used in political theory over the centuries, and is introduced here, 
of course, in a sarcastic way, which would only attract very traditional academic dignitaries. However, 
most modern horizontal models of governance still transport a good portion of the fable’s ideology, 
don’t they? 


