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How do you create the kind of environment where people want to come to work? How do you break down 
barriers between teams and achieve real collaboration? How do you ensure that in your workplace, people 
take responsibility for their own actions and actively contribute to the success of the organisation? How do 
you encourage people to have fun and still achieve tight deadlines? How can you do all of this on top of 
waves of change and restructuring? 

 
This paper describes the good bits (and the bad) about a 4 year program of “workplace wellness” at the 
University of South Australia (UniSA): changing the culture of a central administrative unit despite the 
tears, tantrums, gossip and rumours that were a feature of the past. It reveals what worked, what didn’t work 
and what lead to a crisis point mid-way through the change program: an often hilarious, always honest look 
at egos, hearts, miracles and messes that followed a fast-paced quest for change. 
 

With the benefit of some considerable hindsight, this paper will describe the elements of the program that 
“stuck”, those that gained currency throughout the institution, those elements that have fallen by the wayside 
and those that translated into a very different workplace context at Monash University. It will examine the 
principles that have remained consistent throughout the various stages of implementation, and look at the 
differences in approach and outcomes when comparing an established, research-intensive and relatively 
devolved university with a new, technology-focussed, relatively centralised university.  
 
Finally, discover whether the trio made themselves stressed, tired, suspicious and emotional in an attempt to 
rid their unit of such perils, or found the inner path to workplace harmony. 

 

 
Background 
 
In 2002 the University of South Australia’s Registry underwent a change in leadership, scope, mission and 
culture, starting with the appointment of a new Director and Academic Registrar. The area was re-titled 
Student and Academic Services (SAS) and given a clear mandate about the things that needed to change: 

• Creation of a service culture from the existing rule driven culture 
• Improved relationships with the rest of the University 
• Improved connection with University directions 
• Integration of the existing registry area with the systems development team (following 

implementation of a new student system) 
 
Shortly afterwards Sam was appointed as Deputy Director of the Unit, and Vanessa as HR Coordinator. Both 
had declared at interview that they were looking for new challenges, but didn’t expect their first few months 
to have quite so many highlights –industrial disputes, fraud allegations and resignations. 
 
The existing culture of the unit was, in part, characterised by divisive behaviour, with a reactive management 
team who came together to talk about operational disputes as advocates of their own areas and who had little 
incentive, or desire, to work as a team. There was a shortage of existing management processes: no planning 
or review, no performance management or professional development, no budget transparency and no 
engagement in wider university objectives. Operational goals were usually met but behaviour, attitude and 
relationships (internal and external) appeared at an all-time low.  
 
There was a clear division between the staff in the Unit that was variously disguised as being a split between 
policy people and system people; or thinkers and doers. The Unit was located on the ground floor of a 
building that effectively cut the work area into the east and west end of a long corridor, with a large and 



 

 

imposing lobby area in between – reinforcing the notion of a great divide. There were also some strong 
social cliques that had a firm stance on maintaining their exclusivity.  
 
In addition to these indicators, and shortly after the change process began, the University conducted its 
biennial staff attitude survey and the results for the Unit were disappointing – confirming that staff were 
unhappy about their workplace and the way their colleagues and managers were behaving. Coupled with an 
unusually high number of illnesses and absences, the call for action was loud and clear.  
 
So began a 4 year program for student and academic administration staff across 5 campuses called 
“workplace wellbeing” – an attempt to create the kind of workplace culture that would attract and retain 
great staff and allow them to do their best work.  
 
Year 1 initiatives 
 
The initial objectives for the Unit were focussed on the mandate provided by the Vice Chancellor and other 
senior managers, and translated as follows: 
 
Figure 1: Objectives circa 2002 
 
Management mandate Unit goals 
Creation of a service culture • Internal quality approach to feedback and complaints 

• Training for all front line staff in customer service 
• Visits and job swaps with faculty-based front line staff 

Improved University 
relationships  

• Identification of key stakeholders 
• Targeted relationship building in all performance plans 
• Schedule for other areas to attend staff meetings 

Improved connection with 
University goals  

• Strategic planning day for the whole unit 
• Development of a statement of strategic intent based on University 

planning documents 
• Participation of all managers in preparing corporate planning and 

review documents 
Integration of registry with 
systems team 

• Creation of new Business Analyst roles responsible for business 
systems and business processes 

• Documentation of processes in user manual format 
• Disestablishment of separate systems helpline / email  

 
Staff needed an impetus for change and so it became increasingly important to explain the context, develop a 
workable organisational structure and define future directions/ goals for the new area in a way that engaged 
people and provided potential benefits. In addition, staff needed to hear feedback from outside the Unit and 
start to come to grips with the perception of others – namely that the Unit was rule driven, isolated, acting 
independently and without collaboration or meaningful consultation and that it failed to add any value to 
other areas.  
 
The Director had one-on-one meetings with every staff member and maintained an open door policy to 
encourage active participation in the process of restructuring. Senior staff performed a functional analysis, 
looking at all roles, workloads and schedules to try and match a new structure to both the new context and 
the organisational structure of the University as a whole. Roles were defined that focused on both system and 
functional expertise (including the creation of business analysts) and teams were organised not only around 
like functions, but also with regard to common internal customers.  
 
There was a focus on supporting the management team to develop better relationships with each other and 
improved management skills, in part facilitated by an external consultant/ organisational psychologist. There 
was also a great deal of activity in filling all the vacant positions and ensuring that the right people were 
selected for the roles. 
 



 

 

To establish a clear connection with the University’s strategic directions, a planning process was established 
within the Unit, including a Unit-wide planning session with University-wide participants. This was 
facilitated by another unit director and included lots of different activities designed to get engagement, 
including drawing pictures representing the present and future. 
Initial results 
 
A few people began to engage with the forward momentum, but it was mostly at an individual level. There 
were more resignations, often at short notice and some with a negative impact on staff remaining. There were 
more tears (including some from the managers) and an increase in the rumour and gossip culture. This was 
hard to counter as most of it focused on confidential HR decisions and discussions that couldn’t be publicly 
communicated.  
 
One such example was the staff member who had reported the Deputy Director to a federal department for 
fraud. Whilst the department was quickly assured that the University was acting appropriately, the staff 
member had spread the allegation far and wide, and when called in to explain their actions, walked off the 
job and failed to return to work. The Director worked hard to secure a resignation rather than a formal 
complaint, but suspicion about “fire behind the smoke” lingered.  
 
One of the popular myths was that managers had a “push-out” strategy for getting rid of the people they 
didn’t like, a so-called ‘hit list’– possibly a leftover from favouritism that pervaded in the old environment. 
The trade union was actively pursuing evidence of such a list, and was also actively recruiting new members 
on the basis that staff would need advocates in order to stand up to the managers. Other unit managers and 
directors within the University expressed concern about the Unit’s high staff turnover. There was an 
increased workload for the people left in the Unit, particularly Vanessa, the HR Coordinator, who recruited 
more than 15 staff in 6 months. 
 
After that first year, the Director and Deputy Director, struggling to know what else to try and exhausted by 
the process to date, booked an emergency appointment with their management psychologist and refocussed 
on three key messages for continuing the journey:  
 
• It was their choice to be there every day 
• They might not have achieved what they wanted, but they had come a long way 
• Their own personal health and wellbeing was critical to ongoing success 
 
Year 2 initiatives 
 
Following this advice the Directors decided to launch the Fish! Philosophy – encouraging staff to play, be 
there (for each other and the customers), make people’s day, and choose their attitude – and started with 
video screenings of the Fish! movie.  
 
Fish! encouraged staff selection for attitude (and train them for skill) and so every staff member participated 
in defining Unit-wide values to describe the kinds of behaviour sought after. Every staff member assessed 
themselves against the values as part of the performance management process. Job applicants had to address 
the Unit values at interview and they were embedded in the probationary process. The values were written as 
descriptors of behaviours (as below figure 2) in an attempt to be transparent about expectations, and provide 
a common baseline for performance assessment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Figure 2: Extract from SAS Unit Values 
 

eamwork and collaboration 
ot doing it Doing ok An example to others… 
contribute when required or directed to do so. I 
on’t place a high priority on building 
lationships within the organisation. …I blame 
hers for mistakes that I have to fix. I refer 
stomers to other parts of the Unit even if I 
uld help them. I am doubtful of others’ 
ntributions – I work longer and harder. I don’t 
ve a positive and effective working 
lationship with all of my colleagues in SAS… 

I actively contribute to team outcomes and work 
to complement other team members’ 
contributions. I share knowledge and ideas. I 
understand that building effective relationships 
is a joint responsibility. …. My colleagues find 
me helpful, supportive and constructive…. I get 
a sense of personal achievement from team 
successes. 

I see building effective working relations
a long-term goal. It includes … increasin
awareness and understanding of my own 
personality and how best to interact with 
who have different learning and listening
…I enjoy the opportunity to work with va
teams and networks across and external t
organisation to solve challenging service 
which impact on the University and its 
communities. 

ustomer Service 
ot doing it Doing ok An example to others… 
ustomers in a university are students. I need to 
monstrate good customer service skills when 
aling with students. My role is to apply rules 
d procedures to customers and ensure that 
ey remain within the bounds of university 

olicy. I’d like to be able to please customers 
ut they have to understand the constraints of 
y role and what my specific duties are. I am 
ppy to refer customers to the right person 
hen it’s not my job to help them. 

If I’m not serving the customer I’m probably 
serving someone who is. I am committed to 
providing excellent customer service by 
listening to people’s needs and trying to provide 
services or answers to meet those needs. I use 
feedback from customers to alter the services I 
provide and have mechanisms in place to 
measure how well I am doing from the 
customer’s perspective. I try not to bounce 
customers around, preferring to take a message 
and pass it on where possible. 

…I recognise that when dealing with cus
I am seen as representing the University a
as SAS and it is therefore important to be
positive and responsive at all times.  It is 
important for me to address any systemic
that can arise from an individual custome
experience and my involvement in provid
assistance. I use customer feedback as an
integral part of my improvement strategie
manage customer expectations... 

ontinuous improvement / quality 
ot doing it Doing ok An example to others… 
perceive systems to be purely mechanistic. 
hange is optional and not a necessity ... I think 
me off the job to train and develop skills or 
nowledge is a waste of time.  ... I do this year’s 
sks in the same way that I did last year’s, 
nless there is outside interference. My success 
measured by a lack of errors and complaints. 

... I will adopt things which have been learned 
and where appropriate can alter current methods 
and procedures to take account of what I’ve 
learnt. I see training as a priority ... I have some 
procedures in place to measure how well the 
team is doing and gain feedback from others. I 
am in touch with a network of people 
performing similar roles and understand current 
best practice in my area… 

I actively seek service improvement 
opportunities ... All of my team members
involved in planning, listening and 
understanding feedback and changing sys
services and policies to better meet the ne
and manage the expectations of customer
have a personal performance plan....  
 

iversity and equal opportunity 
ot doing it Doing ok An example to others… 
am intolerant of difference, whether equity 
sed or judged on other criteria such as 
niority, personality, or appearance. I am 

nwilling or unable to adapt processes, methods 
d attitudes to be inclusive of difference in 

hysical parameters, learning styles or cultural 
proach... Small sections of the customer base 
e not important given the scale of other 
stomer numbers...  

... I actively seek a diverse representation of 
views on services and consult regularly with 
those partners on the best way to approach and 
position services. I am able to adapt work 
methods and personal outlook to take account of 
difference. I understand the legislative 
framework in which I work and have a genuine 
concern for ensuring accessibility. 

… I have some understanding of the priv
associated with being part of the cultural 
and of the intersectionality of oppression
can apply that understanding to my own 
position in the organisation and modify m
behaviour to demonstrate that I value diff
strengthening the organisation as a whole
consider homogeneity to be a weakness.

ontributing to a positive workplace 
ot doing it Doing ok An example to others… 
am here to produce ... I don’t take into account 
her people’s input or feelings in work 
teractions. I am driven by my own needs no 
atter what the impact on others…There are 
lleagues in the unit that I won’t, or would 
efer not to work with…I regularly work long 
urs, or consider that working long hours 
eans I work harder. I am often stressed at 

... I take into account other people’s feelings and 
input in interactions and ideas. I am inclusive of 
other people’s attitudes and beliefs and will, 
where possible, be flexible accordingly. 
I try to set an example to others by managing 
my workload effectively and achieving a good 
work/life balance. I support other staff 
members’ strategies to achieve a good work/life 

I am highly aware of the need to show su
for people’s ideas and efforts and be clea
valuing them…I understand how to grow
esteem in others in order to maximise the
potential and capacity… 
I actively promote a flexible and inclusiv
family-friendly work place that reflects th
diversity of community that we live and w



 

 

ork. balance and try to ensure that part-time staff are 
fully included and valued. 

in. I enable staff to achieve their desired 
work/life balance and make systemic cha
incorporate the changing needs of staff. 

 
For the management team they went a step further and developed Management Qualities – a list of the 
qualities they expected every member of the management team to possess, and the indicators that would 
demonstrate that quality to others.  
 
Figure 3: Extract from SAS Unit Management Qualities 
 

anagement 
ualities 

Indicators 

orking across 
oundaries 

• Develops and uses a network of contacts beyond UniSA 
• Manages mutual expectations with stakeholders and fully available for consultation 
• Monitors feedback, mistakes and complaints as opportunities for improvement 
• Negotiation skills including the ability to negotiate with colleagues at all levels 
• Behaves in a culturally appropriate manner 

elf management and 
wareness 

• Self reflective – the ability to analyse one’s own behaviour, attitudes, strengths and weaknesses, and 
reflect on the impact you have on others and modify your own behaviour where appropriate 

• Controls emotions in the face of opposition from others or when working under stressful conditions 
• Takes responsibility for own actions and decisions 

hange management 
d adaptability 

• Tries something new to reach challenging goals and displays perseverance and tenacity to achieve 
objectives 

• Pulls together ideas, problems and observations into clear and useful presentations to progress issues 
• Modifies strongly held opinions in response to contrary evidence and sees the merit of differing 

positions 
• Thinks outside the square to look for alternative solutions 

orporate 
mmitment 

• An understanding of the University as an international education provider and the economic and 
political environment in which we operate 

• Communicates and persuades others to take ownership of the vision and values 
• Creates and seizes opportunities to implement the vision and values 
• Actively participates in debates and forums in an assertive and honest way 
• Makes or supports decisions that benefit the University even if they are unpopular or controversial 

rategic thinking and 
sion 

• Understands the interconnectivity of key issues and uses this understanding to devise and implement 
strategy 

• Understands the external environment and able to develop unit and team strategies  
• Understands the needs and expectations of the Unit’s customers and stakeholders  

otivation and 
ergy 

• Has a sense of personal achievement for a job well done 
• Self motivated and uses initiative  
• Motivates and enthuses staff to achieve of long and short term goals 

ffective team 
uilders 

• Rewards and recognises teams and individuals for achievement and effort 
• Provides feedback and creates opportunities for staff to develop their full potential 
• Manages conflict openly and constructively to facilitate a positive outcome 
• Encourages the formation of teams around issues outside of functional boundaries 

perational 
anagement 

• Understands and operates within the policy frameworks of the University 
• Actively contributes to the development and review of policy 
• Proactive in ensuring that the workplace is free from unlawful discrimination 
• Understands and uses the University’s quality and planning frameworks 
• Prioritises workload, delegates effectively and achieves deadlines 

ommunication skills • Consistently assertive, not passive or aggressive  
• Presents material in a fluent and persuasive manner appropriate to the audience 
• Consistently displays a positive and enthusiastic approach in all interactions  
• Anticipates and prepares for how others might react and tailor messages appropriately 



 

 

 
In the same way the Unit was committed to “training for skill” when people were appointed to new roles, 
training for the whole unit was also provided in a series of workshops aimed at increasing the group’s 
emotional intelligence, and tools for self reflection and conflict resolution were provided. 
 
The Fish! “play” theme really took off – there were dress up days: Pyjama day, SAS on Safari day, footie 
day – as well as Big Brother lunches, management team breakfasts, water fights and donuts at every 
opportunity. Fish! Awards were introduced and ‘winners’ were publicly acknowledged every month at Unit 
meetings. Signs went up on walls to describe Fish!: 
 

• It’s not about an extra thing on your To Do list – it’s about who you’re being while you’re doing it 
• It’s about being serious about your work and not serious about yourself 
• It’s about light heartedness, and bringing your whole self to work 
• It’s about remembering that attitude is transmitted at the speed of light 

 
The Directors assumed all was a great success, spoke at conferences about the implementation and proudly 
announced the “revolution” they had brought to their workplace. The Unit was indeed keeping to every 
deadline in the schedule of activities and achieving excellent operational results, including management of 
program and course approval and configuration, admissions, scholarships, enrolments, timetabling, exams, 
student finance, government reporting, information systems, policy, student records and graduations for 
33,000 students in countries all over the world. 
 
Year 3 – Ego meets Reality 
 
However, a number of staff continued to feel isolated, particularly from the more adventurous activities, and 
were concerned that the value of their “real work” was being lost in the frivolity. Resentment began to build 
at who was being rewarded and for what, which made the environment very competitive, and turnover 
remained high – most worryingly the Unit was losing new staff within months of their arrival. The 
management team (now the Director, two deputies and the HR coordinator) went back to the drawing board 
and took another hard look at their objectives and the failings to date, including deliberate evaluation 
strategies such as anonymous feedback both through the biennial staff attitude survey (uni-wide) and annual 
unit survey.  Much of the early feedback focussed on poor induction and training, poor supervision and a 
lack of effective feedback on performance. Many critical comments were made about aspects of the Fish! 
program that the management team thought was working well. 
 
A number of staff focus groups were held and for a while there was very little activity on workplace culture. 
The management team identified an ongoing, and yet to be conquered need for improvement on: 

• Performance against defined unit values and management qualities (self-assessed in performance 
management, with supervisor providing feedback on strengths and weaknesses) 

• Statistics on staff absence, major illness or injury, staff turnover, development 
• Enthusiasm of staff to adapt to change, take on new challenges, cope with ambiguity 
• Examples of teams or individuals working together across organisational boundaries 
• Reduction in interpersonal conflict 

For most of that year, workplace wellbeing took a back seat (in profile) and the Unit focussed on 
consolidation of its operations.  
 
Year 4 – an evolving model 
 
Slowly a new program emerged aimed at keeping staff healthy and well, and breaking down some of the 
barriers between teams by bringing people together for “wellbeing” activities such as yoga classes, cooking, 
fresh-fruit-Fridays, lunchtime walking, fun runs and a series of talks on alternative therapies. There was an 
evolving schedule of activities that, most importantly, were decided on and implemented by the staff, not the 
management team, with no unit-wide compulsion to join in. And whilst there were some low-key 



 

 

competitions such as bake-offs, and unit-wide celebrations for Chinese New Year, Christmas and baby 
showers, there were no awards or staff meeting announcements.  
 
Aspects of the program have continued in other areas of UniSA, with the support of HR, so that at last count 
more than 400 staff took part in the corporate cup (walking or jogging) and yoga classes are offered at 
different campuses. There has also been a move to define management qualities (or leadership capabilities) 
for all academic and administrative managers at UniSA, building on the work of the Student and Academic 
Services Unit but broadening it under the guidance of the Organisational Development Unit within HR. 
 
Although the implementation was a difficult and at times exhausting process, many lessons were learned. 
Some of the mistakes included: 

• Compelling involvement 
• Stepping too far from people’s comfort zones too quickly 
• Aiming for an outcome that was too far removed from the workplace culture of other units in the 

University 
• Failing to reward and recognise relevant achievements 
• Failing to give all staff a voice and a choice  

 
 
Translation to Monash University 
 
In late 2006, one of the Deputy Directors, Sam, was appointed to a position at Monash University and took 
the principles of the program’s last phase with her for implementation in a similar cross-campus 
multidisciplinary team. It has elements in common with UniSA but has a distinctly different flavour at each 
site, and has provided a useful comparison in efforts to influence productivity through workplace culture 
initiatives.  

Named after prominent Australian Sir John Monash, Monash University was established by an Act of 
Parliament in 1958, making it the first university to be established in the State of Victoria for 106 years, and 
the Group of Eight universities’ youngest member. From its first intake of 347 students at Clayton in 1961, 
the university has grown to Australia’s largest, with a network of campuses, centres and partnerships around 
the world and more than 54,000 students from over 130 countries. 

Health, Wellbeing and Development (HWD) is a new directorate at Monash, established in 2006 in response 
to external reviews of the antecedent units and dramatic changes in the Australian higher education sector: an 
alignment and integration of support services for staff and students. 
   
In 2006 the US Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) developed a 
framework which categorises sixteen domains of desirable learning and development outcomes which in turn 
are defined by measurable skills and behaviours. These outcomes include: intellectual growth, effective 
communication, realistic self appraisal, enhanced self-esteem, clarified values, career choices, leadership 
development, healthy behaviours, meaningful inter-personal relationships, independence, collaboration, 
social responsibility, satisfying and productive lifestyles, appreciation of diversity, spiritual awareness, and 
achievement of personal and educational goals. This framework is now being used to develop a student-
lifecycle approach to defining the Monash student experience, and forms part of the core work of Health, 
Wellbeing and Development. The case for an integrated model of HWD is captured in the words of CAS:   
 

‘Health, in other words embraces many elements of life; it is not simply the absence of disease or injury and it is not 
just a clinical quality.  Among students in higher education, health supports the capacity to learn; when health is 
compromised, learning is constrained.’1   

                                                      
1 Frameworks for Assessing Learning and Development Outcomes, Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education 

2006 

 



 

 

 
Two aspects of the UniSA workplace wellness program have been initiated by Health, Wellbeing and 
Development at Monash: 
 

• Management Qualities for all HWD managers and supervisors, and further implemented in some 
faculties 

• Workplace wellness strategies promoted to all worksites through W@M (Wellbeing at Monash) 
 
The management qualities were readily accepted by the 12-person management team of the new directorate 
as an excellent way of providing clarity and transparency about expected standards of behaviour. However, a 
key difference has been observed in the implementation. At UniSA none of the management team were 
trained psychologists, and of the two key aspects of using the tool – self assessment and then a development 
plan to strengthen weaknesses – the managers were far stronger in the second component, and many 
struggled with self-reflection and self-awareness. In contrast, many of the HWD managers are clinical 
psychologists with excellent and accurate capacity for self-analysis, but very few had ready ideas for 
developing their identified weaknesses, and were far less inclined to see them as in need of development.  
 
As a result, a new tool was developed to assist managers in forming a training plan, with suggestions about 
the kinds of activities that might be appropriate and categorisation of the management qualities across an 
intrinsic / extrinsic continuum: 
 
Figure 4: Monash HWD Development activities 
 

QUALITY 
Intrinsic / 

Emotional intelligence 
/ personal dev. 

EXAMPLE DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES 

elf-management and awareness 
 360º feedback, time set aside for reflection, executive coaching, fee

from direct reports through performance management, engage help 
to reflect back strengths and weaknesses, team or individual profilin

otivation and engagement 

Become conscious of attitude choice, understand role as always eith
coach or critic (no third option), introduce reward and recognition 
strategies, match inspiration with delegation, open-minded and open
feedback loops, conferences 

ommunication skills 

Training in negotiation, increased awareness of tone and body langu
practice writing for different audiences, feedback on delivery of trai
public speaking, skill development in organisational politics, asserti
training 

ultural competence and 
clusivity 

Involvement in international student activities and programs, invite 
and students with skill in cultural competence to team meetings or p
activities, reflect on diversity of own teams, experiential workshops
feedback loops re particular behaviours  

ffective team builders Profiling eg MBTI and team management index, groups dynamics c
and reading material 

hange management and 
daptability 

Secondment or exchange, emotional intelligence training, mentoring
coach, postgraduate study, AIM or ATEM courses and conferences,
JOHARI window, broaden feedback base 

rategic thinking 
Participation in broad discussions re sector / institution, reading eg C
Review / HE supplement / university plans, leading team discussion
strategic plan and achievements relating to goals, shadowing, mento

ommitment to continuous 
mprovement 

Review of performance measures and feedback mechanisms, discus
role of complaints, focus groups of customers, open-mindedness to 
performance through eyes of others, readings re quality including A
SWOT analysis 



 

 

Working across boundaries 

Secondments, placements, attendance at other team meetings or pla
days, job-swap, extension of professional networks, attendance at 
committees, joint projects or initiatives, meeting equivalents at othe
universities, sector networks 

perational management 
In-house training, in-house mentor or coach, work shadowing, web 
resources / reading time, peer discussions and networking, active 
involvement in planning and review 

Extrinsic /       
organisational 
intelligence / 

professional dev. 

 

 
Secondly, the Health, Wellbeing and Development statement of strategic intent describes their role in the 
wider university: 
 

Working together, we will target every stage of the student life cycle – from successful transition into the university to an 
appropriate graduate destination following completion – building staff and student capacity for working, learning, 
participating and engaging. We will evaluate our impact on the student experience, each team working in 3 dimensions: 

 
1. Just-in-time critical / urgent / crisis work for a small proportion of high-need students and 

staff 
2. Targeted programs aimed at groups known to be at risk, to prevent escalation and instead 

restore capacity 
3. Broad reach service provision aimed at increasing capacity and strengthening experience for 

large cohorts of students 
 
 
The HWD 2007-9 strategic plan goes on to describe the following goal:  
 

to contribute to the health, wellbeing and development of our Monash colleagues, increasing the capacity of all staff to work, 
learn, participate and engage.  

 
As a result, a workplace wellness program was initiated between several units within and allied to Health 
Wellbeing and Development, including Occupational Health Safety and the Environment (OHSE), Monash 
Sport, the University Health Service and the counselling and advisory services. Branded “W@M” 
(Wellbeing at Monash), implementation so far has included: 
 

• Purchase and installation of an online health and wellbeing system that invites staff to profile 
themselves and then returns targeted information as well as access to dictionaries and fact sheets, 
integrated with Monash internal events and activities. In addition, the University receives reports on 
the health and wellbeing of its staff by de-identified return of the profile information.  

 
• Inclusion of national, state-based and university sporting events aimed at increasing participation and 

general fitness, and creating a stronger sense of community 
 

• Promotion of a mental health first aid course with an target of training 6% of the Monash community 
by mid July 2008 

 
The next major body of work is the production of a “health check” for academic and central units on the 
health and wellbeing of their students and staff, using indicators of capacity to describe areas of staff and 
student experience and quality of student experience. This health check will then form an integral part of 
identification of areas of greatest need and tailoring of services from central areas to faculties, and is 
expected in its earliest form in September 2007.  
 
 
 



 

 

Measuring the impact 
 
Given the length of the implementation at the University of South Australia, it is easiest to look there for 
some quantitative indicators of the initiative’s success. Internal performance indicators across a range of HR-
related measures are monitored and reported as part of the annual planning and review process, and the 
following measures provide some indication of the areas that have been positively affected by the wellness 
programs (as well as evidencing the initial problems or issues).  

Figure 5: Extract from SAS Unit HR Performance Indicators as at 31 December 2006 
Note: figures are for the Student and Academic Services unit unless shaded, in which case they are for the 
University as a whole. 
 
Staff turnover (calculated using the average FTE for each period) 
 

 2002/2003  
Actual 

2003/2004  
Actual 

2004/2005  
Actual 

2005/2006 
Actual 

2006/2007 
Actual 

SAS Voluntary turnover2 7.4% 27.5% 14.63% 3.7% 12.5% 

UniSA Voluntary turnover 7.13% 7.1% 8.2% 10%  

SAS Involuntary turnover3 3.7% 2.7% 0% 3. 7%*** 1.7% 

UniSA Involuntary turnover 4.97% 3.1% 5.3% 2.9%  
 
Unplanned leave (calculated using the average FTE for each period) 
 

 2002/2003 
Actual 

2003/2004 
Actual 

2004/2005 
Actual 

2005/2006 
Actual 

2006/2007 
Actual 

SAS Total number of days 113.86 263.72 318.59 424 472 

SAS Average days / FTE  4.2 7.3 7.78 7.85* 8 

UniSA Average days / FTE  7.7 5.3 6.15 6.3  
 
Internal development opportunities through higher duties (calculated using the average FTE for each 
period) 
 

 2002/2003 
Actual 

2003/2004 
Actual 

2004/2005 
Actual 

2005/2006 
Actual 

2006/2007 
Actual 

SAS  33% 38.8% 26.8% 20% 21% 

UniSA  32.28% 30.37% 32.5% 16%  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
2 Represents number of individuals who initiated termination including resignation, voluntary redundancy and retirement 
3 Represents employer initiated terminations including redundancy, dismissal, employment not continuing after probation and expiration of fixed term 

contracts where employment is terminated (please note: contracts that are extended, back on to other contracts, or end due to a 
continuing appointment being made are not included) 



 

 

Workers Compensation 
 

 2002/2003 
Actual 

2003/2004 
Actual 

2004/2005 
Actual 

2005/2006 
Actual 

SAS claim submissions unknown 0% 0% 0% 

UniSA claim submissions 2.87% 2.24% 2.52% 2.15% 

Total number of SAS days 
lost due to claims 

unknown nil nil nil 

 
As can be seen, there are a couple of measures that can be directly linked to the wellbeing of the workplace, 
especially when compared to the average for the university. The voluntary turnover figures (below) show a 
spike in 2003/4, when the process of major structural change was occurring, a below-average dip in 2005/6 – 
the impact of a deliberate strategy of consolidation and stability – and then a further rise that brings the Unit 
in close alignment with the University as a whole. 
 
 
 
Figure 6: SAS voluntary turnovers compared to the University average 
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Involuntary turnover remained low throughout 5 year period, evidence of the commitment to staff that forced 
redundancies would not be used in the change management process.  
 
One of the measures that the wellbeing program hoped to impact positively on was unplanned leave (which 
is mostly accounted for by sick leave). As can be seen from the chart below, the unit went from an excellent 
record of unplanned leave per person, to an ongoing, higher than average tally, with each staff member still, 
on average, taking 8 days of unplanned leave per year.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Figure 7:  SAS unplanned leave compared to the University average 
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Efforts to influence this number of days of unplanned leave continue, but there are a number of other factors 
that impact on the total, including: 

• Staff attending work in their open plan areas whilst sick, and then spreading common illnesses 
throughout several work teams – turning 2 or 3 days into more than a dozen despite continued efforts 
to reinforce the contrary 

• High number of staff with responsibility for young children, and in turn using sick leave to stay at 
home and care for unwell children 

• Small number of staff with significant and ongoing major health issues, with a history of altering the 
average days of unplanned leave by up to 2 days per year 

 
 
 
 
In conclusion 
 
The body of work completed at UniSA was an important and valuable living trial of strategies aimed at 
improving staff satisfaction and therefore increasing productivity, and despite the different work and 
organisational cultures, many of the lessons learned at UniSA have improved the success and speed with 
which initiatives have been taken up at Monash University. These two practical examples provide great food 
for thought on the essential ingredients of a satisfying workplace culture, and the conference presentation 
will attempt to define some of the underlying themes and principles.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


