
 

 

institutional management 
in higher education 

imhe  
 

Supporting Success and Productivity:  
Practical Tools for Making Your University 

a Great Place to Work 
 

 

IMHE Conference
3-4 September 2007 

  

DEVELOPING AND MANAGING STAFFING 
STRATEGY IN A LARGE AUSTRALIAN 

UNIVERSITY: A CASE STUDY FROM THE 
UNIVERSITY OF WESTERN SYDNEY 

 

 
 
 
 

Susan Hudson 
University of Western Sydney 

Australia 
 

Ivan Skaines 
University of Western Sydney 

Australia 
 

 



 

 
Managing change and leading staff through change are two of the major challenges facing 
organisations. This paper provides a perspective on managing change within an Australian 
University (the University of Western Sydney) and showcases a number of initiatives introduced 
over the past six years.  These initiatives include reviews of the undergraduate and postgraduate 
academic programs and realignment of academic and support structures. The culmination has 
been the development of a staffing strategy and the implementation of action plans, through a 
project titled Our People 2015. The aim of the project has been to enable UWS’ sustainability 
into the future. 
 
UWS staff have been the crucial element in the development of each of these initiatives in order to 
make UWS a better and more productive place to work. 
 
 
Introduction         
 
The University of Western Sydney (UWS) is a large (7th largest university in Australia) and 
predominantly undergraduate University with enrolments in excess of 35,000 and over 2,500 staff 
working across its six teaching campuses spread across the Greater Western region of Sydney. 
This region is 8,817 sq kms in area and is an area of great opportunity, diversity, challenge and 
growth and one of the nation’s economic powerhouses where ten per cent of all Australians live 
(population 1.9 million). 
 
The University has recently developed a new integrated strategy which brings together multiple 
separate strategies, plans and ideas from across the University and sets the course for the 
institution to 2009.  The strategy is underpinned by ‘Our People’ and has four distinct areas of 
focus:  
 
*   Creating a superior student learning experience 
*   Developing focused, relevant and world-class engaged research 
*   Nurturing a mutually beneficial relationship with Greater Western Sydney communities and; 
*   Building financial capacity to deliver the vision. 
 
Looking further ahead, the University of Western Sydney has also established both its profile and 
mode of operation as far ahead as 2015, as shown in Table 1. 

 
Table 1:  University of Western Sydney 2015 projected profile 
 

Size  40,000 (headcount) 
Campuses Mixed use campuses with possible satellite teaching/access centres in the community 

Academic Program Professional core of large courses with selected specialist programs; renowned for student service

Research Research active and respected; linked wherever possible to teaching 
Engagement Underpins academic program, research, enterprise and reward systems and includes 

outreach/service 
Resources Financially self-reliant, commercially astute and organisationally efficient 

 



 

 

 
The Wider Context:  Staff, Change and Productivity 
 
The key to enhancing productivity is to develop and implement strategies that have favourable 
outcomes for staff.  In discussing universities in the 21st century, Denman (2005) sees one of the 
major challenges facing universities is the imperative to reinvent themselves continually in a 
heightened state of institutional anxiety.  
 
Dunphy et al (2003) suggest that: 
 

“It is an accepted tenet of modern life that change is constant, of greater magnitude and far        
less predictable than ever before. For this reason, managing change is acknowledged as 
being one of the most important and difficult issues facing organisations today.”  

 
In recognising these challenges, Ramsden (1998) suggests the effective manager will be one who 
can lead their people through change.  The change he refers to involves understanding a 
university as an organisation moving from the traditional organisational culture of collegium and 
bureaucracy to an increase in enterprise and corporate culture. Denman (2005) shares these 
sentiments by stating that universities are modifying their respective structures and functions to 
maintain or enhance their competitive edge and have become increasingly business and customer 
oriented, resulting in a transition from collegial decision-making to a kind of corporate 
management.   
 
The challenge is to ensure that the structural composition of the University does not neglect the 
underlying objectives of learning and teaching, research and engagement.  These are all functions 
requiring academic leadership rather than administrative savvy.  However, the constraints of 
business and financial pressures dictate that astute management is a necessity for universities to 
survive.  The development and implementation of strong staffing strategies, acknowledging the 
issues of staff attraction and retention, reward and recognition, and leadership and culture, 
therefore becomes crucial for sustainability and success.  
 
A Case Study in Change:  the University of Western Sydney 
 
The University of Western Sydney was formed in 1989 as a federation of three existing colleges 
of advanced education.  Since the beginning of 2001 much change has occurred as the University 
has moved from a “federated” system to a multi-campus single “unified” University as shown in 
Figure 1.  This has involved consolidating and redesigning the three suites of similar award 
programs of the former member institutions and addressing the structure of its colleges and 
schools and support structures.  These initiatives have provided a more cost-effective and 
sustainable academic framework and platform for growth and competitiveness in a rapidly 
changing sector. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
Figure 1:  UWS: a very short history 
 

 
 
Over the past six years reforms at the University of Western Sydney have been vital to long-term 
viability and success and have been carefully planned and managed.   Hawkins (2004) suggests 
that in managing the UWS change the two most important factors to focus upon were the need to 
let go of the status quo and the need for recognition that cultural change (ie. changes to policies, 
processes, networks and attitudes) is necessary for future sustainability.  She also makes 
emphasises the importance of “providing a working environment for staff which is supportive, 
energising and rewarding of creativity, intellectual rigour and academic excellence”. 
 
The process is ongoing to ensure the University continues to be flexible and responsive to 
changing societal needs, changes in government funding and policy imperatives.  This is 
achievable with effective structural, organisational and campus arrangements that best match 
available resources to institutional capacity building.  Since unification UWS has undergone 
radical change to its staffing and organisational framework, for both academic and general staff 
and both Colleges and divisional structures, embracing the quality agenda. These have taken the 
form of: 

 
• A full realignment of the organisational structure, staff, policies, procedures and systems 

as at January 2001 
 
• A review of all undergraduate and postgraduate academic programs. was undertaken to 

ensure their  viability, relevance and attractiveness to students . The result was a 
significant reduction in undergraduate offerings, from 265 courses and 3,808 units in 
2001 to 74 courses and 1,787 units on offer in 2005.  In 2006, 140 postgraduate courses 
were offered compared to 249 two years earlier. 

 

• A  revision and realignment of the academic structure during 2004/2005. .  This entailed 
a review that would ensure the workforce was one that would support the University’s 
goals, objectives and business needs. Accountabilities and responsibilities for Heads of 
School were strengthened and a comprehensive recruitment strategy put in place to 
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ensure that the leadership of each school would be consistent with the University’s new 
management structures, protocols and processes.  

 
• A review of all divisional (non-academic) units during 2005/2006. This review was not 

solely about cost cutting, rather an exercise of creating a more productive and efficient 
work environment which was sustainable in the long term. 142 positions were 
discontinued and 74 new positions were created.  The creation of these new positions 
indicates the extent to which this was a true redesign of organizational units, and not 
simply an across the board cost cutting exercise.  Staff impact was the uppermost 
consideration in the change management process and as such the project was managed in 
an integrated fashion and involved extensive liaison with staff and with unions. Staff 
whose positions were discontinued in the process were offered the opportunity to 
participate in a career management program which facilitated their placement in 
alternative employment.  The ultimate result of the Divisional Review was to create a 
productive, efficient and sustainable work place. 

 
And more recently: 
 

• Early in 2007, UWS developed a holistic staffing strategy to position the University to be 
in a sustainable position for the challenges to be faced in the coming ten years.  Major 
aspects of the strategy are being implemented throughout 2007 and will continue into 
2008. The strategy, titled “Our People 2015”  has involved staff at each development 
phase through focus group consultations, open campus forums and an on line staff 
survey. The development of the staffing strategy is discussed below. 

 
Development of a Staffing Strategy 
 
As described by Wood et al (2004), organisations are a collective of individuals working together 
to achieve common goals.  Further, Wood et al (ibid) suggest managers should seek two key 
results from a work unit: task performance and human resource management so as to ensure a 
continuing level of high performance and achievement of organisational goals.  The individual is 
the central feature and it is the responsibility of the manager to ensure that the working 
environment will satisfy the needs of the individual so that organisational goals can be 
accomplished and organisational performance can be improved.  The Our People 2015 project is 
highly staff focused and is underpinned by the principle of enhancing human resource 
management within the University. Consultation with staff was deemed to be an important part of 
developing the strategic plan as it was felt that staff should drive those components of the project 
that would directly affect them.  Additionally, it was recognised by the University executive that 
staff were in the best position to highlight the positive and negative aspects of UWS as an 
employer.   

 
Issues and challenges were investigated through extensive research across both the tertiary sector 
and the wider global perspective.  Staff needs were identified through consultation with staff at 
open forums and through an on line staff survey. 

 
In the initial stages of developing the staffing strategy, it was recognized that major change would 
ensue from the implementation any strategic action items contained in the final strategic 
document.  In their interpretations of the writings of Machiavelli et al (2006) suggest that 



 

 

individuals occupy the central role in determining whether the change intervention will be 
accepted or rejected. It was these sentiments that were held by the UWS Executive when 
commissioning the development of the staffing strategy and therefore they directed that staff 
consultation and involvement should underpin the methods adopted by the Our People 2015 
project in the development phase.  The process followed therefore consisted of a combination of: 

 

• Data gathering – globally, nationally and locally 

• Extensive literature search 

• Staff consultation 

o Open campus staff forums (one on each of UWS’s six campuses) 

o Focus groups of peers e.g. Heads of program forum, College Manager/School 
Managers forum, Heads of Schools/Directors forum, Executive Officers forum 

o On-line staff survey (circa 400 responses) 

o Trade union representation/staff forum 

• Benchmarking against higher education sector on workforce challenges, trends and 
practices – both visits with HR senior staff at eight Australian Universities and web 
searches on existing policy and practice 

• Assessment of forum, survey and benchmarking results by a group of senior/middle 
managers representing a cross sections of all University units 

 
An examination of the data collected through the above processes, revealed that UWS would face 
a number of critical staffing issues in the coming ten years.  In considering current workforce 
trends and challenges, the following issues were identified: 
 

• An ageing workforce with potential retirement of large numbers of staff around the same 
time.  2007 staff data informs us that 44% of UWS staff are over the age of 50 and 77% 
are over 40 . As depicted in Figure 2 UWS has the second “oldest” workforce in the 
Australian higher education sector. This finding necessitates the implementation of 
immediate succession planning and workforce rejuvenation strategies. 

 



 

 

Figure 2:  Age profile UWS staff compared with the Australian tertiary education sector – 2005 
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(NGU: New Generational University) 
 
• Fluctuating shortages in staff with specialised skills and in specific academic disciplines 

leading to global competition for talent and a large knowledge drain or “brain exodus” 
from the workforce over the coming ten years.  This issue has been mentioned by several 
authors including DeLong (2004), Dychtwald et al (2006), Leibold and Voelpel (2006), 
and Beatty and Visser (2005). Therefore UWS must showcase its full potential in the 
recruitment market with a strong identifiable employer brand to attract and retain 
specialised knowledge workers and academic staff.  

 
• Increasing desire for work-life balance and flexible work practices.  This was evidenced 

in feedback received from consultation with staff. Introducing flexible or alternative work 
patterns is a key staff retention strategy to address the ageing workforce and to gainfully 
employ staff nearing retirement or looking for greater work-life balance. 

  
In presenting Our People 2015 as a holistic model – we offer three core areas on which we 
focussed to develop the key goal areas (Figure 3) 
 

o Salient issues and challenges 
o Staff needs 
o Business needs 

 



 

 

Figure 3: Core areas informing the key goals of the Our People 2015 strategy  

 

These core areas underpin the five key goals (Figure 4) which in turn underpin the nine strategic 
action items which, once implemented will enable the Our People 2015 strategy to come to 
fruition.  
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Figure 4: Five key goals of the Our People 2015 Staffing Strategy 
 

 
Goals of the  Our People 2015 Staffing Strategy 
 
With the aim of the staffing strategy being the improvement  and strengthening of the University's 
organisational capability and the competencies of its people, the following key goals have been 
developed : 
 
Employer of Choice  
 
To be recognised as an employer of choice, through developing and promoting an employer 
brand and implementing best practice recruitment strategies and processes for attracting high 
quality staff.  This includes the integration and recognition of equity and diversity groups and 
developing and implementing an Indigenous employment strategy. 
 
Workforce Alignment    
 
To align the UWS staffing profile with the University’s three core activities within each of the 
Colleges and Divisions and in relation to their workforce needs, sector norms and other 
appropriate benchmarks to enable appropriate planning, decision-making and action. 
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Workforce Continuity  
 
To identify and implement programs to address succession planning, talent management, staff 
retention and attrition, and professional capability development to maintain workforce continuity. 
 
Rewards and Career progression 
 
To develop reward, recognition and incentive schemes, including programs to retain high 
performing research and teaching staff and specialised knowledge workers. 
 
Organisational and Leadership Culture 
 
To encourage and promote a culture of leadership and a culture of civility, service, quality, and 
performance which is consistent across UWS.  
 
Key Strategies and Actions  
 
In meeting the above strategic goals, Our People 2015 identifies nine strategies to be 
implemented during 2007 and beyond.  Each strategy is linked to one of the 5 key goals however 
is not limited to the scope of that goal. In fact, it is recognised that each of the strategies are 
highly interrelated and interdependent. The objectives and action items that will enable each of 
these strategies follows: 
 
Strategy 1 – Recruitment and Selection  
 
Objective: To develop and implement strategic and competitive recruitment practices that are 
streamlined and simplified, and take into consideration current market trends and equity and 
diversity principles, in order to attract and retain talented staff from a diverse pool of talent. 
Action: Investigate, choose and implement a holistic e-recruitment system to enable: 

a. on-line recruitment and processing of on-line job applications,  
b. retention of applicant information to develop a talent bank for future reference 
c. implementation of improvements in recruiting and managing casual staff 

 
Strategy 2 - Building an Employer Brand 
 
Objective: To develop an Employer Brand for UWS and promote UWS’ reputation as an 
Employer of Choice. The employer brand will have clear links with the UWS mission and values 
and with the Greater Western Sydney region. 
 
Action: In partnership with expert consultants workshop with stakeholders to identify key UWS    
qualities, who UWS is and what UWS wants and needs to be when presenting itself as a public 
face. This will lead to the development of a communication strategy to implement the brand in all 
relevant processes including showcasing employment benefits in recruitment processes and 
identifying outstanding research on the web. 
 
Strategy 3 - Indigenous Employment 
 



 

 

Objective: To develop and implement an Indigenous employment strategy.  This strategy will 
embrace the perspectives of staff recruitment, retention and development to increase Indigenous 
staff numbers as well as recruitment to target Indigenous staff to teach Indigenous programs and 
embed Indigenous knowledge across the UWS community. 
 
Action: Develop an Indigenous Employment strategy which creates traineeships for 
administrative Indigenous staff and postdoctoral fellowships for academic Indigenous staff.  
 
Strategy 4 - Workforce Alignment and Mapping 
 
Objective: To enable workforce planning and forecasting by mapping and aligning the academic 
and general staff workforce profile to the academic program and core activities of UWS,  and to 
project future gaps in skills and expertise.  This mapping exercise will provide a robust gap 
analysis of current and required staffing profiles for academic and research programs within the 
Colleges, Schools and Research Centres to identify staffing risks and enable UWS  to target 
recruitment and retention strategies for talented teaching staff and researchers, and for staff 
approaching retirement. 
 
Action: This is a large action item and has been divided into short and medium term activities. 

 
Short term:  

• Undertake mapping exercise of UWS workforce, at School and unit level. 
• Analyse and compare relevant UWS and sector workforce data to establish 

benchmarks and to undertake staffing risk analysis for Schools, Colleges, Research 
Centres, Divisions and academic programs. 

• Research and develop pathways which focus on younger staff – primarily concentrate 
on traineeships and fellowships and the generational differences in managing Gen X 
and Y staff 

 
Medium term: 

• Select and implement an appropriate workforce planning system and/or tools to 
enable mapping of current and future workforce profiles 

• Implement and integrate the UWS Capability Framework and data to support 
workforce mapping as it relates to required skills and knowledge 

 
Strategy 5 - Flexible Employment Options 

 
Objective: To investigate and introduce a range of flexible employment options that reflect UWS 
as an Employer of Choice to both attract and retain staff.   
 
Action: Research and investigate flexible employment options, particularly successful schemes in 
use across the tertiary sector.  Implementation of new flexible employment initiatives will include 
the administration of a change management exercise to ensure all managers/supervisors apply 
new flexible employment initiatives consistently and fairly 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Strategy 6 – Performance and Career Development 
 
Objective: To develop a high performance culture supported by initiatives that recognise, reward, 
develop and encourage talented staff and high performers (Note reward and recognition strategy 
7). This strategy recognises the need to ensure consistent implementation of the University’s 
performance management system including the need to recognise and reward high performers, 
identify and create career pathways for talented staff and identify and implement appropriate 
performance management processes for managing poor or under-performance. 

 
Action: Implementation of a Learning Management System (LMS) accompanied by an extensive 
change management and training exercise to introduce managers to the new system. Developing 
an appropriate exit survey will also form part of this action item.  (The LMS is an integrated 
system that provides avenues for identifying and analysing the gap between job roles and staff 
capabilities. It’s interconnectedness with training and staff development opportunities allow a 
manager to plan career development options with their staff member. It is also a tool which 
records, monitors and reports on the performance management cycle.) 
 
Developing mentoring/ coaching and staff exchange (internal and external) programs also forms 
part of this action item.  (Policy on staff exchange has been written and at the time of writing this 
paper, guidelines for implementation of the policy are under development) 
 
Strategy 7 - Reward and Recognition 
 
Objective: In order to appropriately reward and recognise high performers, benchmark and 
identify best practice reward and recognition programs that could be introduced at UWS. 
 
Action: Research and benchmark reward and recognition programs across the sector with a view 
to implement new initiatives and/or revise current practice. This will include a review  of the 
current Vice-Chancellor Excellence Awards program and staff recognition program currently in 
place at UWS. 
 
Strategy 8 - Academic Promotion 
 
Objective: To review and make recommendations for improving the academic promotion process.   
 
Action: Benchmark across the sector, review and make recommendations and implement 
improvements to the UWS academic promotion process in time for the 2008 round of academic 
promotions. The benchmarking exercise is underway with 6 Australian University’s identified 
UWS to benchmark against.  The report from the benchmark exercise will be released to all 
academic staff for discussion at open campus forums.  New policy will ensue and be implemented 
early 2008. 
 
Strategy 9 - Organisational and Leadership Culture 
   
Objective: To inform and shape organisational and leadership culture and effectiveness through 
implementation of a leadership development framework (currently under implementation), the 
UWS capability framework (currently under implementation) linking learning and development 
programs to relevant capabilities required for positions, and implementation and analysis of 
appropriate culture/climate surveys or reports.   
 



 

 

Strong cultures, according to Schermerhorn (2006) discourage dysfunctional work behaviours 
and encourage positive ones and commit members to doing things for and with one another that 
are in the best interests of the organisation. To this extent a formal culture survey will be 
commissioned within the next six months to enable measurement of the current climate and 
provide a reference point for future analysis and action. 
 
It is recognized that Our People 2015 is a holistic strategy with each strategic action item 
impacting upon the other to some extent, and intersect with the strategic goals, as shown in table 
2. The strategic action items will therefore be implemented simultaneously in a collective and 
cohesive manner with one Project Manager overseeing all aspects of each implementation. 
 
Action: We are designing and implementing a UWS leadership development framework that 
supports, develops and builds leaders.  This includes a support program for senior managers such 
as Heads of Schools. Development of emerging leaders will also be a feature of this program. (A 
grant application has been submitted for government  funding for this action item) 
 
Development of a UWS Capability Framework is underway and this will identify core 
capabilities required for UWS positions and staff including individual, management and 
leadership capabilities. (Government funding has been received for this action item and the 
project of developing capability profiles for core functionalities is progressing well) 
 
The culmination of this strategy will be to research and introduce appropriate surveys (e.g. culture 
or climate surveys) and reporting tools to enable managers to shape and influence organisational 
culture. 
 
Table 2: Summary of staffing goals and strategies 
 

Goals: Employer of 
choice 

Workforce 
alignment 

Workforce 
continuity 

Rewards 
and career 
progression 

Organisational 
and leadership 

culture 
Strategies: Strategy 1: 

Recruitment 
and Selection 

Strategy 4: 
Workforce 
Alignment 
and 
Mapping 
 

Strategy 5: 
Flexible 
Employment 
Options 

Strategy 7: 
Reward and 
recognition 

Strategy 9: 
Leadership 
program, 
capability 
framework and 
culture survey Strategy 2: 

Building an 
employer 
brand 
 

Strategy 6: 
Performance, 
and Career 
Development 
 

Strategy 8: 
 Academic 
Promotion 

Strategy 3: 
Indigenous 
employment  
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

Evaluation and Lessons Learned to date:  
 
The University is committed to evidence based decision-making and therefore a number of 
review processes and evaluations have informed the development of the strategies discussed 
above: 
 
• The review of the role of Head of School included in-depth interviews with all incumbents in 

2005 and the development of recommendations to change the role definition, responsibilities, 
performance management and support structures. 

• The 2005 UWS Staff Services survey results indicated a number of areas of good practice and 
areas needing improvement.  In early 2006 the University communicated the actions and 
improvements taken as a result of the 2005 Staff Services Survey to all staff. 

• UWS is a member of the Australian Universities' HR Benchmarking Program, initiated in 
2004 and which aims to establish a highly relevant, low cost and flexible HR benchmarking 
program with a high level of university participation. Forty three universities are involved. 

• During 2006 UWS participated in an external audit conducted by the Australian Universities 
Quality Agency.  In May 2006 the University undertook a “trial” internal audit (a whole-of-
university self assessment against the AUQA audit criteria) with the formal audit conducted 
in October. These reviews have provided additional insight into the areas that need to be 
addressed to make the University a better and more productive workplace. 

• The Senior Management Conference and Quality Forum have evidenced the importance of 
providing a formal gathering of key decision-makers and managers across the University so 
that we are all “singing from the same page” and providing input into and aligning actions 
with strategic imperatives. 

• UWS has an extensive leadership development program in place, with a focus on building 
organisational and leadership capabilities. UWS recognises that the culture of leadership 
impacts on performance, staff morale and productivity. 

• The online staff survey in November 2006 has also provided very valuable input to the 
development of the staffing strategies. 

• UWS staff data was used extensively in benchmarking exercises throughout the development 
of the Our People 2015 staffing strategy.  The data was found to be both valid and reliable 
and this was reinforced when UWS was awarded the 2007 HRIS (Human Resources 
Information System)  Excellence Award presented by the international provider of the HRIS 
utilised by UWS.  

 



 

 

Summary 
 
The notion of the contemporary University is in direct contrast to the Universities of an age gone 
by. Historically, tertiary education administration has resided in an operating context of open, 
critical enquiry with management by academia focused on social values and intellectual debate. 
However, in the current operating context of change, we are now witnessing a contemporary 
discursive turn which suggests those traditional academic management practices are being 
challenged and a more businesslike approach is being introduced.  This brings a change in the 
attitudes towards human resource management.   
 
Valuable lessons in dealing with staff through change including the critical importance of 
consultation with staff have been learned and taken on board and are embedded within every 
aspect of Our People strategic action items.  
 
By history and circumstance, UWS found itself in a situation of facing an unsustainable future if 
it did not proactively address its challenges.  It has, since the unification of 2001, reviewed, 
realigned and restructured every aspect of its business.  These initiatives and those encapsulated 
within the Our People 2015 framework, will serve to build upon the momentum already created 
and position UWS to be the type of University it wishes to be by 2015.  Making UWS a great 
place to work is not just about having “happy” or “satisfied” staff, rather it is a suite of strategies 
that provide an encouraging and supportive environment for academic and general staff that 
recognizes and rewards performance.  This environment then flows to creating a great place to 
work.  
At this point, UWS is realistic about their performance to date and optimistic about its future.  
Our new people are enthusiastic and energised. Our longer term people are supportive of the 
changes and look forward to the future.  The change process has been ethical, transparent, fair 
and fully considerate of our people.  The work in progress is about UWS being a workplace of 
choice. Our People 2015 sets the framework for us to be exactly that. 
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