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Brief biography of the presenter 

Sue Leahy is currently the Acting Manager, Planning at the University of Technology, Sydney. She 

has performed in a range of roles within universities, both academic and support, over the past ten 

years. This varied experience provides a broad understanding of the functions and pressures inherent 

in both faculty and central roles, and from both academic and administrative perspectives, which is 

particularly useful in supporting university level process such as strategic planning.  



 

  

Abstract  

Higher Education throughout the world is experiencing a period of change and development unlike 

any it has experienced before. The pace of change and the challenges presented demand both 

reflection and action. Universities are concerned to maintain their academic integrity whilst increasing 

their competitive edge. The financial constraints facing universities demand the efficient and best 

possible use of our resources. The need for universities to review the relevance and appropriateness of 

process and functions across all areas of core business is paramount.  

During 2000, the University of Technology, Sydney (UTS) comprehensively reviewed its academic 

profile and developed a 10-year strategic vision through a process that incorporated an analysis of all 

UTS courses; an exploration of new and emerging fields of study; and a review of organisational 

models. The outcome of the review was a set of recommendations constituting the most fundamental 

proposal for change at UTS since its amalgamation. The proposal impacted on faculty roles, functions 

and funding, staff workload policies and quality and review processes.   

This paper outlines the rationale, process and outcomes of the academic profiling process at UTS. It 

locates the process within an organisational learning framework by identifying it as a strategic 

management exercise which challenged the University’s culture, and drew heavily upon the tacit 

knowledge and experiences of people from across the organisation. 
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Facing the pressures of an international environment 

Internationalisation is one of many inter-related factors which are impacting significantly on the 

higher education sector today. Technologically driven advancements in communications have enabled 

unprecedented movement around the world of both people and information. This has led to significant 

change in the operating environments of most large organisations, including universities. International 

students represented between 10% and 29% of students in two thirds of Australian universities in 2000 

(DETYA 2001). Technology has also driven changes to the delivery of education, with the emergence 

of technology-assisted programs to support teaching and learning. Similarly, new communication 

abilities have allowed research activity to be more easily and readily undertaken in an international 

arena. 

These changes coincide with a government policy agenda for competition and market influence that 

demands universities find new sources of income. This policy aims to encourage entrepreneurial 

activity and achieve new efficiencies within the sector, and has arguably transformed much of the 

focus of university development. In 2000, for example, Australian universities earned up to half of 

their income from non-government sources (DETYA 2001).   

The hegemony that Australian universities have historically enjoyed in rewarding higher degrees is 

also challenged in this newly competitive environment. Prestigious overseas universities can extend 

access to Australian students. Major corporations are entering the market, either establishing their own 

universities or brokering access to existing teachers and courses. Vocational providers, including 

private providers, can extend their activities into the university sphere (Coaldrake and Stedman 

1998:56). 

In this new environment universities are striving to establish distinctive strengths and international 

renown in order to gain much needed competitive advantage. Curriculum, student support 

mechanisms, planning and administrative systems often need to be reviewed and refocused to better 

respond to these new circumstances.  
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Quality of  all aspects of activity is a key concern. A key motivator in the establishment of the 

Australian Universities Quality Agency is the recognition that both government and the sector have a 

vested interest in presenting a credible quality assurance system and a quality ’brand’ of Australian 

higher education.    

Universities must be increasingly strategic and innovative in planning for and responding to these 

multi-faceted demands.  How does current thinking about strategic management assist university 

planners to provide a way forward?  This paper aligns a strategic planning process at the University of 

Technology, Sydney (UTS) with a number of key aspects within contemporary strategic management 

literature.  It suggests that collegially-based decision making forums provide universities with an 

advantage in implementing current approaches to theory and developing as learning organisations. 

Competing for the future 

Prahled (1998:62-75) uses the notion of ‘competing for the future’ to describe his approach to strategic 

management. He argues that for large and complex organisations to succeed in an internationally 

competitive environment they must demonstrate an ability to change, redefine and reinvent core 

business. He bases this on the observation that successful organisations do change over time in 

response to new markets and challenges. Historically this change occurred through new generations of 

managers replacing older generations. In a period of continuous change existing managers must be 

able to imagine new futures and influence the evolution of their industry. 'Its not enough to imagine 

the future - you also have to build it' (1998:67). 

Prahled presents a broad framework, a 'strategic architecture', to link what an organisation might be 

doing in the present, with what new competencies and markets it should be building for the future. 

Within this framework are at least three essential features: 

• Understanding key competencies 

• Focus on future opportunities  

• Willingness to 'unlearn' the past. 
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A conventional approach to strategic management is a largely a top-down exercise in which senior 

managers provide both an understanding of issues and a strategic response. To some extent managers 

inevitably have a key role to play in the development of organisational strategy. University Councils, 

Vice-Chancellors and other senior managers, alongside their corporate, public and community 

counterparts, must at the very least endorse organisation-level strategy.  

However current approaches to strategic management are more closely aligned with the notion of 

organisational learning. These approaches are not just concerned with how to invent and shape the 

future, but also with how to engage the experience and knowledge of staff and other stakeholder 

voices in the development of organisational strategy.  

The idea that a few individuals, or small groups, can direct the strategy of the 

organisation, with others simply following, has been replaced by a concern to develop, 

across the organisation a capacity to work together to question, debate and innovate 

(Hendry  and Johnson 1994:5). 

Mintzberg supports this change in approach with the concept of 'emergent' strategy’ (quoted 

Hampden-Turner 1994). Rather than being an alternative to a top-down, strategy 'by design', 

Hampden-Turner suggests that both approaches exist in a learning loop which neither starts nor 

finishes at any particular point. Planning processes that are most likely to successfully mediate 

between continuity and change, are those which: 

• provide for strategic conversation across the organisation 

• enable contrasting values to be identified and 

• allow paradox to be recognized.  

The acquisition of knowledge that challenges known ways of operating, the ability to change 

organisational behaviours and to build new ways of working, are described competencies of a 

‘learning organisation’ (Senge, quoted Dilling 1998). Learning organisations rely on processes that are 

able to include and expand the experiences and capabilities of staff in the shaping of a new future.  
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Universities have a historical culture of collegiality that is highly conducive to the ’emergent’ model of 

strategy development. Collegially based decision making processes have often been described as 

inappropriately cumbersome, and in fact part of the ’inefficiency’ which universities need to address in 

order to become competitive (Pratt and Poole 1998, Coaldrake and Stedman 1998). However the value 

of these processes may be underestimated in the application of current thinking in strategic 

management.  

Understanding key competencies 

In 1999, UTS was approaching the final year of a triennial strategic plan. The plan had provided a 

blueprint for focusing on a number of key emerging issues which included internationalisation, as well 

as flexible learning, work-based learning, research and new sources of income. A November retreat of 

Deans and senior managers determined that a fundamental review of the University’s academic profile 

and an exploration of potential opportunities should provide input into a ten year vision for the future 

and underpin the University's new strategic plan.  

The Planning and Review Unit coordinated and supported a strategic management process designed to 

meet this need. The process began formally in March 2000 with the Deputy Vice Chancellor 

(Academic) presenting to the University Council a set of performance indicators on which the 

university’s course profile could be assessed. The indicators would be used to provide a global 

indication of the relative value of academic programs in order to reorient the academic profile, if 

needed.  

The Council and the Vice-Chancellor's Committee endorsed a proposal to establish a group chaired by 

the Deputy Vice Chancellor (Academic) and including the Pro Vice-Chancellor (Research), Pro Vice-

Chancellor (Education Quality Enhancement) and the Manager, Planning to formally undertake the 

review. This group, formally the Academic Profile Group (APG), was supported by two staff from the 

Planning and Review Unit who undertook much of the work in developing processes and providing 

analytical assistance. The process was given both real and symbolic importance, replacing the regular 

planning processes for the year. It constituted the University’s strategic management process for 2000.  
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Course Analysis 

To apply Prahled’s model, the first component in the process sought an understanding of the 

organisation’s key competencies. Essentially, this component represented the commencement of a 

strategic conversation across the University. To operationalise these notions, and undertake an 

assessment of the overall University course and disciplinary profile, a data template was devised to 

provide a comprehensive and digestible overview of the performance of each course. The indicators 

presented to Council are described below. 

a) Indicators related to the mission of UTS: 

• Contribution of a program to the UTS educational profile and support of its values 

• Contribution of a program to the UTS reputation 

• Contribution to the provision of higher education in NSW 

b) Indicators related to operational matters: 

• Demand for a program from students, relative to other Sydney universities in the discipline  

• Costs of delivering the program. 

The data supporting these measures related to enrolment trends, quality indicators such as retention 

and pass rates, course experience questionnaire and graduate destination survey results, as well as 

financial data. An analysis was undertaken on the basis of this data for each of the 362 courses at UTS 

with enrolments in 2000. This provided a context-free overview of all courses and identified those, 

which on the basis of the data, appeared to be performing less well than others. These courses were 

earmarked for discussion with faculties. 

At the same time, faculties undertook their own analysis of courses, assisted by a suite of 

documentation which had been produced in support of the process, including:  

• The data and APG analysis for each course in a faculty  
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• A workbook designed to gain information from faculties about the contribution of each 

course to the University’s mission and reputation 

• A summation document in which faculties were required to assess each course in terms of 

its relative strength or weakness within the overall faculty profile 

• A Faculty profile providing trend data relating to teaching and learning, research equity and 

diversity, staffing and financial activity. The data underpinned an opportunity and challenges 

assessment that faculties completed in the second phase of this component. 

The APG met with senior faculty academic and administrative managers to discuss the outcomes of 

the initial categorisation of courses and collect contextual information about specific courses, or 

clusters of courses. Faculties had the opportunity to explain why certain data should be moderated or 

reconsidered and what the wider contribution a particular course might make within the overall faculty 

profile. Following these meetings faculties submitted their completed workbooks and faculty 

summation documents.  

A Progress Report was produced by the Planning and Review Unit reflecting the findings of the APG 

to that point. The report identified a number of courses, which on the basis of the evidence compiled 

through both the data analysis and meetings with faculties, appeared to be of lower relative value in 

the overall University profile.  

Importantly, the report also canvassed a wide range of issues raised by faculties in their discussions 

with the APG. Inevitably, the exercise of examining the course profile had raised a number of 

questions about how the University managed itself and about the appropriateness of some of its 

institutional practices.  

The report was widely disseminated and over 50 responses were received from a broad cross-section 

of the University community. A second round of meetings between the APG and faculty staff occurred 

in late November 2000. Courses that required further discussion in terms of their future viability were 

on the agenda for these meetings, as was a discussion of the financial opportunities and challenges 
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facing each faculty. Meetings were also held with other stakeholder groups such as the Students’ 

Association and the staff unions.  

The tangible outcomes of this component included: 

• Data on which courses could be analysed 

• Information about courses provided by faculties through course workbooks and summations  

• Input from meetings between the APG and staff 

• Explicit discussion of a wide array of organisational issues  

• Responses to the progress report 

In combination with the following other components of the process, this information was synthesised 

into a final report which the APG presented to the Vice-Chancellor in February 2001. 

Focus on future opportunities 

Emerging Fields of Knowledge, Work and Professional Practice 

The second major component of the process was in Prahled’s terms, a focusing on future opportunities.  

Without an understanding of possible future markets and opportunities he argues, an organisation can 

logically only compete in terms of the present. To compete for future growth, is to identify opportunities 

where recognised areas of key competency can be grown or built upon. Thus this component ran parallel to 

the course analysis, and provided an essential link in synthesising the APG’s thinking in relation to the 

reorientation of the academic profile. 

To undertake this component of the process a Working Party was established, consisting of six highly 

regarded and credible academics.  Entitled the Working Party on Emerging Fields of Knowledge, Work and 

Professional Practice, the group undertook to examine the potential impact of changes in knowledge, work 

and professional practice and identify areas of study and research that would provide the University with a 

range of options from which future choices could be made.  
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The Working Party firstly produced discussion papers focusing on the knowledge-based economy, 

social trends, emerging patterns of business, work and professional practice, trends in science and 

technology, and the impact of all these changes on higher education. A series of consultations was 

held across the University in response to the papers. Staff forums on each campus discussed a wide 

range of issues and implications for UTS. A series of focus groups were held with targeted groups of 

staff to ensure a diversity of age, gender and level were included in the input to the discussion.  

The Working Party delivered a Final Report in October 2000. The Report presented around 30 possible new 

areas of study and research that could be established or developed further at UTS. Three of these were 

selected by the APG on the basis of their potential and relevance to UTS. Three small working groups were 

each assigned one of these potential fields for which a business proposal was developed.  

The Working Party emphasised cross- and trans- disciplinarity as a key to many emerging fields. 

Interestingly, it also identified a number of potential internal improvements in culture and practice to support 

the University’s responses to externally driven change. 

 

Organisational Models Group 

An Organisational Models Group was established as the third component in the process. The purpose 

of this group was to inform any decisions in regard to changes to the University’s organisational 

framework, particularly in relation to the arrangement of academic groupings. There was an interest to 

observe possible effectiveness and efficiency gains that might be made through alternative structures 

and systems.   

The group conducted an examination of a range of academic and administrative organisational models. 

It undertook web-based research of all Australian, and a range of comparable overseas, universities. It 

also commissioned a paper on contemporary theory relating to organisational structure.     

The group consisted of senior managers including the Vice-Chancellor, Deputy Vice 

Chancellor(Academic), Deputy Vice Chancellor (Administration), Director, Planning and Review, 
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Director Human Resources and the Deans’ representative. Thus there was some overlap between the 

Chair of the APG, the Deputy Vice Chancellor(Academic) and the Organisational Models Group.  

Towards the end of 2000 when the information from the course analysis and emerging fields 

components had been received, the APG held a combined seminar for the Organisational Models 

Group and the Working Party on Emerging Fields. Together, this group of the University’s most 

senior academic and administrative staff canvassed a number of structural and organisational 

possibilities. Options involving the number and size of faculties and the role and configuration of 

decision-making bodies were considered. Overall the range of ideas that surfaced could be reflected on 

a scale from minor change through to radical transformation. The seminar was not intended as a decision-

making forum, but to provide further input into the deliberations of the APG. 

 

Willingness to ’unlearn’ the past 

The third essential element in Prahled’s strategic management model is a willingness to let go of or 

unlearn those aspects of the past that no longer work to help an organisation reach its future goals. As 

he points out, this can be particularly difficult for staff who actually built the present and have a deal 

of emotional investment in it.  

However in Prahled’s thinking, success factors for the future are different from those of the past. 

Organisations must be prepared to challenge orthodoxy and fundamental assumptions and identify 

areas that are not seen to add value to the organisation and its future.  

For UTS this meant questioning the continuation of some disciplines and some courses. It meant 

reviewing the effectiveness of some core functions and processes, most importantly in the way these 

served to enhance or hinder academic developments. Keeping the University’s course offerings current 

and relevant, particularly in its acknowledged areas of expertise, was a paramount concern. It was seen as 

crucial that the University ensure the continuing currency and relevance of its academic profile to remain a 

viable and productive Australian university in the international arena.  
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However given likely government funding scenarios it would be difficult to resource emerging fields of study 

unless some current courses were merged or phased out. A compelling reason to consider change was the 

need to release and utilise resources so that new fields of study could develop.  

After synthesising the wealth of data provided throughout the process, the APG presented to the Vice-

Chancellor a seven-part proposal for change. The proposal included some relocation of disciplines and 

merging or courses, but consisted largely of fundamental process and procedural change. Each part contained 

a number of specific, interrelated strategies.  The seven areas covered in the proposal were: 

• Changes to responsibilities for courses and subjects  

• Relocation of some areas of study 

• Strategies to continuously renew the academic profile 

• Strategies to strengthen the quality of the research profile 

• Strategies to strengthen the quality of teaching and learning 

• New procedures for distributing funds to faculties 

• Investigation of procedures to deliver administrative and support services. 

The University community had been widely anticipating recommendations for structural change. However it 

was thought likely that the major disruption caused by a significant restructuring of faculties could seriously 

interrupt the research profile development, cause staff dislocation and anxiety, impede initiatives on the 

quality front and distract the University from the real challenges ahead.  

Instead, the APG reached the view that the most effective strategy to bring about change and growth was to 

address the internal constraints which were consistently described as militating against the University 

achieving its goals. Many of these constraints were a direct outcome, either intended or unintended, of the 

structure, funding or policy environment of an amalgamated UTS of ten years earlier. In a changed external 

environment many of these structures and processes no longer served the university’s best interests or enabled 

it to meet its goals and mission.  
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Faculties, though productive, energetic and the real heart of the university, were seen to be at times isolated, 

discrete units, sometimes over burdened by the volume of academic and administrative effort required and 

expected from them. It was recognised that potential synergies between and among various fields of study 

were often not exploited because of time and funding constraints, and sometimes as a direct result of the walls 

which faculties had built around themselves to preserve their autonomy and financial viability.   

In addition, some of the university-wide processes for course planning and accreditation of cross-disciplinary 

courses were seen to be too complex and time-consuming for all but those most committed to course 

collaboration. A lack of university-wide timetable or common credit point values across courses and faculties 

were another two particular factors that were hindering cross-disciplinarity. A funding framework that 

operated to effectively discourage cross-faculty activity was a further, and seemingly very significant, factor. 

Therefore, while the rhetoric within the university was about the desirability of cross disciplinarity, in 

practice, it was seen to occur too infrequently and often demand too high a level of energy and 

commitment from those who were seeking to make it happen. While the desire to hold onto practices 

which were seen to preserve and enhance faculty autonomy was understood, such practices were seen 

to act as constraints on flexibility and responsiveness, the very qualities believed to be essential if the 

University is able to respond to changing external circumstances and opportunities. 

What was achieved? 

The Vice-Chancellor distributed the APG’s report widely within the university inviting comment. 

Over one hundred responses were received from general and academic faculty staff, central staff and 

industry members. There was a planned three month period after the release of the APG report for the 

Vice-Chancellor to consult with the university and its stakeholders and consider his response. He 

provided this in a report to the University Council and community in April 2001. The report has 

subsequently been endorsed within the University as constituting a set of changes which reflect much 

of what was contained in the APG report. 

The final outcome represents some fundamental and strategic changes for UTS including: 
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• A number of measures to bring a renewed and strengthened emphasis to the University’s 

research efforts 

• Three new fields of study introduced 

• A new policy for the distribution of funds to faculties which brings more balance across 

disciplines and includes a performance based funding component in areas of strategic 

priority 

• A notion of stewardship in relation to responsibility for courses and their quality  

• A comprehensive system for monitoring quality of teaching at a subject level 

• Processes for identifying duplication and improving cross-faculty teaching of cross-

disciplinary subjects 

• A new review framework which includes a regular review of both courses and emerging 

fields 

• Endorsement for a project to pilot changing from a faculty-based to a precinct-based model 

of delivery for student administration and other services.  

Three months after the release of the Vice-Chancellor’s Academic Profile Paper the University is 

immersed in a series of project groups and undertaking a highly co-ordinated and complex change 

process. It is anticipated that all aspects of the Vice-Chancellor’s report will be fully  implemented by 

the end of the new planning period in 2004. Overall the process has been significant in assisting UTS 

towards its development as a fit for purpose, internationally competitive university carving out a 

distinctive presence in relation to professional and practice-based education. 
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What lessons can be drawn for the institutional researcher? 

Reflection on theory 

It is useful to reflect on a process of this nature firstly in terms of its basis in theory.  It is evident that 

the three fundamental success prerequisites contained within Prahled’s model can each be seen as an 

essential element of the UTS process. Specifically,  

• The data provided a transparent and rigorous analysis of current competencies 

• The Emerging Fields Working Party and Organisational Models Group were focused on 

future opportunities 

• The outcome represents significant changes to ways of working and refocuses the 

University in a newly shared direction.  

Secondly, the process can be clearly seen to have harnessed the knowledge and experience of many 

staff. Some staff felt they had not been sufficiently involved in the process, particularly in some 

instances where people had not known particular course(s) had been identified for discussion and 

further analysis in the APG’s Progress report. However the responses to the APG report provided an 

overwhelming sense of engagement of staff in the process. 

Clearly the review had different impacts in different areas of the university. In some ways this 

corresponded with the way in which faculties had communicated and gained staff involvement in 

terms of faculty input. 

In many ways the project’s success is heavily reliant on its underpinning in data and the transparency 

this provided. However in other ways a more significant outcome was the challenge to established 

ways of working and the reconfiguring of key policies and processes. In the lexicon of the learning 

organisation the process facilitated a way forward with broad staff input, identified contrasting needs 

and values and challenged existing ways of working. To a large extent it represented a strategic 

conversation across the University. 
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A decade of management literature has emphasised the need for organisations to be nimble and 

flexible in their response to opportunity. As the need to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities increases 

universities are becoming increasingly aware of difficulties that are presented by cumbersome and 

unresponsive decision-making processes.   

The experience at UTS suggests that in the current general scrutiny of university governance and 

decision making structures, the value of mechanisms that allow staff input to organisation-wide 

discussions should not be underestimated. It is arguable that having such well-formed and relatively 

broad-based decision-making forums such as faculty boards, Academic Board and the Vice-

Chancellor’s Committee assisted greatly in the implementation of this relatively ambitious project. 

The challenge appears more to ensure that these decision making bodies are able to best utilise 

opportunities to contribute at a strategic level. 

 

Reflection on practice 

There are also a number of observations that can made to guide best practice in process management. 

The following factors can be each seen to have contributed to the relative success of the review: 

• The project was given strong endorsement by the Vice-Chancellor, and the involvement of 

key senior academic leaders gave it a high degree of credibility 

• The process occurred at the right time. The University was about to enter a new planning 

period, and a mood for change was evident in anecdotal conversation and confirmed in 

responses to a staff communication survey.  

• The project was conducted with fixed goals, but only a bare outline of the process. The 

latter remained flexible and able to respond to emerging circumstances, but essentially met 

all milestone dates over a fourteen month period.  

• Some elements of the documentation made a particular contribution to the project. The 

course data template and faculty data profile brought together a range of data in new and 
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digestible formats. This provided a neutral vehicle for discussion and a much-needed 

element of transparency in the process.  

• The course workbook provided an opportunity for faculties to formally self-assess the 

relative value of each part of their profile and the wider or particular contributions that some 

courses made. In some faculties the workbooks provided a mechanism for involving staff 

from all curriculum areas in the process. 

• The exercise had variable impact across the University. Staff engaged with the process to 

differing degrees. Similarly, deans and other manager communicated with staff differently, 

and required differing levels of staff involvement in the process.   

• While a realistic degree of cynicism undoubtedly existed, there was inherent logic in the 

need to merge or phase out some courses if the University was to develop new fields. This 

element of the process, the exploration of new disciplines, was essential to the level of 

success attained. 

While not universally endorsed, the academic profile review at UTS demonstrated a significant 

alignment with a number of described imperatives for success. The planning process reviewed the 

relevance and relative strengths across a key part of the University’s core business. It explored future 

opportunities and confronted outdated ways of working. It enabled a strategic conversation across the 

University on issues of concern and produced a proposal for change that attempted to restore balance 

and provide a platform for future growth. 
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