
E030-02 updated 31.10.02

AUSTRALASIAN ASSOCIATION FOR INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH
CONFERENCE

Perth, Australia

December, 2002

THAI RESEARCH UNIVERSITY’S ACADEMIC STAFF PERCEPTIONS OF
THEIR WORK AND RELATED ISSUES

DR. RAJ SHARMA
SWINBURNE UNITVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY

UACHIT THASNAPARK
UNIVERSITY OF THAI CHAMBER OF COMMERCE (Presenter)

WISANU LAUNGLAOR
UNIVERSITY OF THAI CHAMBER OF COMMERCE



E030-02 2

ABSTRACT

Higher Education is a labour intensive industry with over 80% of the cost of academic units
being in salary expenditure.  Accordingly, it is important to have a good understanding of the
issues related to academic workload and related conditions.  This paper reports on academic
staff perceptions of their teaching, research and other workloads, working conditions and
career perceptions, level of commitments of various academic tasks, satisfaction with salary
and work benefits, and changing patterns of academic work in a research university located in
Bangkok, Thailand.  Planning and policy implications of the findings of this Institutional
Research are also considered.

INTRODUCTION

As noted by Hanke and Leopoldseder (1998), since the early 1990s government funded
universities made re-engineering attempts aimed at improving efficiency.  They suggest that
this movement towards increased efficiency has meant that universities have sustained
periods of very tight recruitment policy.  It is asserted that notions of university efficiency are
tied up with other staffing issues such as academic workloads. Equally the quality of delivery
of Teaching and Research, the core business of universities, rely on academic staff being
provided with an appropriate working environment to enhance student learning and the
conduct of scholarship.

Accordingly, this study focuses on a survey undertaken in a Thai university, with a
comprehensive teaching and research mission, on academic staff perceptions of their teaching
and non-teaching workloads, working conditions and career perceptions, level of commitment
to various academic tasks, satisfaction with salary and work benefits and changing patterns of
academic work.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In order to pursue issues related to academic staff workload and related matters, this study
adapted a survey instrument developed by Prof. Craig McInnis in a national project
undertaken in Australia (McInnis, 1999).  The McInnis instrument is based on studies
undertaken in Australia in 1993 and 1999 with the latter incorporating some new items based
on the study conducted for the Dearing Inquiry into Higher Education in the United Kingdom.

The survey instrument was translated from English into Thai and piloted at the Bangkok
University with both Teaching and Research Mission.  Following this pilot stage, some minor
changes were made to the survey instrument (essentially it was found to be readily understood
by the persons with whom it was pre tested) and subsequently it was despatched to staff from
various Faculties using convenience sampling.  50 Questionnaires were sent to academic staff
from the university with 13 completed survey instruments returned by academic staff to the
researchers.  The sampling procedure was as follows:

• The total population was stratified by faculty.

• Each strata was then subject to convenience sampling; convenience sampling was
used because of the general resistance by academic staff to participate in surveys
of this nature.  This suggests that there are some limitations of the study but
because it is a pilot hypothesis generating study, it is believed that the
methodology is justified in this case.
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It is noted that the survey instrument, in addition to capturing information on academic
workload related issues, also sought some demographic and related personal data including
gender, age, employment status, experience and discipline of academic staff so as to permit
the segmentation of academic staff response by these variables.

The survey instrument was not designed to undertake the testing of certain specific
hypothesise since, as far as we are aware, very few studies of this nature have been
undertaken in Thailand’s research universities before.  Accordingly, this study should be
regarded essentially as a pilot project – one designed to perhaps generate hypothesise rather
than testing them.

The number of responses received is relatively low by western institutional research standards
but is understandable within the Thai environment and given its context. This relatively low
response rate occurred despite the fact that the researchers undertook several follow-ups. As
noted in the outcomes section of this paper, Thai academics sustain a relatively high academic
workload and hence have an aversion to completing survey instruments. Further, the local
researchers were drawn from another university (different from the university under study)
and despite the assurance that responses will be kept strictly confidential, probably the inter-
institutional rivalry and suspicion tends to dominate the minds of academics, thus resulting in
a relatively low response.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Meyer (1998) suggests that a number of factors have created an interest in academic workload
and productivity within the United States of America.  She states that the baby boom “echo”
is expected to hit American Higher Education increasing the demand for places and hence
academic staff in such institutions.  Further Meyer (1998) also observes that more working
adults need increased training and re-training.  Further, it is stated that USA Higher Education
sector is facing rising university costs and since personnel budget often constitutes 80% to
90% of Institution’s budgets, State legislators become increasingly interested in ways to
increase the productivity of personnel by focusing on academic workload studies.  Meyer
(1998) also observes that the business community has been a major critic of the quality and
productivity of modern American Universities.  Further many US legislators view higher
education as unproductive and unaccountable.  Also Meyer (1998) suggests that the public is
caught in a bind; post secondary education is increasingly important for access to better jobs
but at the same time increases in tuition fee are putting higher education out of reach of the
ordinary American citizens.  She suggests that these sets of concerns increased the pressure to
find ways to improve academic staff productivity in higher education in America.

A study undertaken at the University of Scranton during 1996 inter alia considered issues
related to academic workload and responsibilities.  It found that the modal teaching load of
academic staff was between 9 and 12 hours per week.  Further, the modal time that academic
staff spend on preparation for teaching was between 13 to 16 hours per week.  A further 5 to 8
hours per week was spent by academic staff on student advising/counselling, on the average.
The study (www.uofs.edu/ms/faculty.html) also reported that academic staff time on
committee work and meetings generally accounted for 1 to 4 hours per week.  Finally the
study found that academic staff from this university spend more time on research and
scholarly writing than those from other similar American universities.  Although the time
spend on such activities is not stated, it indicates that the modal publication was 1 to 2 articles
with 31% of academic staff writing 1 to 2 chapters and edited volume and 26% publishing 1
or 2 books, manuals or monographs.

Ferrara (1998) undertook a survey of academic professionals at the University of Illinois at
Springfield.  The study findings can be summarised as follows:
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• 79% of the academic staff cited salary among the top four job related concerns.
• 54% of such staff cited opportunities for career advancement as one of their top four

concerns.
• 52% of academic staff cited job security as among the top four job related concerns.
• 59% of academic staff indicated that their retirement package (superannuation) was

among their top concern.
• 37% reported that the morale of their academic unit is more positive than it was five

years ago with 22% reporting no change in the morale and 40% reporting the morale
of the unit is more negative than it was five years ago.  56% of the academic staff
reported that they find their workplace environment to be stressful.

As previously reported, McInnis (1999) undertook inter alia, a survey of academic staff
perception of the workload and related issues.  McInnis also contrasted his 1999 findings with
an earlier study undertaken in 1993.  McInnis (1999) found high levels of commitment by
academic staff to their profession; the proportion of academic staff who have a much stronger
interest in research than teaching increased from 35% in 1993 to 41% in 1999; the level of
general job satisfaction dropped from 67% in 1993 to 51% in 1999; and 55% of the
respondents believed that their working hours had substantially increased over the last five
years.

Coaldrake and Stedman (1999) examined the policies and practices governing Australian
higher education within a rapidly changing context.  These authors concluded that the
following changes can be identified as a result of external demands facing Australian
universities:

• growing pressures on time, workload and morale;
• increasing emphasis on performance, professional standards and accountability;
• a shift in staffing policies from local control and individual autonomy to a more

collective and institutional focus;
• Academic work becoming more specialised and demanding; and
• new tasks are blurring old distinctions between categories of staff.

SURVEY OF THAI ACADEMIC STAFF

As previously noted a total of 13 responses were received from the survey of academic staff
at the case study university.  Nearly 54% of the respondents were male academics and this is
congruent with the total population with in the university.  Regarding age profile of the
respondents, it is noted that just under 34% were 45 years or under and with 66% being older
than 45 years of age; again this is in general line with the total population that is relatively
middle aged in nature.  The academic staff were drawn from Humanities (54%), Engineering
(8%) and Applied Science (38%).  The median work experience of the academic was 16 years
– this is consistent with the age of the Institution (well established).

The first series of questions considered the work preferences of academic staff on a five point
Likert scale ranging from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (5).  The overall results of
these questions are contained in table 1 below.  It reveals that on the average staff tended to
agree that they had interest in pursuing both teaching and research within the institution.
Academic staff also tended to agree that they were motivated by intrinsic interest in their
work than by material rewards, that they subordinate most expects of their life to their work,
found their job as a source of considerable stress, suggested that the overall satisfaction with
their job had improved over the last five years, would choose to be an academic again and
generally speaking were satisfied with their job.  However, academic staff disagreed that they
had a much stronger career interest in administration than in Teaching and Research, and that
this was a good time for a young person to aspire to an academic career within their
discipline.
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The above finding is due to the fact that respondents realise that the value of their academic
jobs can be improved by doing research. They can use their research to upgrade their jobs,
asking for the academic title such as assistant professor and the extra payment for the title .

Therefore the research is a window of opportunity for achieving both academic and
management position.  Moreover, the growth of their reputation will enhance the education
area as a result of undertaking the good quality of research.

Though lecturer’s salary in Thailand is not so high compared with other jobs in business area,
the lecturers are satisfied with the freedom of their work life, their privacy , the security and
the honor they received from their jobs rather than the material rewards. Many lecturers spend
their after work hours in the evening at the workplace to complete their research or academic
articles.

Furthermore, most of the research universities in Thailand are Govenment universities which
are ranked as the most leading universities in Thailand.  Accordingly, research university
academic staff have side-line jobs, such as being the consultant of business sector, and being
the guest lecturer of private universities.  Moreover, the Government universities are flexible
on working hours, and their academic staff are independent in signing-in or signing-out from
the office.
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TABLE 1: WORK PREFERENCES OF THAI ACADEMIC STAFF

ITEM MEAN
AGREEMENT

I have an interest in both Teaching and Research 1.54

I have a much stronger career interest in Research than
Teaching

3.00

I have a much stronger career interest in Teaching than
Research

3.08

I have a much stronger career interest in Administration
than in Teaching and Research

4.00

I am more motivated by intrinsic interests in my work than
by
material rewards

1.62

I subordinate most aspects of my life for my work 2.42

My work commitments leave me very little time to myself 2.58

My job is source of considerable Stress 2.42

My overall satisfaction with my job has improved over the
last
five years

2.38

I am actively seeking a change of job at the moment 2.83

This is not a good time for any young person to aspire to an
academic career in my discipline

4.08

If I had the choice again I would choose to be an Academic 1.62

Generally speaking I am satisfied with my job 1.69

SOURCE:  THAI SURVEY BY AUTHORS

Table 2 below specified academic staff commitment to particular tasks using a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from strongly committed (1) to not committed (5).

TABLE 2: LEVEL OF COMMITMENT TO TASKS BY
ACADEMICS AT A THAI UNIVERSITY

ITEM MEAN COMMITMENT

Research activity 2.08

Postgraduate thesis Supervision 2.15

Publication of Research Fundings 2.92

Undergraduate Teaching 1.54

Pastoral care Of students 1.77

Presentation of Research at Conferences 2.69

Postgraduate coursework Teaching 1.85

Community Service 2.31

Committee Work 2.46

Administrative Work 3.00
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SOURCE:  THAI SURVEY BY AUTHORS

Academic staff, according to Table 2, had made a very strong commitment to research
activity, postgraduate thesis supervision, undergraduate teaching, and pastoral care of
students, postgraduate course work teaching and community service.  Nevertheless, they had
more limited commitment towards publication of research findings, presentation of research
at conferences and administrative work.

Table 3 provides the academic staff perceived satisfaction with certain salary and work
benefits.

TABLE 3: SATISFACTION WITH SALARY AND BENEFITS

ITEM MEAN SATISFACTION

Your academic salary 2.38

Security of your job 1.92

Study leave policy 2.31

Conference attendance and travel policy 2.38

Opportunity to pursue your own academic interest 2.08

SOURCE: THAI SURVEY BY AUTHORS

Table 3 reveals that academic staff tend to be more satisfied with the security of their jobs and
opportunity to pursue their academic interests than other factors such as salary, study leave
policy and conference attendants and travel policy.  The latter may explain the findings
reported in Table 2 where academic staff had a lesser inclination to pursue publication of
research findings (reflecting academic staff lack of satisfaction with conference attendants
and travel policies related to such conferences).

Table 4 specifies academic staff perception of what is currently rewarded in comparison to
what should be rewarded.

TABLE 4: REWARD SYSTEM FOR ACADEMICS AT THAI
UNIVERSITY

ITEM % OF RESPONDENTS

NOW
REWARDED

SHOULD BE
REWARDED

Research/Scholarly activity 71.4 66.7

Ability to attract external
funds

42.9 42.9

Administrative/Leadership
skills

33.3 66.7

Contribution to Committees 20.0 60.0

Effectiveness as a Teacher 42.9 75.0

Community Service 33.3 55.6

Length of Service 33.3 44.4
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SOURCE:  THAI SURVEY BY AUTHORS

Table 4 suggests that academic wish to seek significantly increased priorities in terms of the
reward system with respect to administrative/leadership skills, contribution to committees,
effectiveness as a teacher, and possibly community services.  They appear to be reasonably
happy with the rewards flowing from their research/scholarly activity and capacity to attract
external funds.

Table 5 provides the mean estimated academic workload during the teaching period.

TABLE 5: MEAN ESTIMATED HOURS PER WEEK DURING
TEACHING PERIOD

ACTIVITY AVERAGE HPW DURING
TEACHING

Teaching Classes 9.32

Teaching Related Activity 8.41

Thesis Supervision 5.32

Research/Scholarship 5.11

Administration 9.87

Consultancy 8.90

Public/Community Service 6.83

Other Major Activities 4.00

SOURCE:  THAI SURVEY BY AUTHORS

Table 5 shows that during teaching period the staff expand 30.7% of their time on teaching
and related activities.  The other major activities during teaching periods include
Administration (17.1%) and Consultancy (15.4%).  Thesis supervision and research take up
18.1% of Academic Staff during teaching periods.  This is somewhat puzzling for a research
university; perhaps it is not as research intensive as many Australian Universities where the
proportion of academic time spent on research is closer to 30%.

But from another point of view, even though the proportion of academic time spent on
research in Thai Research Universities relative to Australia is low, but it is a high proportion
than other Thai Universities that do not have a comprehensive research mission.
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Table 6 specifies essentially the same data as table 5 but pertains to non-teaching period.

TABLE 6: ESTIMATED AVERAGE HPW DURING NON
TEACHING PERIOD

ACTIVITY ESTIMATED AVERAGE HPW
DURING NON-TEACHING
PERIOD

Teaching Classes 4.20

Teaching Related Activity 7.70

Thesis Supervision 5.40

Research/Scholarship 5.88

Administration 13.88

Consultancy 9.56

Public/Community Service 5.14

Other Major Activities 5.08

SOURCE:  THAI SURVEY BY AUTHORS

Table 6 suggests that during non-teaching periods administrative functions become a major
activity for academic staff, growing from under 10 hours during teaching period to nearly 14
hours during non-teaching period – a growth of nearly 41%.  Other areas showing double
digit growth rates as one moves from teaching to non-teaching periods for academic staff at
this research university include research/scholarship (15%) and other major activities (27%).
As expected, during non-teaching periods, teaching classes and related activities decline by
nearly 33%.  It is interesting to note that the total academic work load between teaching and
non-teaching period declines by only 1.6% from approximately 57.8 hours per week to 56.8
hours per week.

Table 7 provides the respondents perception of the changing pattern of academic work in the
case study Thai University over the past 5 years .

TABLE 7: CHANGING PATTERNS OF ACADEMIC WORK IN THAI
UNIVERSITY

ACTIVITY % RESPONDENTS

SUBSTANTIAL
INCREASE

NO CHANGE SUBSTANTIAL
DECREASE

Teaching Classes 61.5 38.5 0
Teaching Related:
Activities

Research/Scholarship

Administration

Consultancy

58.3

25.0

69.2

30.8

41.7

66.7

30.8

69.2

0

8.3

0

0

Public/Community:

Service

Other Major Activities

30.8

33.3

53.8

50.0

15.4

16.7
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SOURCE:  THAI SURVEY BY AUTHORS

Table 7 above indicates substantial increases in teaching classes and related activity workload
in terms of administration.  No substantial decreases in workload are noted in terms of Table
7 but a decline occurred in terms of Research/Scholarships, Public/Community service and
other major activities for some of the academic staff surveyed.

Table 8 specifies the activities that had the most impact on academic working hours over the
past five years.

TABLE 8: ACTIVITIES WITH MOST IMPACT ON CHANGING
ACADEMIC WORK HOURS

ACTIVITY % RESPONDENTS

INCREASE
D HOURS

DECREASE
D HOURS

NO
CHANGE

Committee Work 66.7 8.3 16.7

Liaising with Administrators 66.7 16.7 16.7

Providing academic support for students 41.7 16.7 33.3

Seeking funds to support academic work 16.7 16.7 58.3

Developing course materials for new
technologies

58.3 8.3 25.0

Doing your own word processing 50.0 8.3 25.0

Providing pastoral care for the students 83.3 0 16.7

Marketing and promotional Activities 14.1 14.1 71.4

Keeping up to date in your own field 80.0 10.0 10.0

Supervising casual and junior staff 30.0 10.0 60.0

Designing and scanning in online materials 66.7 0 33.3

Industry liaison 20.0 0 80.0

Your own professional Development 41.7 8.3 50.0

International exchange Programs 55.6 0 44.4
Offshore academic Work 50.0 0 50.0

SOURCE:  THAI SURVEY BY AUTHORS

As previously indicated, academic workload has increased in terms of academic staff
perceptions.  Table 8 indicates where these increases have occurred.  In particular, majority of
academic staff respondents indicated that their academic workloads have incremented with
respect to community work, liaising with administrators, developing course material for new
technologies, providing pastoral care for the students, keeping up to date in their own
disciplines, designing and scanning online material, international exchange programs and
offshore academic work.  However, it is noted that a majority of academics have seen no
change in terms of their academic workloads with respect to seeking funds to support
academic work, marketing and promotional activities, supervising casual and junior staff,
industry liaison, and their professional development.
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GENDER DIFFERENCES

Inferential statistical analysis undertaken on the survey data in regard to gender differences in
academic staff perceptions did not yield any statistically significant results except in the
following cases:

• Men (2.50) were more likely to agree than women (3.50) that they had greater interest
in research than teaching (t = 1.82, p is less than 0.05).

• Women were more likely to agree (1.33) than men (2.00) that they were generally
satisfied with their current academic post (t = 2.18, p is less than 0.05).

• Therefore not surprisingly, men (2.00) were more likely to agree than women (3.67)
that they were seeking a change in their job (p = 3.39, p is less than 0.01).

AGE DIFFERENCES

The academic staff were divided into roughly two equal groups base on their age: staff at or
below 45 years were regarded being relatively young and those greater than 45 years at the
older group.  Statistical testing on the 2 binary groups yielded the following differences:

• The academic staff at or below 45 years (2.00) were more likely to agree than the staff
greater than 45 years (3.43) that they had greater interest in research than teaching (t =
2.86, p is less than 0.05).

• The academic staff at or below 45 years were more likely to agree (1.75) than those greater
than  45 years (3.14) that they were seeking a change in their job (t=2.81, p is less than
0.05).

DISCIPLINE DIFFERENCES

The academic staff were grouped according to whether they emanated from applied science
discipline or humanities based areas (the Engineering Academic staff numbers were too small
to be considered here).  Statistical testing on this binarly population provided the following
significant differences between the two groups:

• Humanities (2.43) staff were more likely to agree that they had greater interest in
teaching than research than was the case with Applied Science Academics (3.80, t =
2.28, p < 0.05).

ACADEMIC STAFF EXPERIENCE

Academic staff were segmented according to the length of their appointment at the case study
university.  More specifically, those appointed with in the last 5 years were regarded as being
relatively new employees.  Statistical testing on these binary groups yielded the following
results:

• The relatively newer appointees were less likely to be satisfied with salary (mean
= 4.0) than the older appointments (mean = 2.9, t = 2.1, p< 0.05)

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The study has shown that the academics drawn from the Thai case study university appear to
have a balanced interest in both teaching and research in terms of their career interest. This is
not surprising since the particular university has both teaching and research missions. These
findings are somewhat similar to the McInnis (1999) study undertaken in Australia. In
particular, in both studies academics expressed the strongest agreement with the statement “I
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have an interest in both Teaching and research”. Further, the two findings are convergent
regarding the activity of least importance to them, namely, it is noted that both the Thai case
study and Australian academics agree that university administrative work is there lowest
priority.

Comparative analysis of academic workloads in Thailand (at least within the case study
institution) and Australia also provides some interesting findings. In particular the weekly
teaching and related activity generates approximately 55% greater workload for the average
Australian academic (27.6 hours per week in 1999 according to McInnis) than was the case
with the Thai academics during teaching semester (17.7 hours per week). The two groups
spend approximately the same time on research activities on the average during the teaching
semester (around 10 hours per week). But the Thai academics (about 10 hours per week)
sustained a greater administrative burden than their Australian counterparts (6 hours per
week); so the former spend more time on chores they find unpalatable given the earlier
comments. Interestingly the Thai academics (nearly 7 hours per week) are far more
community oriented than is the case with Australian academic staff that spend far less time
during the teaching semester on community service (about 2 hours per week). Perhaps the
Australian universities no longer support the community service mission to the same degree
as Thais or could it be the case that it is not recognized by the government in Australia both in
terms of Research funding or Teaching and Learning funding through the RFM thus
depressing it to a lower priority level.

In aggregate the Thai academics (nearly 58 hours per week) sustained a greater total workload
(+21%) than there Australian counterparts (nearly 48 hours per week) during the teaching
semester. However, this may be reflecting the practice of the six-day working week in
Thailand relative to the Australian norm of five days.
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