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FOREWORD

Universities prize reflection and thought. But they are also busy places, where opportunities to step back from the
day-to-day can be in short supply. The report that follows is intended to aid the process of taking stock by

examining the underlying issues in one important area of university life — succession planning.

We have approached this issue from two perspectives. The first is as a consultancy with a keen interest in
university leadership. Succession planning lies at the centre of our portfolio, bringing together our work in
recruitment and organisational strategy. Our approach is led by research but focused on practical results. As well
as providing our clients with advice, we aim to add to the stock of knowledge in the subject areas and sectors we
work in. This report is the first in a series about the UK university sector. We will be commencing our next study in
the early months of 2010.

The second perspective is more personal. | was once an academic. And | have spent the last decade advising a
wide range of organisations, including universities, on how to recruit their senior staff. This involvement with
universities both as insider and external adviser has made me a firm believer that there is something special about
them — that what universities do is important and worth getting right. At the heart of this special quality is the sense
of possibility that universities possess. To pass through the doors of a university, whatever its age, is to enter a
world where lives are changed profoundly and for the better. No other set of institutions can match this

transformative power.

I hope you find the report helpful. If you have any comments on it — or if you would like to know more about the
work of Syllogism — | would be delighted to hear from you on christopher.lake@syllogism.co.uk. Alternatively,

please feel free to call me on my direct line, 020 7873 2217.

C . Kk, Lakke

Dr. Christopher Lake

Director
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The aim of the report

This report looks at university succession planning. It is less an audit than a commentary on the management issues
succession planning raises and on how thinking about succession planning is conditioned by broader ideas about

university careers and the nature of the academic community.

Because the labour market is highly sensitive to external conditions — and because issues of recruitment, retention,
and reward go to the heart of an organisation’s self-image and sense of its relationship to the world — the report is

intended to be both timely and wide-ranging.

It is intended to be timely in that it comes at a point where universities in the United Kingdom are facing a raft of
strategic challenges arising from the economic downturn, the ongoing debate about top-up fees, demographic
changes amongst student and staff, and continuing growth in the global university market in terms both of supply
and demand. The report is also being published in a year when universities have been digesting the results of the

2008 Research Assessment Exercise.

The report is intended to be wide-ranging in that it looks not just at succession planning itself but at the issues
grouped around it — issues relating to the balance between insiders and outsiders, the flow of information within
universities, and the nature of the market for university talent. As such, it takes the temperature of a mix of

universities across a range of management concerns.
1.2 The structure of the report

Questions of definition and methodology are addressed in this section, with Sections 2-4 setting the scene for the
discussion that follows. Section 2 examines the institutional context in which schemes of succession planning
operate, Section 3 the different levels at which these schemes bring benefits and costs to universities, and Section 4

the nature of the challenge universities face in relation to academic leadership.

Sections 5-10 are concerned with prescription and analysis. Section 5 looks at different ways in which universities
can respond to the mismatch between supply and demand in the leadership field, Section 6 at the arguments in
relation to internal and open competition, Section 7 at how university managers view their responsibilities to their
staff and the movement of staff between institutions, and Section 8 at how universities do (and should) respond to
the flow of internal information. Section 9 looks at the challenges university managers face in ensuring a common
and credible basis for assessing individuals in relation to key positions. Section 10 looks at succession planning as it

relates to staff in the professional services.

Sections 11 and 12 abstract from the day-to-day. Section 11 looks at the underlying logic of the market for
university staff and at how recruitment consultancies shape that logic and Section 12 at the trends our sample felt

would shape the future of university succession planning.
1.3 Themes

Four themes recur in the report. The first relates to the notion of leadership itself and how far universities view

leadership in terms of relations of authority between individuals and how far they see it as a principle of action that
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spreads purpose and ambition across an institution as a whole. The second relates to the place of process and
uniformity in university life and how far the traditional attachment of universities to spontaneity and informality
must be squared with the call to submit their activities to common, impersonal standards. The third relates to the
trade-off between stability and mobility amongst university staff and how far universities are in the business of
holding on to what they have got and how far they want to encourage turnover. The fourth relates to the tension
between competition and common cause and how universities balance the competitive incentive to take (and
keep) staff from their rivals against the ethos of reciprocal duty that binds them as a single community of
institutions.

1.4 Definitions

Definitions are an important part of any study. On our account, succession planning is about having a process to fill
key positions in an organisation. This definition is deliberately open. It is intended to accommodate a wide range of
ideas about what constitutes a process and a key position. A process could be something narrowly procedural — an
administrative device for ensuring an organisation’s departures and vacancies are handled in a way that meets the
requirements of orderliness and probity. Or it could extend into something broader, more active, and more
strategic — such as a programme of leadership development that encompasses one or more of coaching,

mentoring, training, and development centres.

\We went into the study not wanting to be prescriptive about what should count as a key position and not wanting,
therefore, to be prescriptive about the proper scope of succession planning itself. We wanted to be guided by what
our sample told us. \We were, however, aware that if succession planning was to have a distinctive meaning its field
of application would need to be restricted in some way. To say that succession planning applies to each and every
position in an institution — however temporary or junior — is to divest it of its targeted, above and beyond quality.

But we also wanted to avoid going too far in the other direction, by concentrating our questions on one dimension
of succession planning, namely, the planning that underpins the appointment of university heads (be they Vice-
Chancellor, Principal, or Master). These appointments are exceptional in terms of their symbolism, their relative
infrequency, and the extent to which they involve the lay membership of a university’s governing body.
Generalising from them, or viewing all succession planning as somehow a preparation for them, is a mistake. In
most universities, the pinch point is not at the very top of the organisation. It is much more likely to be in the
middle, particularly at the level of School or Department Heads. Partly this is a matter of numbers. The greater the
number of positions to be filled, the more developed the processes to fill them need to be. Numbers, however, are
not the whole story, as we shall see.

We followed the majority of our participants in grouping university staff into three broad categories: academic
leaders, researchers, and professional services staff. These categories overlap, for instance in terms of leaders of
research institutes. But we keep them separate because each raises its own management and succession issues
and because universities do not adopt a single mode in dealing with them. They move between modes depending
on the category of staff concerned.

Not everyone we interviewed favoured the language of succession planning. Some felt that notions of succession
management or leadership development (or variations on these) captured better what their organisations were
doing when it came to people and positions. Some saw succession planning in pejorative terms. They thought it

had overtones of favouritism, cherry-picking, and an inside track. We believe, however, that the open-ended

SY| |Ongm SUCCESSION PLANNING IN THE UNIVERSITY SECTOR - 2



account of succession planning we have adopted is sufficiently elastic to accommodate a wide range of

conceptions of what a process to fill key positions does and should look like.
1.5 Methodology and sample

The report is based on interviews with the senior officers of twenty one universities. Taken together, the
universities represent a mix of UK universities in terms of size, subject area, student profile, and the balance
between their teaching and research activities. Whilst the interviews have been supplemented by background
research, the primary data of the report are the discussions we had with the study participants. The full list of

participants is given at the end of the report.

To preserve the topicality of the report, we have favoured a quick turnaround between the interviews taking place

and the presentation of the findings. The interviews began in May and were completed in late September.

\We wanted participants to feel they could speak freely on a wide range of issues. As such, the interviews were
conducted on Chatham House lines: participants spoke to us on a non-attributable basis. Nothing about the
thinking of individual institutions, nor about the views of individual participants, can be inferred from what is written
here. Indeed, we encouraged those we interviewed to draw on their career experience across a range of

universities and not just confine their comments to their present institutions.

Notwithstanding the pressures on their diaries, the participants gave their time freely and generously. Any errors

are ours and ours alone.

As with many research projects, the set of questions we began with expanded as our discussions developed. Each
interview stimulated us to try out new ideas in the next. Whilst there was a core set of questions, common to all
interviews, there were some differences of emphasis between interviews. We were as much interested in why the
participants thought as they did - and what alternatives to that thinking there might be — as we were in the

question of what practices they followed.

2. BEING FIT FOR PURPOSE

2.1 Framing the issue

Across our sample, there was widespread recognition that getting the right people into key positions was
fundamental to a university's success. Those we spoke to held this view regardless of whether they used the
language of succession planning in their activities or not. An organisation that did without succession planning of
any kind would have no process for filing key positions. Its approach would be ad hoc - “rudderless” as one
participant put it - to the point that it might not have a clear account of what its key positions were, or when they

might become vacant, or how (if at all) to prepare people to fill them.

The practices of our sample are not, however, uniform. Some universities are further down the road towards
having a developed succession planning system than others — they see themselves as on the same trajectory as

other institutions, though further behind the curve. As one respondent put it:
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We are neither as informal as some nor as strategic as others. Succession planning
here is opportunistic more than it is strictly strategic. But it is more than sub-
conscious. It is about more than muddling through.

The absence of uniformity goes deeper than whether some institutions are on different points of the same
trajectory. It reflects the underlying pluralism of the university community itself. As such, we cannot say that
universities have in their minds a common trajectory of development. For many in our sample, what matters is not
best practice but best fit. Indeed, a number of those we interviewed spoke of the need for schemes of succession
planning to be fit for purpose. In making this claim, we took them to be saying more than that the arguments for
having succession planning of one kind rather than another — or for having succession planning at all - needed to
stack up according to some rational calculus or cost-benefit analysis. We took them to be saying that there was
something about the underlying character of their universities that succession planning schemes needed to be true

to.

e thought the idea of an underlying character was sufficiently important that we should deal with it at the outset,
rather than ignoring it or smuggling it piecemeal into the main body of the report. We wanted to be explicit about
the context in which universities as a group approach issues of succession planning and to draw out the themes
that condition their activities in this area. And we wanted to this without over-generalising about universities or

suggesting a false unity between them.
2.2 Underlying character

The starting point here is to get the measure of the kind of institutions that universities are. On a spectrum that has
an internet start-up at one end and a government bureaucracy at the other, where do universities lie? Viewed from
the outside, universities are highly structured and ordered environments governed by procedures and statutes.
Staff departures are relatively predictable and staff turnover is relatively low. In many ways, universities exhibit the
rational order of a bureaucracy. The fact that universities fulfil important public functions, and that they receive
large sums of taxpayers’ money, adds to the impression that they do (or should) mimic the workings of the public

sector.

But that is the view from the outside. From the inside, the emphasis is more likely to be on the pluralism of the
sector and the autonomy of its constituent institutions. More than one study participant took issue with us for
speaking of a university sector in the first place. They felt it conjured up images of universities being simply an

extension of the public sector — “emanations of the state’, as they put it.

A number of those we interviewed emphasised how sensitive universities are to changes in the political,
constitutional, and economic environment in which they operate. As such, they felt that universities had no choice
but to be responsive, not to say opportunistic, in their dealings with the external world. To accept that universities
need to display orderliness and accountability in the conduct of their day-to-day business, we were told, is not to
accept they should be passive recipients of whatever the external world throws their way. Exhibiting the rational
order of a bureaucracy is one thing. Exhibiting the organisational pathologies that go with being bureaucratic is

quite another.
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2.3 The fabric of university life

The second theme to emerge was that the fabric of university life is delicate, being held together by a set of tacit
understandings and informal conventions. To an unusual extent universities are sustained by notions of trust,
intimacy, professional duty, and autonomy. What we are describing here is not the well-worn idea of a self-
regulating community of scholars, exemplified by the ancient universities. It is something more general about the
nature of universities as organisms rather than machines, organisms that react in unpredictable ways and may
indeed be prone to exaggerated responses. Bound up with this is a strong culture of professional and intellectual
independence. Even the most managed of universities are likely to prize autonomy and self-regulation more than
the least managed parts of other sectors.

\When we were told in the course of our study to think of academic life as having as much in common with show
business as with the civil service, we took the point to be a semi-serious one about the febrile atmosphere that
universities are capable of generating and about how unfathomable universities can sometimes appear even to
those whose job it is to run them. Judging from our sample, the idea that universities are idiosyncratic
communities of creative individuals is no Oxbridge or Russell Group affectation. We heard mention of this notion

from universities across the board.

Taken together, we think these elements can condition the nature of university decision-making and make
universities reluctant to adopt measures that, as they would see it, are likely to disturb the delicate balance of their
institution. As they have expanded, many universities have faced a dilemma: how to make their activities more

systematic without undermining the ingredients of their success. As one participant put it:

No-one wants to go down in history as the person who, unwittingly, stopped this
institution’s success in its tracks by over-burdening it with processes it didnt know
how to digest. The question would keep coming back: was there really enough
evidence to justify introducing all that process?

2.4 Complexity and intimacy

This ties in with the third idea, that universities are a distinctive mix of complexity and intimacy. The complexity in
question describes not just what universities do but what their staff are: it's a matter of complex people doing a
complex job. The intimacy is not just a function of the scale of universities but of the ethos of intimacy and
informality that informs university relationships. This combination of complexity and informality makes for a dislike

of management approaches and processes that are thought to be “mechanical’, “tick box”, or “artificially imposed”:

A clever organisation needs to find a way of standardising without uniformity. The
trick is to create a personalised experience without using a standardised approach.
Succession planning should be a function of scale.

The issue is how to reconcile intimacy with process. My university, being the size it
is, lends itself to intimacy. I want to avoid the idea of cranking people through a
process. That's important to avoid even in organisations that aren't as idiosyncratic
as universities.
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2.5 A transparent order

The fourth idea is that universities take seriously questions of openness and internal democracy. In part, this is a
reflection of the public character of universities and of the accountability that goes with occupying the prominent
role they do in civil society. In part, it reflects collective agreements that universities have signed up to over the
years in what remains (relatively speaking) a unionised environment. More profoundly, it reflects an underlying
ideal about how members of universities should deal with one another - a belief that universities, of whatever kind,
should constitute a transparent order — and the sense in which universities should strive to be good employers.
This, in turn, has implications for the place of processes in university. It pushes in the direction of having processes

that enshrine the principle of equal treatment and guard against favouritism.
2.6 Trade-offs

These different underlying features - flexibility and opportunism guided by procedure; an attachment to intimacy
and informality; a dislike of the mechanical; and a commitment to equity and transparency — condition the
approaches to succession planning that universities adopt. And they condition it in ways that run counter to
succession planning as it has traditionally been conceived — selective, formulaic, structured, secretive, and top-

down.

But that is not to say that the underlying features of universities point in the same direction or argue for one
scheme of succession planning over others. A scheme may be fit for a university’s purposes along one dimension
but not along another. The notion of a succession planning process brings benefits in terms of transparency but
costs in terms of responsiveness. The emphasis on opportunism and intimacy must be squared with the
commitment to equity and transparency. And the recognition of complexity must be bounded by a commitment
to uniformity. The trade-offs between these notions structure the thinking of university managers across a range of
activities and we return to them throughout the report.

3. COSTS AND BENEFITS

3.1 Preliminary remarks on costs and benefits

In the previous section we looked at the background against which universities devise their succession planning
schemes. In this section we move from background to foreground — from the realm of organisational culture to
that of cost-benefit analysis. That succession planning is subjected by university managers to cost-benefit analysis
was confirmed across our sample. But it is as true of succession planning as it is of other management activities
that there is disagreement about what counts as a cost and a benefit, how to weigh the two against one another,
and over what timescale. The fact that measures of the inputs, outputs, and outcomes of succession planning are

diverse and contestable adds to the complexity of this process.

We cannot say that the members of our sample had available to them an algorithm by which they made
judgements in this area nor a common unit of measurement into which the different dimensions of succession
planning could readily be distilled. We were told that, in evaluating their succession planning activities, university
managers are often relying on a combination of evidence (in the form of structured feedback and assessment),
experience, and intuition — including the intuition that the rate of return on investments in human capital can be

very significant, as can the losses that come with under-investment. As one respondent put it:
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If you think how much difference the right individual can make to the success of an
institution — that a person can generate more value for a university like ours than a
building — then you don't need that many success stories to justify the investment.
And you don't need that many failures to put the modesty of the investment into
perspective.

This said, no one told us that the returns in this area were so clear cut that a university could simply conclude that
the more it spent on its succession planning, the better. For many in our sample, the mood was more cautious —
they did not want to be stampeded into activities that would put greater strain on budgets that were already tight
and likely to get tighter. At the same time, we heard that universities face reputational costs if their succession
planning activities are seen to be less developed than those of their neighbours and rivals. The quality of an
institution’s succession planning has, increasingly, become a measure of how well it meets the requirements of

being a good employer and of its accountability for the way it uses its resources.
3.2 Symboalic benefits

The more extensive that succession planning is — the further it moves from the realm of narrow procedure to an all
encompassing programme of development and assessment — the greater the costs become. What are the benefits
it provides in return? The answer is that these benefits go beyond lining up individuals to fill positions. In fact, they

lie along a spectrum that moves from the general to the particular.

At the most general level, succession planning plays a symbolic function. It enshrines the idea that the institution is
a transparent order that structures its activities in ways that are predictable and amenable to scrutiny. The fact that
this predictability and scrutiny attach to positions that involve the exercise of authority adds to the potency of the
symbolism. Some in our sample emphasised that having a succession planning process was not simply a matter of
good governance and risk management. It was a matter of demonstrating that the university’s decision procedures

were rational, free from bias, and open to all comers.

The symbolic function of succession planning is not confined to claims about transparency and diversity. We were
told that the mere existence of succession planning within an organisation symbolises something about the value
the organisation attaches to the idea of leadership itself — namely, that that leadership matters and is to be taken
seriously. Succession planning, in short, represents a statement of commitment to professionalism in leadership, in

contrast to the amateur ways of buggin’s turn.
3.3 Education and integration

Moving away from this level of generality, the benefits of succession planning cease to be merely symbolic. But nor
are they yet a matter of matching individuals to positions. Some in our sample viewed their succession planning
activities as educative and integrative. They felt that through a range of activities — activities that might involve
some or all of mentoring by senior management, coaching, training, and development activity — they were

inculcating an ethos in their organisation that was beneficial to leaders and led alike.

The idea here is that succession planning, and the activities grouped around it, spread an understanding that
universities require management — they do not achieve their goals spontaneously without someone, somewhere
exercising authority. This, in turn, has three main benefits. The first is to sell the attractions of being a manager to

those who otherwise might view management with a mixture of indifference and suspicion. The second is to make

SY| |Ongm SUCCESSION PLANNING IN THE UNIVERSITY SECTOR - 7



the activities of, and need for, management itself more comprehensible (and therefore more acceptable) to those
who are managed but who have no interest in being mangers themselves. In short, it is a way of mobilising the

consent of the managed:

The idea is to create a cadre of people who are well informed about what university
management is like. We sell the idea of being a university manager by giving people
a real insight into what it involves. I tell people that there is no all powerful all seeing
committee that's making all the decisions. There's no mystery, no inner sanctums. |
try to show that managers operate under constraints in a complex context — | try to
show the significance of organisations like HEFCE, the Treasury, and BIS to the daily
lives of organisations like ours. Succession planning, for me, is about awareness
raising and advocacy.

The third benefit is that of educating staff to recognise what management is not and to recognise, in some cases,
that they are unsuited to being managers in the first place. This is the reverse side of the first benefit. If succession
planning can be directed at making some staff more willing to be managers than they otherwise would be, it can
also be directed to making some staff less willing to be managers than they otherwise would be. This is what one
respondent called “un-succession planning” — the activity of weaning some would-be managers off their
management ambitions in the name of sparing their dignity, preserving their commitment to the organisation, and

keeping them away from positions of authority for which they are unsuited.

As well as its educative function, succession planning processes can perform an integrative function. They can
develop an understanding not just of the vertical relationships between leaders and led but of the horizontal
relationships between the constituent parts of the institution, thereby fostering a spirit of community and common

cause:

Our succession planning is not solely focused on leaders. A lot of it is about
collaboration, it's about getting people working across the university. Succession
planning builds a commitment to the organisation. It's about a programme of active
learning.

3.4 Leadership capacity

Moving further along the spectrum from general to particular we come to the role played by succession planning
processes in developing a university’s collective leadership capacity. The idea that, whatever else it is about,
succession planning is about leadership — promoting it, improving it, or making up for shortfalls in it — is widely held.
At the same time, it is a commonplace that people disagree about what leadership is and whether it is predicated of
individuals, groups, or organisations as a whole. Within the academic literature on the subject, there is a highly
developed taxonomy of leadership types and characteristics covering such questions as whether leadership is a
process or a property and whether it is possible to offer an account of good leadership that abstracts from the
context in which that leadership is exercised. Putting this literature to one side, we encountered widespread
enthusiasm amongst our sample for the idea developing the leadership capacity of their organisations. We should
record also that we encountered some scepticism about appealing to leadership as an all purpose panacea for
organisations, thereby rendering it the ingredient whose presence is sufficient to account for an organisation’s

successes and whose absence is sufficient to account for its failings. We heard how it was important not to drain
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leadership of distinctive meaning or fall into the trap of circularity, whereby leadership and organisational

performance merge into a single notion undifferentiated by cause and effect.

Against this background, two views of leadership were prevalent amongst our sample. On the first, leadership is
relational in nature. It involves one person exercising authority over another. Seen in this way, having collective
leadership capacity is a matter of having a talent pool, namely, a group of people who are equipped with the
technical skills and motivational equipment to assume leadership positions as and when they arise. Succession
planning, in turn, is about developing an organisation’s talent pool. The larger the pool, the greater the leadership

capacity.

On the second view, leadership is not a relational idea. It is a principle of individual action, animated by a spirit of
purpose, ambition, and engagement. Expanding collective leadership may indeed be a fundamental requirement of
succession planning. But this is a matter of ensuring that the purposeful spirit is spread widely across the
organisation. It is not about betting all the organisation’s chips on individual leaders. Indeed, the underlying aim is

to reduce organisational dependence on individuals:

Leadership is not about individuals. There’s a departmental leadership team.
There's an element of collective leadership throughout.

As a matter of risk assessment we are looking at the sense in which we are
dependent on individuals. That sort of dependence would bump up the risk rating.
We have an internal understanding of where the potential risks are and who the
relevant individuals are. When people tell me that they are the only ones who
understand a particular part of the university, I say “That’s the point!”

3.5 Diversity

Coming to the next level, succession planning is a way of counteracting biases that might unwittingly have crept
into a management system — unwittingly because there may be established ways of doing things that, being
informal and based on organisational tradition, serve to exclude from key positions individuals from non-traditional
backgrounds. Here, again, succession planning can serve the cause of diversity, not simply in the symbolic sense

we described before but in the more direct sense of confronting systemic biases.
3.6 The procedural dimension

At its least general and most particular, succession planning is a mechanism for ensuring orderly transitions, be
these in cases where the departure from the organisation is relatively predictable (such as a retirement) or where it
is relatively unexpected. At this level, succession planning can have strongly procedural overtones. It is a set of
administrative equipment that tells an organisation what positions are coming up and provides a procedure to fill
them, including a procedure to assess candidates for these positions. We return to the issue of assessment later on.
For now, we note that, at this most particular level, there is nothing about succession planning that confines it to an
organisation’s internal labour market. An organisation that followed the principle that all positions go out to open

competition would be practising succession planning in this sense.
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3.7 Costs and benefits re-visited

We have seen that the benefits of succession planning, and leadership development, range from the symbolic and
reputational to the tangible and immediate. The fact that these benefits are diffuse, and that many are hard to
quantify, shows why the task of cost-benefit analysis remains a complex one. For some universities, as we said,

intuition and experience continue to play an important part in the process of evaluation.

Universities that make do with a minimal level of succession planning run the risk of doing without the benefits we
described. But the risks cut both ways. Because they go to the heart of the relationship between employer and
employee, programmes of succession planning very soon form part of the psychological contract between the two
parties. Once the commitment has been made to them, succession planning activities are a difficult thing for
university managers to row back on. In short, the commitment to succession planning cannot be entered into

lightly and the costs associated with it can be stubbornly difficult to reduce.

4. DIAGNOSIS

4.1 Market disequilibrium

Across our sample we heard that the market for university leaders is in a state of disequilibrium. Demand for
leaders exceeds supply. This mismatch between supply and demand is not reducible to quantitative concerns
about numbers and vacancies. There is a qualitative issue about the ability of universities to attract and appoint

leaders of the right kind.

The disequilibrium is not uniform across leadership positions, subject areas, and services. In terms of positions, it is
felt most acutely at Head of School or Department level. This has knock-on effects further up the management
chain. In terms of subject areas and services, the issue is less a shortage of talent at a specific management level
than it is a shortage of talent across the board. In this sense, the shortage of management talent is part of a deeper
disequilibrium in the market. Medicine and business studies are two subject areas that fall into this category.
Shortages in relation to professional services are highly sensitive to conditions in the local labour market. Marketing

and human resources were both cited to us as examples.

We asked our sample for their views on what accounts for this disequilibrium, and on what is distinctive about the
succession issues they face. In what follows we concentrate on what they told us about positions of academic

leadership. We have more to say about research stars and about professional services staff later on.
4.2 An academic personality-type?

Going into the study we were aware of the view that what makes university leadership challenging — and, by
extension, university succession planning challenging also - is that it contends with a prevailing academic
personality type. According to this view, the academic disposition is to be resistant to management authority, in

the sense of wanting neither to be on the giving nor the receiving end of it.

We tried this hypothesis out on a number of our sample, academics and non-academics alike. We cannot say we
found much support for the idea that issues of personality type account for the historic mismatch between the
supply of high quality academic leaders and demand for them. The more common view is that this mismatch is

down to motivations and attitudes that are present (and prevalent) amongst academics from the start of their
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university careers. From what we heard, the existence and development of these attitudes has less to do with
academics conforming to a common personality type — the type that disdains authority — than it does to the
incentives they are presented with and the nature of their attachment to their subject discipline. The inclination to

manage is acquired and, if or when acquired, in need of nurturing and development.

A number of those we interviewed told us that junior academics continue to enter university life with an
attachment first and foremost to their subject area and to advancing their reputation within that subject area. Itis
not that they are necessarily hostile to the idea of managing and being managed. It is that they indifferent to it —
their priorities lie elsewhere. Up until the point of becoming academics they may have well have seen university
management (to the extent they have seen it at all) as little more than an unavoidable nuisance. Certainly, they will
have had little sense of the rewards that come with having a career in academic leadership. One participant made

the point especially pithily: “Academics don’t go into this game to be managers.”

Moreover, it is not just that junior academics can begin their careers with a limited sense of what makes managing
and being managed attractive and necessary. If they are outside the sciences and engineering, they may have
limited experience of working in collaboration with others - or, at least, with others who are not already known to

them and who may be in different disciplines altogether. As we were told:

The problem is that academics have a passion for their subject but a marked
reluctance to get involved in management or, even worse, administration.
Recruiting professors from outside to advance their research is much easier than
recruiting people who want to lead and manage. Are there any academics who
want to be Vice-Chancellors from the start of their careers? There must be — though
I've never met one of them.

4.3 Degree and kind

Why should any of this matter? After all, it is not as though most civil servants join government departments in
order to become permanent secretaries. But the point is not one about the degree of ambition most junior
academics have. The point is about the kind of ambition they have. Only a handful of civil servants, it is true, aspire
to be the permanent secretaries of the departments they join. But civil servants join their organisations in the
knowledge that career progress is intimately bound up with taking on managerial responsibility for people and
resources. Unless her career is standing still, a civil servant knows that she must sooner or later expect to take
decisions about hiring and firing people and about allocating money. The same is true of careers in large parts of
the commercial sector. It is not true of university careers. An academic can carve out a highly successful career for

herself through being an authority, rather than being in authority:

As an academic, you're not promoted into a new function. You get promoted as a
reward for your achievements to date and in expectation of greater things to come.
So, your functions don't change. Nor does your job specification.

On this theme we wanted to know how common it was for universities to look for leadership potential in

academics joining at lecturer or the senior lecturer level. We found it to be very uncommon:

We don't ask people who join us whether they want to be senior managers. Most
say they have come into academia because they are excited by their subject. They
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want to be leaders in their field. They want to be Chairs, not VCs. Mostly, they want
to make their way in their field of endeavour.

4.4 Junior entrants

All of which made us ask whether universities themselves were not to blame for the leadership and succession
problems they have faced in the past. If university leaders are to continue to come from the ranks of academic
staff, should not universities take greater care in ensuring that there is a spread of potential leaders within those
ranks from the outset? If identifying leadership potential amongst new entrants is good for the corporate and public

sectors, should it not be good for universities as well?

We heard a number of responses on this point. One was that, at the most junior level of academic appointments,
universities benefit from a concentration of effort on the part of their staff — as indeed do staff themselves. Many
universities look to junior academics to devote their time to the core business of teaching and research. Unlike the
corporate or public sectors, junior entrants do not have staff of their own to manage from the outset.
Management being something of a hypothetical activity in these early years, it makes little sense to tie the
appointment of junior academics to their willingness to undertake this activity in the medium to long term - they

have enough to do in the here and now.

There were, however, those who recognised that this approach to junior academic appointments carries risks with
it. Some felt that the sooner the habits of mind of junior academics are challenged, the better. Left to their own
devices, the worry is that junior academics will slip into a prevailing non-managerial culture, which they are then
either lost to or must be talked out of. Others saw the risks of ignoring managerial ambitions in more bread and
butter terms. They felt that there was an element of taking the plunge — and of trial and error — when it comes to
managing people. The sooner would-be managers get their hands dirty, the better. The longer they are kept away
from managing people, the more difficult (and, correspondingly, the less attractive) the activity becomes. Either
way, it makes the case for the educative function of succession planning and leadership development. The sooner

habits are confronted, the better.

Participants defended the practice of not appointing junior academics on the basis of management potential in
other ways. Some pointed to the fact that many academics at this level are no longer recruited on narrow grounds
only - in terms, for instance, of their research performance (and potential) but little else. In practice, universities of
all kinds are increasingly interested in assessing the flexibility and entrepreneurialism of those they take on at this
relatively junior level — a trend, we believe, that the economic downturn and the competitive pressures universities
now face will only encourage. Again, the issue is of changing conceptions of leadership and of a view of leadership

that is more about attitude than it is about authority:

Do we look at leadership potential amongst new entrants? That's interesting.
Leadership is a word that conveys a whole series of qualities. It's about being a self-
starter, motivated, entrepreneurial, taking calculated risks, having drive. We
wouldnt be appointing people who just wanted to tread water. This active
leadership quality is something that permeates the institution. It can be used as a
portmanteau word to cover a range of concepts.

Others told us that, for the purposes of identifying future leaders, new entrants are not those who join a university

straight from graduate study but those who join in more senior positions — say, at the senior lecturer or professorial
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level. It is indeed common for institutions to look at the leadership potential of this grouping. Beyond this, some of
our sample perceived there to be a generational effect at play here that was working its way through the system
and would continue to have implications for leadership capacity in the sector. The junior academics of today are
seen as entering universities with a different set of attitudes from their counterparts in the 1960s and 1970s — more
pragmatic, more career-minded, less oppositional in their view of the relationship between universities and other
parts of the economy. Taken together, these characteristics suggest that the younger generation of academics

might be more open to managing and being managed than the older generation they are replacing.
4.5 The pinch point

For now, the prevailing view remains that there are not enough high quality academic leaders to go around. The
management tier where this is felt most strongly is that of Head of School and/or Department. Why this tier in
particular? Partly it is a matter of numbers. Being at the base of the managerial pyramid, there are more positions
to fill at this level than at any other. Just as important, the Head of School and/or Department is, in many
institutions, the first line of academic leadership and the point (therefore) at which ordinary academic life is left
behind, even if only part-time and temporarily. The move into one of these positions represents a change not just
in degree of responsibility but in kind. As such, it can feel like a journey into the unknown, carrying with it

connotations of risk, loss, and uncertainty as well as of opportunity, reward, and impact.

A great deal of leadership development is geared towards confronting these risks and the inhibitions that go with
them. But the inhibitions run sufficiently deep — they are sufficiently personal - that they are best confronted in

ways that are themselves personalised, whether in the form of coaching or of direct mentoring by senior managers:

Encouraging academics to go into management involves talking to people and
persuading them to take on the tasks. | have sat in front of professors asking them
what they think it is to be a Head of Department and tried to get them to see that it
is better — by which | mean better for them — if they do it rather than someone else.
It's not about reward but to do with a conscious decision to expand your horizons,
take the plunge, and give your life over to management.

The pressures universities experience at this management level are significant in two ways. First, they have
operational implications for the day-to-day running of universities. Heads of School and Department are widely
seen as the fundamental unit of university management. If there are too few, of the right quality, to go around,
universities will struggle operationally. Second, they are the training ground for more senior positions within the
university. The more acute the shortage of internal talent lower down the management chain, the more likely there

is to be a shortage of internal talent higher up.

Getting people over the threshold is, in this sense, an important part of succession planning and leadership
development. But so too is keeping them over the threshold and ensuring that they are equipped and motivated to
lead their organisations. On this theme, we asked some of our sample to identify the point of no-return for
academic managers — the point at which they are committed to being managers for the remainder of their careers,
with no prospect of returning to ordinary academic life. Views on this differed, with some feeling that only heads of

institution truly fall into this category.
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5. PRESCRIPTION

5.1 Preliminaries

The previous section concerned itself with the causes of the mismatch between supply and demand in the
university leadership market. This section looks at the ways in which universities can respond to this mismatch.
These responses fall into two broad categories. One involves increasing supply. The other involves reducing

demand.
5.2 Increasing supply

On the supply side, there are a number of measures individual universities can take. They can recruit leadership
talent from rival institutions in the United Kingdom and beyond, thereby making up for internal shortages by
external means. Or they can develop their internal capacity, adding to the stock of human capital at their disposal.
Development programmes, targeted at the core internal constituency of would-be leaders, are one route to this
end. Their purpose is to enable individuals to acquire the technical and motivational equipment to become

academic leaders.

Changes in incentive structures, aimed at making leadership positions more attractive to this core constituency, are
another. These incentives can include salary inducements, research support, and the offer of sabbatical leave at the

end of a management stint.

Universities can take measures to invigorate their internal market in other ways, through removing internal barriers
and restrictive practices. As part of this, they can expand their conception of where within the organisation
academic leaders might come from — most obviously by relaxing the boundaries between the different groups of
staff in their employ. Academics are not, after all, the only group of professionals and managers that universities
have working for them. Universities employ a wide variety of professional and technical staff for whom managing
people and resources is a key part of their career structures. Should not these staff pick up any shortfall left in the
academic management structure by academics?  The answer is that universities remain relatively
compartmentalised institutions. Academics, so the consensus goes, prefer to be managed by their own. There
remains a widespread view that those who have not themselves been academics would lack credibility with
academic staff, short hand for the idea that their authority, as line managers at least, would soon be questioned - a

point we return to below and in a separate section.
5.3 Reducing demand

Instead of looking to increase the supply of academic leaders, universities can reduce demand for them. On this

point, a number of those we spoke to emphasised the plasticity of their institution’s structures:

Succession planning should never mean we always have to have a professor of X
who can teach Y. If you are to have smooth transitions of power when people leave
you need to be open to re-calibrating the job.

Re-calibrating individual positions is one way of reducing demand for academic leaders. But its scope is restricted
and its impact may only be short term. A more profound way of aligning supply and demand is through re-
structuring — for instance, through consolidating schools and departments. The attractions of re-structuring at this

level are, we were told, multiple. It aggregates what would otherwise be the competing demands of small scale
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business units, at the same time as bringing clearer lines of communication and management between the top of
the organisation and the middle. The less a university structure resembles a lead vessel pursued by a flotilla, the

easier it is for senior management to engage it and engage with it.

We cannot put a figure on how often re-structuring, particularly at the school and departmental level, is driven by
the recognition that not enough people are available to lead these parts of the university. But it is clear from our
interviews that this recognition has been present — prominently so in some cases — in a number of re-structurings.
The relationship between talent and structure is not one of cause and effect. Organisational structures are not
simply the product of whatever talent happens to be available at the time. There will be reasons to favour a
particular structure even where it is known that filling positions within it, in the short term at least, is likely to prove

difficult. But re-structuring is itself an important tool of succession planning.

This said, the re-structuring of a university can bring succession planning challenges of its own. The larger the
constituent units of an organisation, the more demanding the task of leading them. From the fact that it has too
few people to lead smaller business units, no university should conclude that it thereby has enough people to lead
larger units. In attempting to resolve one problem, that of an insufficient quantity of leaders, a university might find
itself creating another, that of an insufficient quality of leaders. In other words, problems of quantity may simply be

displaced onto problems of quality.
5.4 Re-casting the problem

So far, we have been looking at questions of supply and demand in largely conventional terms, pointing to the
constraints and opportunities that go with these conventions. Outside these conventions there is room for
experimentation and creativity. We found evidence among our sample that universities are willing to do just this.

e begin here by returning to our discussion of the notion of collective leadership capacity. We said before that
leadership can be viewed either as a relation of authority between individuals or it can be viewed as a principle of
individual action. As a matter of risk management, we pointed to the dangers for an institution of betting too many
of its chips on individual leaders. These dangers are several: the supply of individual leaders is uncertain, it is
expensive to maintain, and there will come a point where individuals exit the organisation either in order to join a

rival institution or simply to retire.

For the purposes of continuity and risk management, ensuring leadership supply is a broader notion than ensuring
there are enough individuals on the books to fill positions of authority. In other words, universities can (and some
do) address the problem of supply by expanding their conception of what supply is. This means operating with a
view of leadership that plays down the indispensability of individuals and plays up the idea of leadership as a

principle of individual action spread across the institution.

There are other ways in which universities can address the mismatch between supply and demand in the leadership
field. Leadership positions can be re-calibrated not just by changing job titles or engaging in broader re-
organisation. And providing people with incentives to take on leadership positions can and should sit alongside
removing disincentives to their becoming leaders. The title of a position may remain unchanged at the same time

that the balance between the academic and managerial responsibilities of the role alters fundamentally.

Thus a Head of School might still be called such (and indeed be a career academic) but nonetheless operate in an

environment where the day-to-day running of her School is undertaken by local professionals more experienced in
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management and managerial techniques than she is. The ready availability of support and expertise addresses, in
turn, a key disincentive to academics assuming leadership positions — that of being left to sink or swim in conditions
of pressure and unfamiliarity. On this theme, we were told of other ways in which universities are seeking to
provide a softer landing for those who are assuming leadership responsibility for the first time, namely, by the
creation of intermediate positions, such as Deputy Deans or Deputy Heads of School. These positions may be
cross-cutting and project-based and include on-the-job training and involvement in senior management meetings,

as well as more formal training.

Being restricted in their scope and time commitment, intermediate positions fulfil an educative role. They school
those who hold them in the ways of university management without the connotations of sink or swim that more
established positions involve. There are a number of spin-offs from this. One is in terms of promoting self-selection
- the hope being that intermediate positions give those who revel in them a taste for more and those who dislike
them a desire to quit while they are ahead. Another spin-off is in terms of promoting informed selection by
managers. How people fare in intermediate positions is revealing not just on grounds of self-selection but on
grounds of selection-by-others: it provides managers with the opportunity to see would-be leaders in action under

conditions that more or less simulate the real thing.
5.5 Time-limits and rotation

No discussion of university succession planning, and of the wider issues of supply and demand we have been
looking at here, would be complete without examining the arguments about whether leadership positions should
be time-limited in some way, either through rotation or through fixed-term appointment, or whether they should
be open-ended. Many in our sample were indeed keen to discuss this issue and to express their opinions about it.

The practice of rotation is not established in post-1992 institutions. But a number of post-1992 institutions do
indeed impose time-limits on their senior appointments. The fact the posts in question are not rotated, as they are
in universities in other parts of the sector, does not mean that post-1992 institutions are less interested in the
broader issue of time-limited appointments than their pre-1992 counterparts. So far as possible, we treat the issue
of time-limitation as an issue common to range of universities. This said, the rotation of posts raises distinctive

issues of its own and it is with these we begin.

According to the practice of rotation, person A holds a position for n-years before handing over to person B to hold
the position for the same period (with A typically returning to ordinary academic life). As we indicated, rotation is
essentially confined to pre-1992 universities, most obviously to those with a strong research tradition. The practice
sits neatly within a particular conception of university life itself, which views academia as a self-regulating
community of scholars bound together by relations of reciprocity, professional duty, and mutual respect. Placed
within this conception, the practice of rotation has two implications. One is to view managerial (as opposed to
scholarly) leadership as something that interrupts, and stands apart from, the ordinary and proper business of
universities. The other is to view leadership as requiring no particular training and expertise. On the rotation
system, after all, leadership positions are taken in turn, not on the basis of qualification or performance. Taken
together, these views appear to support the idea that managerial leadership is something to be undertaken,

reluctantly, by amateurs — precisely the view of leadership that many universities claim they want to challenge.

If these are indeed the assumptions enshrined in the rotation system, is it not surprising, we asked, that academics

are reluctant to put themselves forward for leadership positions? Some defended rotation in terms of its flexibility
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and the balance of risk it presents. By putting a time limit on the commitment, we were told, the rotation system
allows leadership positions to remain attractive to academics who do not want to give up their careers in research
and teaching for careers in management. In other words, rotation limits the risks required of individuals. It gives
them the flexibility to pursue a career in university leadership or to step away from such a career with dignity intact,
once the initial period of their rotation has been completed. Removing the time limit on these positions changes
the balance of risk by denying the possibility of dignified exit. As such, it does nothing to male the positions more
attractive to would-be leaders and something to make them less attractive. In a university market where demand

for leaders already exceeds supply, changing incentives in this way will simply make a bad situation worse.

Continuing in this vein, we heard that that time-limited appointments provide a propitious balance of risk not just
for would-be leaders but for those appointing them. The greater the restrictions on the time an individual can be in
post, the less of a risk a university is taking in appointing them. Time restrictions ensure that universities are able to
keep their options open and are not saddled with problem performers indefinitely. In this way, the notion of the

dignified exit appears to serve well the interests of both parties to the exchange.

Many in our sample felt that the issue with time-limited appointments was not simply about the balance of risk but
about the broader impact time-limitation has on the character of academic management. The argument here is
that time limits (expressed through rotation or otherwise) ensure that leaders and led within universities do not
become frozen into parallel streams of activity whereby those in authority lose sense of what daily university life is
like. They make for a continuous circulation of experience within an institution and cement the interests of leaders
and led:

The danger of permanent managerial positions is that of losing sight of what it is like
to be at the coalface of academic life. Permanence takes people permanently away.

If these are some of the arguments for time-limitation, there are powerful arguments against. The first concerns the
symbolism of the practice: time-limits promote the idea that leadership positions are exceptions to the ordinary
business of universities and that leadership itself is not the proper object of career aspiration. The second concerns
the disincentives it creates both for operational continuity and for succession itself. Some felt that limiting the time
people had to get things done to, say, three years undermined their chances of being successful and being able to

leave a managerial legacy:

People spend the first year learning the ropes, the second year knowing what they
are doing, and the third year planning their departure.

The more difficult that people find (and are seen to find) the task of achieve things during their managerial tenure,
the more unappealing the idea of entering into management becomes. As such, limiting managerial terms is self-

defeating: the measures that are designed to male university management more appealing end up discrediting it.

The third argument against time-limitation relates to the obstacles it creates to confronting entrenched interests
and practices. The attraction of preserving a separation between leaders and led, through having permanent
appointments, is that it enables leaders to distance themselves from the routines and personalities of daily
academic life. Without this distance, they run the risk of becoming mired in the status quo and incapable of
mounting bold challenges to it. The fact that many academic managers are faced with the prospect of returning to
the ranks of ordinary university life increases the incentive for individuals to do nothing now that might be held

against them by their colleagues in the future. Indeed, across our sample, it was recognised that the issue of what
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happens next to academic leaders was a challenging one, in terms both of the administrative mechanics of re-
integrating them into conventional university existence and of the motivational come down that the loss of

authority can bring.
5.6 Round-up

What did we make of the arguments we heard on this subject? The claim that time-limited appointments are more
appealing to would-be leaders than permanent appointments rests on a combination of deduction and intuition
more than it does upon empirical evidence. It may indeed stand to reason that positions become attractive the
more flexible they are, but the reasoning can (as we have seen) be made to work in ways that yield a different
conclusion. The issue, to our minds, is not whether universities lack an appetite for change when it comes to
reviewing their career practices: we did not, amongst our sample, encounter defensiveness in the matter of the
status quo. The issue is what sort of appetite they have for risk. The dominant approach remains that of changing

practices incrementally and from within a tradition rather than breaking with the past.

Of course, it is important not to trade in stereotypes and exaggerations. Rotation, for instance, comes in a variety
of forms: it is not a question of three years, then bust. A number of leadership positions are both rotated and
occupied by the same person for a period of six years (longer in some cases), on the basis of an initial appointment
of three years renewed for a further three. So, rotation is not necessarily short-term. Extended rotation is a
compromise between continuity and flexibility. It preserves the form of traditional practice but revises the content

and, in doing so, does not challenge the democratic principle that individual authority requires time limits.

Universities are not alone in claiming that time-limited appointments offer protection against being saddled with
poor performers. That claim is made by a wide range of organisations in the commercial and public sectors alike.
And it, in turn, evokes a common response, namely, that the way to deal with poor performance is to confront it
directly, through a proper system of performance management, rather than indirectly, through sitting it out on the
basis that, ultimately, time will resolve the issue. We are aware that for a number of reasons — some cultural, others
relating to historical agreements — this sort of robust performance management does not come easily to some
universities. Given this, the danger is that the debate about permanence and time-limits becomes a proxy for a

more fundamental debate about how universities deal with poor performance.

6. INSIDERS AND QUTSIDERS

6.1 Preliminaries

e began our report with an open-ended definition of succession planning. According to this definition, succession

planning is about having a process to fill key positions.

This allows for a spectrum of possibilities. At one end, succession planning is about having a process to fill key
positions wholly from within the ranks of the organisation: it is planning confined to the internal labour market. At
the other end, succession planning is about having a process to fill key positions wholly from outside the ranks of
the organisation: it is planning confined to the external labour market. In between stands the mixed economy
represented by open competition. Here, succession planning addresses itself to internal and external labour

markets alike.
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An example of the first category (internal only) would be a typical Head of School appointment in a Russell Group
university. An example of the second category (external only) would be where a university was entering what, for
it, was a wholly new area of activity — for instance, opening a medical school. An example of the third category (the

mixed economy) would be the appointment of a head of institution.

Does it make sense to speak of succession planning in relation to the external labour market, over which a given
university has no control? Is not succession planning a matter of identifying and growing only your own? We said
before that we think that no discussion of succession planning can exclude the external market. We found that, in
assessing their future needs, universities routinely make assumptions about the overall state of the labour market,
about the relative strength of their internal capacities, and about the options and risks confronting them across the
board. Assessments of the labour market in its totality form the backdrop against which decisions about individual

positions are taken.

Growing your own is indeed an important feature of succession planning. But it is not the same as relying on your
own. Growing your own is a matter of ensuring the health of your internal labour market, without wanting to
privilege internal appointments over external ones. Relying on your own is a matter of operating with an internal

labour market only and confining your organisation to internal appointments.
6.2 Variations in practice

Our study confirmed that universities differ markedly in their practices when it comes to their reliance on internal or
external labour markets. The culture of open competition is more firmly rooted in post-1992 institutions than in
other parts of the university community. It is common for such institutions to submit any and all posts from Head
of School upwards to open competition. In pre-1992 institutions, including those in the Russell Group, the
traditions are different. Here it is more common to find appointments at Head of School level being restricted to
internal candidates. Nor are these restrictions confined to Heads of School. In some cases they extend into senior
management positions — such as Deans and Pro-Vice-Chancellors — though not all the way up to the head of

institution.

It is easy to attribute these different approaches to variations in organisational culture or historical circumstance.
But we did not want to stop there. We wanted to uncover the logic behind the different approaches and to test out

different ideas about where the proper balance between internal and open competition should lie.
6.3 The case for internal competition

We group the arguments we heard in favour of internal competition under the headings of incentives and risk;

morale and retention; screening; and costs.

Incentives and risk. The argument was made to us that academics behave in the workplace in the same way as
other rational actors. The stronger their incentive to do something, the more likely it is they will do it. If we apply
this reasoning to leadership positions, it seems to follow that expanding the competition for positions has the effect
of diminishing the incentive for individuals to apply for them - for the very simple reason that the probability of
getting the job is in inverse proportion to the number of people applying for it. If the starting point is the reluctance
of academics to put themselves forward for leadership positions, and if the aim to encourage and equip them to do
just this, there is a strong case for strengthening not weakening the incentives that apply to internal candidates. As

such, opening-up positions to external competition runs the risk of being self-defeating. In the name of improving
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the overall quality of the talent pool, it might well reduce the number of internal applicants with no guarantee of an

offsetting increase in the number of external candidates.

Morale and retention. Like the incentives argument, the argument from morale and retention holds the practice of
open competition to have bad effects. Unlike the incentives argument, it does not view those bad effects in terms
of the impact of open competition upon the quality of the talent pool. Instead, it sees the bad effects as being more
generalised, extending to all those who are affected by the leadership position in question, regardless of whether
they see themselves as would-be candidates for it or not. The underlying idea here is that internal appointments
have a beneficial impact on staff morale and cohesion that external appointments cannot match. To appoint
internally is to provide a vivid demonstration that what is there already is valued and should be continued with and
this brings with it benefits in terms of what the literature calls deferred compensation. To appoint externally is to
say that the status quo and those associated with it are deficient — which, in turn, may weaken the loyalty of staff to

the institution that employs them and diminish their incentive to remain within it.

Screening. A number of our sample pointed to the difficulties universities face in gathering information on would-be
leaders that is sufficiently reliable and comprehensive to make informed decisions about who to regard as
leadership material. This is a sufficiently important topic that we devote a separate section to it. For now, we note
that difficulties of screening and assessment — of having a stock of data that allows individuals to be assessed
uniformly, objectively, and impartially — occur even within a single institution. They are more profound still where
comparisons are being made between individuals from different institutions and indeed from different parts of the
world. We were told of the danger that anecdote and guesswork start to fill the gaps that these different regimes
generate. And there is a further danger — a levelling-down effect whereby, in the name of equal treatment,
information that is not common to all is excluded from the assessment process, leaving a diminished and abstract
residue. As we say, screening difficulties occur even within institutions: an internal market is no panacea. But an
internal market offers the least-worst option in terms of gathering uniform, detailed information relevant to the

circumstances of the particular institution.

Cost. We said before that, whilst tradition and culture account for some of the variations in practices between
universities, cost-benefit analysis plays an important part as well. Running external competitions is relatively
expensive. There are significant costs involved in placing advertisements in the press, as there can be in processing
large numbers of applications. Where search consultancies are involved, these costs can increase by an order of
magnitude. Moreover, the costs are not confined to the recruitment transaction itself. Recruiting externally means
adding to your staff complement and thereby incurring a long-term commitment. Combined with this, there is a
perception that external appointees are more likely to expect to be paid above the odds than their internal

counterparts.
6.4 The case for open competition

If these are the arguments for internal competition, what are the arguments for open competition? Here again we
isolate four from our discussions: the circulation of talent; the opportunity for re-invention; incentives and authority;

and equality and diversity.

The circulation of talent. None of our sample questioned the desirability of university staff of all kinds, academics
and professionals, moving between institutions. They felt that the circulation of people was analogous to the

circulation of ideas — part of the inner logic of university life itself. The benefits of this circulation are multiple. To
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list them is to paint a picture of an ideal of university life, one which prizes institutions and individuals that are
active, engaged, purposeful, and fired up about what they do. Thus, the circulation of people is seen as adding to
an institution’s stock of wisdom (“outside people bring outside thinking”), expanding the horizons of the individuals

concerned, and allowing for the spread of innovation and fresh thinking across the sector:

I believe in turn-over — provided we know what to do when people go. It's healthy to
have a mix of internals and externals. We need new blood. I'm a great believer in
moving on. People flourish when they are introduced to new environments.

The opportunity for re-invention. The idea of people moving between universities is fed by an ideal. But the benefits
of this movement are not simply idealistic. There is a clear-cut business case here as well. Open competition gives
universities the opportunity to test themselves against their competitor institutions and to re-invent themselves by
increasing staff turnover, importing the staff they see as their future, and (where possible) exporting those they see
as their past. In fact, the circulation of people allows for a certain amount of brand cross-pollination. If University X

can recruit people from University Y, then some of Y’s prestige rubs off on X. As one participant put it:

Universities are endlessly benchmarking themselves against one ancther. If an
individual comes from an institution you respect, that’s very attractive. It's a cultural
issue. I'd be reluctant to appoint people from a backward, staid institution.

The idea of recruitment-as-re-invention goes some way to explaining why universities remain overwhelmingly
disposed to appoint external candidates as their heads of institution. More than any other individual, the head
symbolises the ambition for re-invention — and the capacity of the institution to attract high calibre individuals from
institutions it admires. As such, head of institution appointments represent both a statement of intent and an
indicator of market standing.

Importing leaders from outside an institution makes re-invention possible in another way. Universities, of all kinds,
prize intimacy and informality: the prevailing management ethos is collegiate more than it is command-and-control.
This collegiate approach has many benefits. But as we saw in our discussion of time-limited appointments in the
previous section, it can stigmatise breaking from the pack and introducing measures that challenge the status quo.
A relationship of authority can be harder to establish with those who have hitherto regarded themselves as your
equals than with those with whom you have no history. The more senior the individuals concerned, the more
pronounced this effect. This, again, has implications for appointing internal or external candidates to be heads of

institution.

Incentives and authority. The case for open competition can be made by way of appealing to the authority that it
confers not just upon the position holder but upon the standing of the position itself. This, in many ways, is the
reverse side of the argument from incentives and risk that we looked at before — the argument holding that the
greater the competition for a prize, the less likely it is that people will want to put themselves forward for it. On the
promoting authority argument, exposing positions to open competition promotes their standing. It makes them
more prestigious. So, while the competition may become fiercer, the thing being competed for becomes more
valuable. Given the choice between an internal competition (better chance of securing a less valuable prize) and an
open competition (worse chance of securing a more valuable prize) it is not obvious that the rational course of
action for internal candidates is to favour the former over the latter. In short, internal candidates may be more

inclined to put themselves forward for leadership positions under conditions of open rather than internal
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competition — to say nothing of the benefits to the overall quality of the field that come with attracting external
candidates as well. Beyond this, we were told by study participants that the authority of post holders is invariably

enhanced if they can say were appointed ahead of the best the market had to offer:

I believe people should always be subject to external competition. Compromises on
this are a mistake. Pure internal appointments lack authority — they can’t say they
were the best around. External competition is good for people’s authority.

Equality and diversity. We said before that an important argument for succession planning was precisely the
element of process it contained. To submit an activity to a process is to render that activity part of a transparent
order. Processes lend themselves to scrutiny according to tests of consistency, rationality, and evidence: they are
important instruments of accountability. The combination of a process and an open competition is a particularly
potent one when it comes to the cause of equality and diversity. It provides re-assurance that is both procedural
and substantive. It both reduces the scope for bias and stands as a public statement that the university is open to

all comers, whatever their background.
6.5 Round-up

How do these arguments stack up against one another? On the evidence we heard, the argument from incentives
and risk is exaggerated. Introducing open competition to appointments that have hitherto been confined to
internal candidates may indeed generate initial resistance. But, we believe, the practice generally comes to be

accepted over the medium-term. Its benefits in terms of authority and the circulation of talent are clear cut.

It follows that we do not think the morale and retention argument is decisive. Those we spoke to on this subject
did not, we should say, believe that morale always suffers as a result of external appointments or always benefits as
aresult of internal ones. An eye-catching external appointment can, it was recognised, boost morale by elevating
the status of the recipient organisation. Even if not decisive, the morale argument counts for something. If internal
candidates are routinely losing out to external ones in open competition, morale is indeed likely to suffer. Routine
failure of this kind would itself represent a failure of a key element of succession planning — that of growing your
own - and would call for increased effort to develop internal leadership capacity. On this point, some told us the
test they set themselves is that of whether at least one internal candidate is appointable in any given competition.
Others felt this to be too unambitious. Our own view is that the standard needs to be flexible and to take account

of the overall state of the labour market in relation to the management position and subject area in question.

The argument in terms of screening is an important one — more so than is commonly recognised and sufficiently so

to merit a separate discussion of its own.

The benefits of open competition in terms of circulating talent seem, to us, undeniable. But we felt that some

arguments for open competition — being competition
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