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Introduction 
Our People 2015 context

The Our People 2015 project focuses on the implementation of the University’s staffing strategy which aims to improve and strengthen the University's organisational capability and the capacity of our most important resource; our people. The Our People 2015 project will ensure we have the right people in place for the kind of university UWS wants to be by the year 2015. An important component of the staffing strategy is to inform and shape organisational and leadership culture. To this extent a survey of UWS culture has been undertaken through a series of focus groups.

This document is an analysis of the views of  a representative sample of over 250 UWS general staff and academic staff on the current culture and climate of the University
.  The views of these three groups were gathered in a series of focus group workshops
 held during March and April 2009 which built on the key themes emerging from the 2200 qualitative comments made by the 545 staff who responded to the 2008 UWS Staff Services Survey.
This report has been prepared by an independent consultant who attended all the workshops. The report integrates the information gathered from each of the workshops into overall themes and proposed solutions. 

The report was presented and discussed at the UWS Senior Management Conference held on April 16 2009. This final report also incorporates the views of students gathered via two focus groups. The first focus group was held with students working at the Call Centre in March 2009.   The second focus group was held with a small group of general students on 1 May 2009. 
What staff want culture to be

Focus group participants consistently described two key elements in the culture (‘the way we do things around here’) which they wanted to be part of at UWS:

· Committed - recognising that what UWS is doing for Western Sydney is really important and 
· Collaborative - working for UWS as a whole not just their own area.  
Assessment of current culture 

Overall the discussions in the focus groups showed a positive, constructive and committed culture. Participants felt UWS is “on the move “but still with scope for improvement. Group discussions elicited:
· Strong shared values with a shared belief in the moral purpose of UWS – bringing knowledge to life in Greater Western Sydney. It was acknowledged that UWS provided opportunity for the most diverse range of students in the country but there was still a lack of confidence about UWS’s standing compared to other Universities. 
· A need to know about the current UWS Strategy and how to influence it where possible. 

· The need for structural stability to build systems and relationships – no more large scale restructures.  
· Acknowledged improvement in service delivery and systems compared to say 5 or 10 years ago. General goodwill and cooperation towards other areas but opportunities to improve business processes with specific examples were cited. A questioning as to what should now be done centrally and what should be done in Schools and on different campus locations. A commitment to being ‘green’ with a desire to have the systems to make that possible. 
· An open communication style. Groups spoke up about their frustrations and concerns but also took the time to offer constructive suggestions in order to improve the effectiveness of UWS. There was a general commitment to doing a good job and the sharing of good ideas and good practice. 
· The acknowledged greater emphasis on research was viewed as a positive. However a major concern was that teaching skills were not as valued. It was felt there was a lack of support for and valuing of teaching administration roles. Coupled with this was a heavy reliance on sessional teaching staff and a need for greater focus on the support they needed.  A wide range of practical suggestions were made on what could be done in this regard. General staff indicated that there was some unevenness in managerial capacity which led to inconsistent application of policies and procedures. 
· A readiness on the part of all staff to deal with risk appropriately and accept greater accountability. Some staff were concerned about the lack of a career path and the need for succession planning.  Groups wanted Executive leaders to provide integration of University activities and steered engagement in decision making.   

Top 6 themes from focus group discussion  
The themes used in this report are based on the recurring suggestions identified through the 2008 Staff Survey on how to enhance UWS culture.  These were explored in more operational detail, along with other issues, at the focus group meetings. Many of the areas covered are interlinked.  
There was significant alignment in priorities and views among all the groups which is one sign of a cohesive and realistic culture. The only exception to that was that general staff spent much more time discussing performance management while academics spent more time on the issue of high quality staff. Students also added the need to support first year student transition. 

The comments of academic staff also aligned with the comments made at the Academic Agenda workshops held in November 2008.  Out of that menu of topics, focus group members chose to concentrate on valuing of teaching and learning, heavy reliance on sessional staff, more local autonomy (related to greater accountability), issues around IT and  AV service delivery, administrative work and general workload, influencing Executive Strategy and engagement in decision making.  

1) Convenient, focused and effective communication 
This theme took up the most air time as many aspects of communication were canvassed. Some of these link to other topics such as key services and minimizing bureaucracy. The preferred method of communication elicited a lot of discussion. Focus group members had mixed preferences. For every person who said “we need to use podcasts” another would counter by saying “that would be a complete turn off for me”. It was accepted that ideally communication should be targeted and 1) face to face 2) by phone and 3) by email. However it was generally agreed that email should be the default means of official University communication and reading email was each person’s responsibility. 
All of the groups raised the critical need to have a clear and detailed picture of University roles and functions. This should be in the form of a comprehensive directory which shows the organizational structure of UWS, identifies who does what and how and when they can be contacted. This directory could be linked to the proposed Service Charters (discussed in the Key Services section) so that it is clear what response times are. Students wanted to have response protocols in place for their tutors and lecturers so it was clear when and how they would respond to communications. 
It was also agreed by all groups that the website is a critical tool for both information provision and for undertaking business processes. It was proposed there should be a representative and efficient governance committee to drive strategic direction and efficiency coupled with sophisticated web analytics to measure and report on web performance and support future improvements. It was also suggested that the Web Manager should be a more senior post in order to influence overall communication strategy. Groups wanted the website redesigned so that it has an inviting look and feel. They also proposed that its content and navigation should be better organized and more user centred. Quite a few groups commented on the need for a more effective search engine.  

There was also a need to review the underlying business processes for major online processes such as enrolment and then ensure that all online steps are clear to the user and efficient. Students wanted to see student information on the website organized around their user needs with comprehensive links through vUWS to MySR, the online library and links to incoming email from UWS as well as all other major links students use. Students generally appreciated the quality of online resources for their courses. This was especially the case in Law and the Economics classes on Banking and Finance. However the availability of online resources depended on how comfortable the individual lecturer felt using technology.  Students felt the UWS student email account could be more use if it auto-forwarded to a student’s personal email address. One minor problem with the UWS email account is that it doesn’t save addresses and this discourages students from using it. 
Another issue was the need to understand the UWS ‘big picture’ and current strategic directions and to have regular access to this information. Staff supported the idea of Executive staff conducting open lunchtime forums at each campus on a regular basis (say every 6 or 3 monthly) to share the good news, update on strategic directions and answer questions.  Time pressures were raised as a possible barrier but as one person put it – “if the information is candid and I couldn’t access it anywhere else I would come”.  
Students wanted to know what was happening at UWS especially at their home campus. They saw a need to have an integrated communication strategy which encompasses the Campus Life Committees (CLCs), the student newspaper “ Degree” and the UniLife student newspaper. It was proposed that the student representative on each CLC should be the conduit for advising what students wanted to know about at each campus.   
Most of the academic groups expressed a strong wish to apply more discipline around meetings. This included:
· Having a clear agenda, relevant and focused briefing papers, tested options, correct chairing, a clear outcome and demonstrable accountability for action. 

· Clarifying if a meeting is the best way to tackle an issue and to ensure that the right people are there and heard

· Scaling up the appropriate use of ‘telecommuting’  through the use of teleconferences and technology such as Skype.
(Relates to the section on Green Culture)  

The issue of managing high volume communication was also discussed. Group members shared strategies such as:

· Revisiting the email communications’ protocols to refine when All Staff or All Academic emails should be sent. 

· Recognising the importance of administrative staff in managing and filtering email within Schools and across the University. 

· Engaging in other ways with staff on the ‘periphery’ who may not be on the main email system or have no time to access emails e.g. sessional staff and those staff in Clinical Schools. 

· Creating a first year contact person within Schools capable of managing the scope of the advice and successfully triaging students to the right person. 

Another aspect of communication was the need to understand the roles, functions and business processes of other areas. Staff suggested a range of mechanisms to encourage shared understanding of who does what in the University e.g. create networks across diverse business units, identify key contact people, have business unit open days for people from other areas and implement staff exchanges. 

Groups also saw the need for more detailed guidance information for specific target groups. These could be akin to Lonely Planet Guides written by people who had recently been in those roles who could pass on tips to new students, new HOPs and new sessional staff. Students also wanted to see consistency in Learning Guides as they reported quality is patchy.  Some good exemplars were noted – for example in Accounting.
2) High quality staff and their effective support

As explained in the introduction this topic area was a major focus for members of the academic groups. 
Overall, it was frequently observed that quality learning and teaching were not valued in the University to the same extent as research roles. The HOP role, and to a lesser extent the Unit Coordinator role,  was a key focus for discussion with group members noting  that the roles were not adequately recognized, supported or resourced. As one participant put it – “at present it looks to me like becoming a HOP is career suicide”. Some HOPs said they found it more and more difficult to give students a quality learning experience.  As one person put it “As HOP, teaching becomes a sideline as you get bogged down in administration.” Proposed solutions covered a lot of ground:

· Need to review Position Descriptions and the relationship of roles performed at the local level around courses – HOPs (large c.f. small courses); Unit Coordinators; AHOSs, HOSs etc. 

· Have a HOP mentor and written guidance material to ease people into the role. Consider the incentive system for HOPs - confirm that effective service in the role counts for promotion equally with research. Perhaps have a menu of incentives that staff can select from depending on their circumstances. 
· Introduce new staff positions such as Teaching Fellows ( who do not do research ) 

· Actively pursue succession planning in teaching

· Set up scholarships to build talented students into staff

· Give PhDs the opportunity to work as junior lecturers

· Set up targeted secondments into new roles with mentoring

Another key issue among the academic groups was the role of sessional staff in teaching. There was a view that it was important to concentrate on supporting sessional staff not just full time staff. Sessional staff were seen as being time poor with full time jobs and other commitments in addition to their UWS role. It couldn’t, therefore, be expected that sessional staff would have time to develop their corporate knowledge outside of their teaching commitments. The general view was that UWS needed to find better ways of integrating sessional staff effectively into the life of the University. However as with other focus areas, some Schools had been able to offer sessional staff more support so ideas were shared in the groups:

· Consult with a representative group of sessional staff to establish how best the University could support and incent them. 
· Ensure the CDA is signed off very quickly and that all sessionals are on the system, on the staff directory, with a staff card, electronic entry, access to IT and an email account before they start teaching. 

· Identify a work space for sessional staff so that they feel part of the work team 

· Possibly offer sessionals who are highly experienced but not academically qualified the opportunity to concurrently get their higher degree (possibly with a fees’  discount)

· Give care to selecting, supporting and training unit coordinators. Numbers of these people are responsible for more than 30 sessionals – in some cases up to 50. Consider giving unit coordinators rewards if they achieve high levels of student, sessional staff satisfaction and retention

· Although sessionals can’t get grants it was suggested that Adjuncts could –is some cross-over possible?
· Set up a university wide strategy to:

· Establish a Retired UWS Teachers Academy – for use as key sessional staff and local mentoring of new sessionals in the FOE 
The student group acknowledged the value in learning from dedicated staff who were passionate about their topic area e.g. Design staff who are prepared to stay back late to discuss their courses. They also valued working with staff who had recent professional experience. They felt that any patchiness in teaching quality transcended the sessional/full time divide. Sessional staff often had relevant and recent industry experience. From the student’s perspective the best teachers cared, listened, used interactivity, had up to date content and set up buddy systems so that students could support each other. Students wanted clear assessment requirements with worked examples, prompt and constructive feedback and consistent marking across units and campuses. Students were not enthusiastic about group assignments. They felt disadvantaged if team members were not equal participants. They also noted  a contradiction between asking students to work together for a group mark in a group assignment and UWS policies on plagiarism and collusion.  

Some general staff were concerned at what they felt was the mixed capacity of their managers. This was raised in the context of acknowledging that UWS had good policies and procedures but they were inconsistently applied by different managers.  
3) Performance Management, Accountability and Linked Incentives 
Less than 50% of the general staff attending (30/71) the focus groups had had productive and meaningful performance reviews within the last 12 months. This overall figure does not reflect the disparity between staff in central areas where about half had had reviews and the lower figure in the Schools where less than 10% had recent reviews. These low figures were due to a range of reasons – restructures, change of manager or just not making it a priority. As one staff member put it – my supervisor says “we’ll get around to it but I don’t push it “. Group members did acknowledge that PDU were very helpful when involved and that the trial of the new system was working positively. 
There was some discussion around the need to educate staff that reviews were not meant to be punitive. Rather reviews were an opportunity to focus on the good aspects of performance as well as areas for improvement. Staff were keen to look at career development options as part of the process but acknowledged in some areas there was no promotion path to aspire to. They offered the following suggestions 
· Train and mentor staff on how to conduct performance reviews 

· Perhaps have a name change in order to represent the process more positively  

· Simplify the paperwork 

· Link the performance management process to succession planning and development of career paths. Have career development resources and options to back up the process.   

There was no majority support for the introduction of a bonus pay incentive or rewards system. General staff were unsure how this would work out and lacked trust in the capacity of managers to decide fairly. As one staff member put it “who decides that this person deserves to go on that conference? “. However there was general agreement that recognition of effort was important. Some members raised the issue of providing incentives for staff who were in long term roles with no or limited promotional opportunities. 
Academic groups spent more time discussing incentives than the performance management process.  A number of participants called for greater accountability for staff and leaders at every level who do not deliver the outcomes sought from them. Discussion on incentives focused on tailored incentives for specific roles: 
· Direct rewards for unit coordinators who achieve a significant decrease in complaints and increased satisfaction and retention rates should be considered

· A menu of incentives that could increase the commitment and motivation of sessional staff were identified: e.g. discounted laptops, access to the UWS Library. (See section on High Quality Staff.) 
· The alumni of retired UWS staff who had been excellent teachers could be explicitly valued at an annual ceremony held by the VC. (see section on High Quality Staff)
4) Responsiveness of Key Services 

The general view across all groups was that there had been a real improvement in the service areas of UWS over the last 5 years. As one long standing general staff member put it – “There has been a huge improvement in cross-collegiality since 1992. Perhaps its the positive effect of my being in the Medical School. For those of us who have to reach out to other (service) areas of the University – the constant, consistent help has strengthened my relationships of many years and my experience is that that culture is embedded throughout the organisation “.  This was also the majority view of the academic staff. As one participant said: “Now you leave a message and they come back to you quickly and keep doing so until the issue is fixed”.  
The student group was also positive about their service interactions with HOPs and Unit Coordinators. The view was “HOPs and UCs are always on the ball – when asked they solve the problem”. The students also applauded initiatives to assist first year students transition to University. These included having first year coordinators, providing mentors and organizing social activities. Students suggested that enrolment should be staggered so that newly enrolling students were enrolled first. They also suggested that students could be employed as “enrolment assistants/orientation buddies” to help new students. They also felt that orientation day could be much more varied and lively. They felt it was too focused on administration 
Focus group members also felt there was generally enough flexibility and goodwill among service staff to help if you couldn’t meet the formal bureaucratic requirements and required extra support.   

A key challenge now is working out what is best done centrally and what must be done locally in order to provide the most effective and efficient service. Related to this is assuring consistency in service provision within units. Participants spoke of the need for all people in a unit to be equally responsive and capable of effectively and quickly solving problems or answering questions accurately – not just one or two. Ensuring the continuity of capable people creates challenges as many of the most competent people in different sections of the university take secondments in order to get promoted. 
Feedback was not uniform across all service areas. It should be noted that the IT, the Audio Visual service and Capital Works were mentioned more frequently as areas where services could be further improved. Participants were concerned about IT downtime and lack of support for new technologies, the need for timely AV set up was a source of frustration and communication about accommodation issues was raised as a key Capital Works issue. The student group identified some patchiness when dealing with sessional staff and some line staff. (See the section on High Quality Staff). 
Specific solutions:

· Develop Service Charters for central areas

· Create a network of interested and connected people to give feedback to the Service Centre (on quality, service and relationship)
· Encourage staff to acknowledge great service and pass the feedback on to a central point so it can be recognized 

·  Investigate giving incentives to highly experienced service staff to stay in their position in order to retain their corporate knowledge and ensure continuity of service. 
· Ensure all new staff and students have their various services in place before they commence – phone, email account, swipe card, pay etc. ( Also covered in the discussion on sessional staff in the High Quality staff section ) 
· Create a seamless and efficient business process between the Call Centre and the Student Centre so that students do not have to tell their story twice 
· Service areas to consult with line areas beforehand on the likely impact of changed deadlines
· Review and streamline the most commonly used business processes e.g. course approval process. Expedite online system for course approval and course accreditation. 
Some of the above solutions link to unnecessarily hierarchical approval systems and web-based processes that are overly complicated. These issues are also covered in the sections on Effective Communication and Minimising Bureaucracy. 

5) Minimising Bureaucracy 
Participants reported that unnecessary bureaucracy had decreased over the last 5 years but that there was still room for improvement. Proper risk assessment should be the key tool for developing decision making systems. It was agreed that some hierarchical sign off systems are essential to manage significant risk. However, UWS needs to beware of setting up complex sign off systems for processes that don’t constitute significant risk. Where this occurs, the perception can be that there is a lack of trust and/or a need for control irrespective of whether this adds value.

General staff expressed a readiness to take on more responsibility. As one person expressed it – “It can be scary but allows you to take pride in your work “. This group also noted that managers needed more sophisticated skills to manage in an environment where staff would be more accountable but also have more opportunity to make mistakes. 
It was emphasised that it is no good asking hierarchical committees to sign off on documents about which committee members either know little or can’t add value – this only leads to slowness in response and ‘rubber stamping’. There are links here to the move away from linear, fixed meeting based approval and review processes towards having far more UWS approval processes happening in parallel online with different levels of authority and access depending on the role concerned – read only; add comments; edit; sign off. 

As stated in the Key Services section, the overarching issue lies in achieving the right balance between central and local responsibility/accountability for decisions. This covers most of the key administrative and support areas and has direct links to figuring out how much local, ‘situated’ knowledge is needed to deliver a function effectively – one example cited was the movement of course marketing functions to the College level.

Specific suggestions were:  
· Review the ETan system and the high costs of airfares produced by the UWS provider compared to what can be achieved by each person going online or dealing directly with an airline themselves

· Sign off for domestic travel to be streamlined and done locally against an agreed set of quality and risk management checkpoints

· Review and streamline the course approval process. Expedite online system for course approval and course accreditation. (see also section on Key Services) 

6) A supportive, easily accessed and attractive working environment and a green culture

It was very clear that focus group participants wished to have improved amenities with comfortable social spaces for informal interaction and exchange. It was noted that higher quality performance ensues if staff have opportunities to interact informally in comfortable spaces that encourage them to ‘hang around’. It was recognized that available and quality food options are also essential to a positive amenity. Some participants believed that UWS Connect had taken some positive initiatives recently, (e.g. at Kingswood) however other participants noted that overall food quality and options were not good and prices were too high for student budgets. It was suggested that a student kitchen space should be installed at Nepean and Hawkesbury (there is one at Bankstown) equipped with microwave and hot water so that students could reheat their own food or make simple snacks. 
Participants recognized the challenge lay in achieving a consistently good standard of amenity in a multicampus context with limited resources. Transport was a key issue for students. If they came by car and paid for a parking spot they expected to be able to get a park. Students were amenable to having teaching spread across a 5 to 7 day week or having an extended campus day in order to ease congestion. Students were keen to see greater support given to clubs and societies. They proposed that the university should provide rooms and that clubs should be student run but financially supported via student fees.    
All focus group members were keen to play an active part in greening UWS. The interface between too many face to face meetings, the spread of UWS campuses with limited parking, and excessive travel with its consequent contribution to the University’s carbon output and inefficient use of time was a common theme. Proposed solutions covered: 
· Decreasing transport miles via joint booking and use of University vehicles for intercampus travel; more telecommuting and virtual meetings; giving students priority parking if they bring more than two students in their vehicle and green timetabling of classes especially at Parramatta
· Implementing systematic policies to reduce water, power and waste. Having policies for the recycling of printing ink and the use of recycled paper. Publicising the dollar savings achieved. 
· Moving away from a “print everything” culture by using laptops at meetings

· Using the results of relevant UWS student research to feed into policies e.g. students are mapping movements of staff and students on the Penrith campuses.

· The AHOS group offered to assist the PVC in implementing a cross-university behaviour change strategy to implement the Greening Strategy. 

Recommendations 
All proposed solutions in this report are important as they represent the high level distillation of many suggested actions gathered from all the groups. However it is recommended that UWS give consideration to the following initial priorities: 

· Preparing the detailed staff directory discussed in the section on Effective Communication
· Rolling out the new performance management review process across UWS  

· Streamlining and expediting key business processes (Specific examples cited are  the need for a customer relationship management system to allow for seamless processing between the Call Centre and the Student Centre, the proposed online course approval process and the online forms for sessional staff.)
· Consulting with a representative group of sessional staff to establish how best the University could support and incent them in their roles.
· Introducing a training, support and incentive scheme for teaching administrative roles (HOPs and UCs). 
· Tapping the willingness to be “green “by rolling out some achievable and effective actions for staff and students to get involved in. 
As a longer term and ongoing priority, it should be kept in mind that the sorts of changes proposed by UWS staff members in this report require a more complex, evolving and discretionary role for UWS managers. Ongoing training and support for managers to play this role will be vital in retaining high quality staff. 
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� Culture defined as: the attitudes, experiences, beliefs and values of an organisation ; a specific collection of values and norms that are shared by people and groups in an organisation and that control the way they interact with each other and with stakeholders outside the organisation 





� Focus groups were facilitated by Rhonda Hawkins and Professor Geoff Scott  across 5 campuses with general     and academic staff in attendance
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