syllogism

SUCCESSION PLANNING
IN THE UNIVERSITY SECTOR

30 NOVEMBER 2009

SYLLOGISM LLP - 32 DUKE STREET - ST JAMES'S - LONDON - SW 1Y 6DF - www.syllogism.co.uk - +44 (0)20 7873 2217




syllogism

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
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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
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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
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