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Managing human intellectual capital in Australian universities?

Summary
This submission comments on how the knowledge-creating employee is managed within Australian universities, particularly with regards to the diverse nature of human intellectual capital in the 21st Century.

Situations in the United Kingdom, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, University of Toronto and Australian universities are mentioned.

Proactive initiatives are needed in respecting, supporting and encouraging diversity, equity and racial harmony.

In implementing organisational changes, unless the vision, commitment and intent come from the top, it will not filter down to the department heads.  The university will not make real progress no matter how often salaries are raised. 

Peter Drucker perceived the arrival of the knowledge worker in 1969. In recent times, human intellectual capital or the knowledge-creating employee has definitely arrived. What is more important is that human intellectual capital is the scarce resource of productivity in academic and non-academic institutions throughout the world. If that is the case, should colour and sex define the value of human intellectual capital?

In the Times Higher Education Supplement of December 15, 2000, Claire Saunders reported the following findings of research conducted by the Association of University Teachers in the UK:

"White academics are three times more likely than black academics to be earning more than 35,000 pound sterling. That ethnic minorities are less likely than whites to be in senior grades and more likely to be in lecturer and research grades. Academics of Asian ethnicity are most likely to be employed on a fixed-term contract. Minorities after allowing for age and length of service were less likely to be Professors than their white colleagues".

In 1994, at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, female professors of the neuroscience department felt they were discriminated against and brought it to the attention of the dean, Professor Robert Birgenau. President Charles M Vest and Robert Birgenau took appropriate steps to redress the glaring inequities. In addition, they hired staff on the basis of excellence alone and achieved a distribution of staff representative of the diversity of the student body and society. According to Robert Birgenau, who is now the President of the University of Toronto, they were able to" move the neuroscience department from being strong, but not world class, to being well up among the top ten in North America".

Later, in an interview with the Boston Globe Magazine, December 31, 2000, Charles M Vest says:

"I have always believed that the gender discrimination is part reality and part perception. I now understand that reality is by far the greater part of the balance". 

As the current President of the University of Toronto, Robert Birgenau has already set in motion a series of proactive initiatives in respecting, supporting, and encouraging diversity, equity and racial harmony. Speaking recently (March 21, 2001) at a university celebration of the International Day for Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Birgenau said:

"department heads will understand, as most now do, that one of the critical criteria used to assess them will be their success in attracting diverse faculty to their departments".

In the Australian Higher Education of December 6, 2000, Patrick Lawnham reports in an article titled 'Avoiding the quits', the findings of a Queensland University researcher's study involving more than 900 Australian lecturers. He states:

"Australian academics believe the key reasons for considering a job change are equity issues, irrespective of satisfaction with the existing job".

In progressive universities around the world, the diversity of the population is acknowledged, respected, supported, equity encouraged and positive programs have been put in place to harness the immense talents of women, minorities and other disadvantaged groups. In Australian universities, women and ethnic minorities are woefully under-represented in senior management grades and professorial ranks. The most significant impediment to progress in this area comes from the sheer lack of vision and indeed lack of courage of senior management in Australian universities to bring about the necessary changes to eradicate discriminatory practices. 

A progressive senior academic manager who stands tall among other academic managers in Australia is Professor Deryck Schroeder, VC of the University of Western Australia and Deputy President of the Australian Vice Chancellors Committee. In an article he wrote in the Australian in 1999 titled "Diversity the key to Equality" he said:

"Within the higher education sector those of us in leadership positions have the great opportunity to be champions of diversity and inclusion, communicating reasons for change, addressing and developing creative, effective cultural change strategies towards the betterment of our universities as institutions of excellence best able to serve knowledge and our communities in an era of extraordinary global change".

In order for Australian universities to be recognised as institutes of excellence, innovative and creative strategies have to be put in place. These strategies should include the effective management of their most precious asset, human intellectual capital irrespective of their sex or colour. Australian universities cannot afford to squander the intellectual potential of women and ethnic minorities. Equality will lead to overall progress of a faculty with a wider talent pool for the university and benefit society as a whole.

Recommendations to harness the potential of human intellectual capital

· Every university to include in their mission statement, the importance of the value of human intellectual capital. 

· Every university to restructure their senior management staff to include visionary managers representing the diversity of the population. That these people are carefully chosen to ensure that they are professional managers who are deeply committed to implementing the equity vision of the university rather than merely paying lip-service to the notion of equality and equity. 

· That these senior managers are trained regularly and updated with current legislation in dealing with unlawful discrimination. They are also encouraged to take initiatives to find creative solutions to effectively recruiting and managing diverse university staff.

· If complaints are lodged about equity issues, it must be treated seriously and in a spirit of understanding and conciliation.  Prolonging the investigation indefinitely must be avoided as this can result in harmful stressful situations. In addition, effectively finding solutions that are acceptable without prejudging or victimising the complainant. If necessary, to bring in an outside independent equity consultant to provide advice. Sham internal investigations should not be encouraged or the status quo of a sexist or racist culture within a university should not be protected.

· Implement positive programs to harness the immense talents of women, minorities and other disadvantaged groups.

· Change processes that are unethical or immoral (E.g. Promotion process).

· Universities must be transparent where equity issues are concerned.

· Senior management must be made to understand that one of the critical criteria to assess them will be their success in attracting and managing diverse staff in their university.

· Targets must be set and reviewed regularly to promote women and ethnic groups to senior grades, professorial ranks and senior management on the basis of excellence and not on other unlawful methods of discrimination.
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