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A Research Framework That Examines Work Life Factors
of Academics and Transformational Change.
George Comodromos*
Research in social and work life factors that are accepting of
change and the application of social exchange theory would
expand change management theory beyond an examination of
factors that cause resistance to change. A new research model is
proposed that would identify factors that contribute to facilitating
acceptance of dramatic or transformational change. The new
model could be applied to organisations considering introducing
transformational change to assess the suitability of existing
employees to this type of organisational change.

Field of research: Change Management
Introduction
The aim of this paper is to propose a research strategy that explores the work life
factors of Australian academics that lead to the acceptance of transformational
change. Of particular interest will be the relationship between academics
involvement in universities and their perception of how they regard themselves.
Transformational change management will be further researched in the light of
academics’ personal, work related and environmental factors and how these
affect a more accepting perception of dramatic change. The context of the
research strategy will be the Australian higher education sector. The conceptual
framework of the research can, at a later stage, be applied to an organisation that
is considering introducing change to assess whether the organisation’s
employees are suited to an easy transition to dramatic change.
The key research questions will be:
What particular work life factors of academics have a bearing on the acceptance
of transformational organisational change?
• Do the career aspirations and work life history of academics have any
bearing on their likely acceptance of transformational change?
• Does the balance of research, teaching and administration and other
working conditions for academics have an effect on the acceptance of
dramatic organisational change?
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Does the context of the work environment namely the shift from collegial to
managerial management style have an impact on the
acceptance of transformational change
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Rationale For The Research Strategy
The key fields of literature that the research strategy will investigate are
academic’s involvement, transformational leadership and transformational
organisational change management. Although considerable research has already
been completed in these areas they remain pivotal to the running of a successful
organisation. A gap still remains in the literature with respect to the work life
factors that contribute to the acceptance of transformational change and the
challenge to human resource practitioners is to create a work environment in
which employees accept rather than resist transformational change (Iverson
1996).

Academic work environment
The metamorphic changes that universities have been made subject have had a
negative impact on the workloads and morale of academics. The new demands
that have been placed on universities have impacted on academic resources and
have had marked effects on academic staff (Clarke 1997). Higher performance
measures with fewer resources are taking their toll on academics (Harman 2003).
Academics feel less in control of their own destinies (Ramsden 1998) and they
are losing control over the balance between teaching, research and
administration (Bellamy 2003). Weller & Van Gramberg’s (2007) research shows
that employee involvement by academics in the Australian higher education
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sector has diminished markedly over the period of transformational organisational
change. Further research is needed in order to paint a more accurate picture of
what engages academics in the workplace and what work life factors contribute
to creating a more positive working environment.

Transformational organisational change and leadership style
Metamorphic organisational change requires a transformational leadership style
and so the strain of the change process can have a deleterious impact on
workplace morale and job satisfaction(Hart 1996).
Organisational change not only involves modifications, often quite dramatic, to an
organisation’s structure (Carnall 1986; Dunphy 1990) but just as significantly the
capacity of employees to adapt to these changes. Much of the change literature
has researched employee resistance to change (Coch 1948; Lewin 1951;
Gardner 1987; Dawson 1994). This change literature (Lewin 1951; Bennis 1969)
is mostly concerned with incremental organisational change and does not
address large-scale strategic change. Later, Golembiewski (1979) studied
different levels of change and proposed three categories of change, alpha, beta
and gamma. Gamma change described transformational change that involved a
quantum shift in work practices. Bartunek (1988) describes transformational
change, which is the area this project will focus, as a basic shift in attitudes,
beliefs and cultural values. The Organisational Development model (Dunphy
1988; Stace 1991) highlights the participation of individuals as being integral to
the change process. Wilson (1992) argued that this model is too normative and
overlooks the antecedents to change. The gap in the change literature is again
concerned with the lack of empirical evidence concerning the work life factors
that lead to the acceptance of transformational change and the success of these
programs.

Leadership style
The style of leadership is integral to a successful change process; the greater the
change the more significant the leadership style. The research that Hart (1996)
presents, investigates the notion that there is a positive relationship between
transformational leadership and job satisfaction in an organisation undergoing
dramatic change.
Transformational leaders can mitigate the distress and low morale that can be felt
by employees undergoing transformational change and so help them achieve an
easier transition to change.
The relationship employees have with their management has a significant effect
on the success of transformational organisational change. Dramatic,
transformational organisational change brings employees and management
closer together as they become more reliant on each other to construct new
cultures as a result of the change process (Hendry 1996).

Social Exchange Theory
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Social exchange theory and life story defines social change as a series of
negotiated exchanges between involved parties. Homans (1958), the initiator of
the theory, saw social behaviour as a process of goods exchange with the
intention of arriving at a final equitable balance that would satisfy all parties. The
series of exchanges between actors can result in a number of contingencies
where actors may need to modify their resources to meet the expectations and
needs of their fellow actor. Power plays a role in the exchange process (Emerson
1962; Blau 1964) but it doesn’t reside with any one actor. According to Emerson
(1962) power resides implicitly in the other’s dependency on the exchanged
resource.
Social exchange theory will be used in the project’s research to help develop a
better understanding of what are the work life factors that lead academics in the
Australian Higher Education sector to more readily accept transformational
change.
Reciprocity Theory
Reciprocity theory is concerned with fairness and the reward of kind actions and
the punishment of unkind ones (Falk et al 2005). In interpersonal exchanges
between people there is account taken and evaluation of actions between parties
not only in terms of resulting consequences but also in terms of intention. Fair
intentions in the interaction between people who are dealing with each other are
significant in creating a perception of ‘kindness’(Falk et al 2003, McCabe et al
2003).
Reciprocity theory will be used in the project’s research to help evaluate the
fairness of interactions between employees and management.

Conceptual Framework
The research strategy model will be based on the work related variables derived
from current literature on change management and organisational commitment
(Porter 1974; Cotton 1990; Iverson and Roy 1994).
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Figure 1 provides a graphic illustration of the conceptual framework.
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(Figure 1)
Specific areas of interest and gaps in extant research are as follows:

Personal Characteristics
A body of research (Cordery 1991; Cordery 1993) has established that age and
tenure have a negative impact on the acceptance of change. It is hypothesised
that this is true of academics but remains to be tested with respect to
transformational change. Research on gender and its relationship with
organisational change (Cordery et al. 1991; Cordery et al. 1993) has had
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inconsistent findings. A gap remains in the literature as to whether women cope
better with transformational organisational change than men, particularly
academics. The other characteristics, (union membership, position, career
aspirations and worklife history) are included to highlight differences in motivation
and stress related issues between academics.

Environmental Context
Management style and the way managers use people in the organisation have a
significant impact on employees’ motivation and morale and employees
expressing their voice in the workplace (Marchington et al 2005). Purcell’s (2008)
research looks at the links between people performance management and
organisational performance. Zeffane (1994) and Deery (1992) argue that a
harmonious industrial relations climate represented a feature of management
style and is related to organisational commitment. There has been significant
research completed on ‘top down’ management style that examines the effect
managers have on employees but there has been little research completed on
the ‘bottom up’ effect of why employees respond to particular management styles
and not others particularly with respect to transformational change.
Australian Universities have undergone recent transformational change and one
outcome of this change is the movement from a collegial to a more managerialist
style of organisational control. A collegial management style is participative and
inclusive whereas a managerialist style has a more narrow decision making focus
(Miliken 2001).This has had a negative impact on the working environment of
most academics but others have embraced this change. Further research is
needed to investigate why some academics have a more positive attitude to
transformational organisational change and whether this has to do with
managerial style.

Work Related Factors
An academic’s ability to balance the demands of research, teaching and
administration duties has a significant impact on their autonomy in the work place
and their response to their working conditions. Autonomy is a measure of the
amount of control employees have over their work and remains a significant
buffer against work related stress (Miller 1990; Ray 1991)
The increased work demands create an imbalance of time spent on research,
teaching and administration and can have a negative impact on morale and
attitude to change. Academics are becoming increasingly dispirited, demoralised
and alienated from their organisation (Halsey 1992; McInnis 1992) and so further
research is needed to explore how academics are coping with their workloads
and why some academics accept these dramatic changes in working conditions.

Proposed Research Methodology
The research strategy will take a constructionist epistemological approach and
begin by requesting academics at two (Melbourne and Monash) out of the eight
Group of Eight universities to participate in a series of semi structured interviews
that seek to investigate how their work life factors impact on their attitude to the
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transformational change recently experienced by their university. It is envisioned
that there will be 10-15 academics from each of the two universities who will be
willing to participate in the research. The final selection of research candidates,
probably between 20 and 30, will represent a cross section of all academics
inclusive of gender balance, different academic levels, different age groups and
length of service at the university. The semi-structured interviews will be flexible,
iterative and continuous as characterised by Rubin and Rubin (1995) in their
qualitative interviewing guidelines and will later form case studies.
The two universities are chosen from the Group of Eight to maintain homogeneity
of sample as well as provide a contrast between the older Melbourne University
and the relatively new Monash. The objective is to test factors identified from the
extant literature that lead to the acceptance of transformational organisational
change and identify any new factors not researched previously. The analysis will
result in the classification of the four universities in accordance to academics’
perception of the success of the transformational change process. To further
validate the interview findings a series of focus groups will be conducted in an
effort to provided better understanding of the issues raised in the case study
research.
The following key areas will be examined in the research model to isolate the
work life factors that most contribute to the acceptance of change and explore to
what extent academics have accepted the transformational organisational
change process at their university.
• Degree to which the personal attributes, work related and environmental
factors impact on acceptance of transformational organisational change.
• Evidence of transformational leadership style and general acceptance of
dramatic change process
Research results will be triangulated with extant theories to lead to new theory
extension and adoption. The identification of new factors that lead to new theory
formation incorporates grounded theory (Glaser 1967). Grounded theory utilises
qualitative research methodology with the intention of generating theory from the
data derived from the research process.

Conclusion
Much has already been researched in the area of change management but little has
been done recently with respect to investigating transformational change using the
methodology derived from social exchange theory. An investigation of the work life
factors of academics that result in an acceptance of transformational change would
help address gaps in the existing literature. The research strategy that has been
proposed provides a structure that can be later applied to further analysis as well as
contribute to further theory building in the area of change management.

REFERENCE LIST
Alexiadou 2001, 'Management identities in transition: A case study from further
education', The Sociological Review, vol. 49, no. 3, pp. 412-35.
337

Comodromos
Appelbaum, SH, Hebert, D & Leroux, S 1999, 'Empowerment, power, culture and
leadership', Journal of Workplace Learning, vol. 11, no. 7, pp. 233-54.
Applebaum, E, Bailey, T., Berg, P & Kalleberg, A. L. 2000, Manufacturing
adavantage: why high-performance work systems pay off, Cornell University
Press, New York.
Ashmos, DP, Duchon,D., McDaniel, R.R.Jr., Huonker,J.W. 2002, 'What a mess!
Participation as a simple managerial rule to 'complexify' organisations', The
Journal of Management Studies, vol. 39, no. 2, pp. 189-206.
Barcan, A 1997, 'The liberal university death and transformation', Education research
and perspectives, vol. 24, no. 2, pp. 1-28.
Bartunek.J.M. and Louis, MR 1988, 'The interplay of organsational development and
organsational transformation', in RWaP Woodman, W.A. (ed.), Research in
Organisational Change and Development, JAI Press, Greenwich, vol. II, pp.
97-134.
Bass, BM 1999, 'Two decades of research and development in transformational
leadership', European Journal of work and Organisational Psychology, vol. 8,
no. 1, pp. 9-32.
Bass,

BMA, B.J. 1994, Improving organisational
transformational leadership, Sage, London.

effectiveness

through

Bellamy, S, Morley, C & Watty, K 2003, 'Why business academics remain in
Australian Universities despite deteriorating working conditions and reduced
job satisfaction: An intellectual puzzle', Journal of Management Studies, vol.
25, no. 1, pp. 13-28.
Bennis, W 1969, Organisation Development:Strategies and Models, AddisonWesley, Reading, MA.
Bessant, B 1993, 'Corporate practices and their penetration of university
administration and government', paper presented to AARE, Perth.
---- 1996, 'Higher education in Australia: a slightly jaundiced survey', Journal of
economic literature, vol. 14, pp. 827-56.
---- (ed.) 2002, A climate of Fear: from collegiality to corporatisation. The Subversion
of Australian Universities, Woolongong.
Blau, P 1964, Exchange and Power in Social Life, Wiley, New York.
Carnall, CA 1986, 'Towards a theory for the Evaluation of Organisational Change',
Human Relations, vol. 39, no. 8, pp. 745-66.
Churchman, D, Stehlik, T 2007, 'tranforming academic work: Communities of
practice in Australian universities', Journal of Organisational Transformation
and Social Change, vol. 4, no. 3, pp. 263 -78.
Clarke, BR 1997, Creating entrepreneurial universities: Organisational pathways of
transformation, IAU Press/Pergamon, Paris.
Coaldrake, P, Stedman, L 1998, On the brink: Australia's Universities confronting
their future, Queensland University Press, St. Lucia.

338

Comodromos
Coch, L, J. French, J.R.P. 1948, 'Overcoming resistance to change', Human
Relations, vol. 1, pp. 512-33.
Considine, M 2006, 'Theorizing the university as a cultural system: Distinctions,
identities, emergencies', Educational Theory, vol. 56, no. 3, pp. 255-70.
Cordery, JL, Barton, K., Mueller,W., Parker,S. 1991, 'Multiskilling: The Views of
Public Sector Human Resource Managers', Asia HRM, vol. 29, no. 3, pp. 7989.
Cordery, JL, Sevastos,P., K., Mueller,W., Parker,S. 1993, 'Correlates of employee
attitude to wards functional flexibility ', Human Relations, vol. 46, no. 6, pp.
705-23.
Cotton, JL, Vollrath,D.A.,Lengnick-Hall,M.L.,Froggatt,K.L. 1990, 'Fact: the form of
participation does matter - A rebuttal to Lenana, Locke and Schweiger',
Academy of Management Review, vol. 15, no. 1, pp. 147-53.
Creswell, JW 1994, Research design, qualitative and quantitative approaches,
Thousand Oaks, Sage.
Currie, J 1996, 'The effects of globalisation on 1990s academics in greedy
institutions: overworked, stressed out and demoralised', Melbourne studies in
education, vol. 37, no. 2, pp. 101-28.
Dawson, P 1994, 'Lost Managers or Industrial Dinosaurs? A reappraisal of Front Line
Management', Australian Journal of Management, vol. 16, no. 1, pp. 35-47.
Deery, SJ, Iverson,R.D.,Erwin,P.J. 1994, 'Predicting Organisational and Union
Commitment: the Effect of Industrial Relations Climate', British Journal of
Industrial Relations, vol. 32, no. 4, pp. 581-97.
Denzin, K 1978, The Research Act, Mcgraw-Hill, New York.
Dunphy, DC, Stace, D.A. 1988, 'Transformational and Coercive Strategies for
Planned Organisational change: Beyond the OD Model', Organisation
Studies, vol. 9, no. 3, pp. 317-34.
---- 1990, Under New Management: Australian Organisations in Transition, McGrawHill, Sydney.
Emerson, R 1962, 'Power-Dependence Relations', American Sociological Review,
vol. 27, no. 1, pp. 31-41.
Falk,E.,Falk A.,Fischbacher,U.,2003. On the nature of fair behaviour. Inquiry 41 (1),
20-26
Falk A., Fishbacher,U., 2005 A theory of reciprocity. Games and Economic
Behaviour 54 (2006) 293-315
Gardner, DG, Dunham,R.B.,Cummings,L.L.,Pierce,J.L 1987, 'Employee Focus
Attention and Reactions to Organisational Change', Journal of Applied
Behavioural Science, vol. 23, no. 3, pp. 351-70.
Glaser, BGS, A.L. 1967, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for
Qualitative Research, Aldine de Gruyter, New York.
Golembiewski, RT 1979, Approaches to Planned change Part II: Macro-level
Interventions and Change-agent Strategies, Marcel Dekker, New York, NY.
339

Comodromos
Guest, D 1987, 'Human Resource Management and Industrial Relations ', Journal of
Management Studies, vol. 24, pp. 503-21.
Halsey, AH 1992, Decline of donnish dominion, Clarendon Press, Oxford.
Harman, G 2003, 'Australian Academics and Prospective Academics:Adjustments to
a more commercial environment', Higher Education Mangement and Policy
Journal, vol. 15, no. 3, pp. 105-22.
Hart, PM, Griffin,M.A., Wearing,A.J., & Cooper,C.L. 1996, manual for the QPASS
Survey, Public Sector Management Commission, Brisbane.
Hendry, C 1996, 'Understanding and creating whole organisational change through
learning theory', Human Relations, vol. 49, no. 5, pp. 621-41.
Homans, GC 1958, 'Social Behaviour as Exchange', American Journal of Sociology,
vol. 63, no. 6, pp. 597-606.
---- 1958, 'Social Behaviour as Exchange', American Journal of Sociology
vol. 63, no. 6.
Iverson, RD 1996, 'Employee acceptance of organisational change: the role of
organisational commitment', The International Journal of Human Resource
Management, vol. 7, no. 1, pp. 122-49.
Iverson, RD & Buttigied, DM 1999, 'Affective, normative and continuance
commitment: Can the 'right kind' of commitment be managed?' Journal of
Management Studies, vol. 36, no. 3, pp. 307-33.
Iverson, RD & Roy, P 1994, 'A causal model of Behavioural Commitment: Evidence
from a study of Australian blue-collar employees', Journal of Management,
vol. 20, no. 1, pp. 15-41.
Kahn,

WA 1990, 'Psychological conditions of personal engagement and
disengagement at work', Academy of Management Journal, vol. 33, no. 4, pp.
692-724.

Lafferty, G, Fleming, J. 2000, 'The restructuring of academic work in Australia:
Power, management, and gender', British Journal of Sociology of Education,
vol. 21, no. 2, pp. 257-67.
Lansbury, RD 2000, 'Workplace Change and Employment Relations Reform in
Australia: Prospects for a New Social Partnership?' The Drawing Board: An
Australian Review of Public Affairs, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 29-45.
Layder, D 1993, New Strategies in Social Research: An Introduction and Guide,
Polity Press, Cambridge.
---- 1998, Sociological Practice: Linking Theory and Social Research, SAGE
Publications, London.
Lee, JJ 2007, 'The shaping of the departmental culture: Measuring the relative
influences of the institution and discipline', Journal of Higher Education Policy
and Management, vol. 29, no. 1, pp. 41 - 55.
Lewin, K 1951, Field theory in Social Science, Harper & Row, New York.
---- 1951, Field theory in social science, Harper and Row, New York, NY.
340

Comodromos
Marchington, M and Wilkinson, A. 2005, ‘Direct Participation and Involvement’, in S.
Bach (ed), ‘Managing Human Resource: Personnel Management in
Transition’,4th ed, Oxford
Marginson, S 1997, 'Competition and contestability in Australian higher education,
1987-1997', Australian Universities Review, vol. 40, no. 1, pp. 5-14.
---- 2000, 'Rethinking academic work in the global era', Journal of Higher Education
Policy and Management, vol. 22, no. 1, pp. 23-5.
---- 2006, 'the dynamics of competition in higher education: the Australian case in
global context', Higher Education Journal, vol. 52, no. 1, pp. 1-39.
---- 2007, 'Global University Rankings: Implications in general and for Australia',
Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management
vol. 29, no. 2, pp. 131-42.
McCabe, K., Rigdon, M., Smith, V., 2003. Positive reciprocity and intentions in trust
games. Economic Behaviour. 52, 267-275
McInnis, C 1992, 'Changes in the nature of academic work', Australian Universities'
Review, vol. 35, pp. 9-12.
---- 1996, 'Change and diversity in the work patterns of Australian academics', Higher
Education Management, vol. 8, pp. 105-17.
McNay, I (ed.) 1995, From collegial academy to the corporate enterprise: The
changing cultures of universities, The changing university?, SRHE and Open
University Press, Buckingham.
Miller, KI, Ellis, B.H., Zook, E., Lyles,J.S. 1990, 'An Integrated Model of
Communication, Stress and Burnout on the Workplace', Communication
Research, vol. 17, pp. 300-26.
Milliken, J 2001, 'Surfacing the Micropolitics as a Potential Management change
Frame in Higher Education', Journal of Higher Education Policy and
Management, vol. 23, no. 1, pp. 75-84.
Morgan, DE, Zeffane, R. 2003, 'Employee involvement, organisational change and
trust in management', The International Journal of Human Resource
Management, vol. 14, no. 1, pp. 55-75.
Nelson, B 2003a, Higher Education Report for 2003-2005 Triennium Department of
Education, Science and Training, Canberra.
---- 2003b, Our Universities: Backing Australia's Future, Commonwealth of Australia,
Canberra.
Palmer, I, Dunford, R. 2002, ''Who says shange can be managed?' Positions,
perspectives and problematics
', Strategic Change, vol. 11, no. 5, pp. 234-51.
Pettigrew, AM 1985, The Awakening Giant:Continuity and change in Imperial
Chemical Industries, Blackwell, Oxford.
Porter, LW, Steers, R.M., Mowday, R.T., Boulian, P.V. 1974, 'Organisational
commitment, job satisfaction, and turnover among psychiatric technicians',
Journal Applied Psychology, vol. 59, no. 5, pp. 603-9.
341

Comodromos
Purcell, J, Kinnie,N, Swart,J, Rayton,B.
Performance, New York, Routledge

2007,

People

Management

and

Ramsden, P 1998, 'Managing the Effective University', Higher education research &
development, vol. 17, no. 3, pp. 347-70.
Ray, EB, Miller, K.I 1991, 'the influence of Communication Structure and Social support on
Job Stress amd Burnout', Management Communication Quarterly, vol. 4, pp. 506-27.
Robinson, D, Perryman, S., Hayday, S 2004, The drivers of employee engagement, Institute
of Employment Studies, Melbourne.
Rubin, HJ, and Riene S. Rubin 1995, Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data,
Thousand Oaks, California.
Smart, D 1991, 'Higher education policy in Australia: corporate or coercive Federalism?'
Journal of education policy, vol. 6, no. 1, pp. 97-100.
---- 1997, 'Reforming Australian Higher Education', Education research and perspectives,
vol. 24, no. 2, pp. 29-41.
Stace, DAaD, D.C. 1991, 'Beyond Traditional Paternalistic and Developmental Approaches
to Organisational Change and Human Resources Strategies', International Journal of
Human Resource Management, vol. 2, no. 3, pp. 263-83.
Taylor, T, Gough,J., Bundrock, V., Winter, R. 1998, 'A bleak outlook: Academic staff
persceptions of change in core activities in Australian higher education 1991-96',
Studies in Higher Education, vol. 23, no. 3, pp. 255-68.
Thornton, M 2004, 'The impact of changes in higher education policy', paper presented to
Australian Lawyers & Social Change Conference, Canberra, Australia, 22-24
September,2004.
Walshe, T 2008, 'Rewarding excellence and promoting improvement in higher education
teaching in Australia', Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, vol. 30,
no. 3, pp. 273-82.
Watty, K, Bellamy, S., Morley. C. 2008, 'Changes in higher education and valuing the job:
the views of accounting academics in Australia', Journal of Higher Education Policy
and Management, vol. 30, no. 2, pp. 139 - 51.
Webber, R 2002, 'The Impact of Economic Liberalism on Australian Academic's Research
Activities', Just Policy, vol. 27, no. August, pp. 29-37.
Weller, S, & Van Gramberg, B. 2007, 'Management of Workplace Change in Australian
Higher Education Sector: A study of employee involvement provisions in workplace
agreements', Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, vol. 29, no. 2, pp.
173-86.
Whitchurch, C 2008, 'Beyond administration and management: reconstructing the identities
of professional staff in UK higher education', Journal of Higher Education Policy and
Management, vol. 30, no. 4, pp. 375 - 86.
Wilkinson, A 2004, 'Changing pattens of employee voice', Journal of Industrial relations, vol.
46, no. 3, pp. 298-322.
Wilson, DC 1992, A Strategy of change:Consepts and Controversies in the Management of
Change, Routledge, London.

Zeffane, R 1994, 'Patterns of Public and Private sector empoyees', Human
Relations, vol. 47, no. 6, pp. 977-1010.
.
342

