
 
Public University Journal—Volume 1—Conference Supplement  5   

 

From Resignation to Active Adaptation - Confronting the Managerialist 
Pathology in Universities  

David Young and Jenni Goricanec1 
“When they think beyond their computers and programs, they 
think, at the farthest reach, only so far as an actuarial divinity. 
More distant horizons of hope and despair, the best and the 
worst, heaven and hell, love and death - delicate, interesting 
horizons - the stuff of madness and art, are erased and 
replaced with a thin print-out of probabilistic statements” M. 
Dumont “Beyond Paranoia”, New Scientist, January 1975, 
p.198. 

Abstract 

This paper explores the nature of managerialism, and its influence on academia, from the perspective of 
Social Ecology2, as developed by the Australian Open Systems thinker and researcher Fred Emery DSc. 
As such, the language is neither ‘managerialist’ nor ‘academic’ but, rather, it is the language of Social 
Ecology. From this perspective, managerialism has arisen as a response to a perceived loss of control 
which emerged, initially, in the late 1960’s in a wide range of organisations. During the following 30 
years, the problems thrown up by turbulence3 have produced a set of first order, passive and active4 
maladaptive responses which permeate managerialist assumptions and behaviour. In addition, over time, 
these first order responses have hardened into second order responses5, and current managerialist 
practices within the public sector6, in general, and the education sector7, in particular, directly reflect 
these second order responses.  

While academics, and students of academia, have become adept at identifying the individual 
components of these pathological, or maladaptive responses, and the hurt which they cause, it is 
only by understanding the environmental drivers for the individual responses, and developing 
adaptive responses to them, that meaningful progress can be made. However, because of the 
nature of the task, traditional problem solving and decision making techniques are unsuitable. 
What is required is a complete reconceptualisation of the University, in our dynamic 
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environment, using processes specifically designed to address this level of task8 in a context 
where all existing institutions have been thoroughly penetrated by the pathology of 
managerialism. 

The purpose of this paper is to examine the specific pathology which managerialism represents 
within the context of our current global search for control, predictability and sustainability. 
However, before placing managerialism in context, it is important to establish that the traditional 
approach to management (regardless of context) is, itself, based on a fallacy i.e. that management 
is necessarily something which is done, or controlled, by managers. There are several approaches 
to the design of educational and other organisations which treat management as a necessary task, 
which is carried out, to some degree, by all participants in the organisation9, 10, 11. In these 
approaches management is, therefore, a function, not a structure. While the focus of this paper is 
on the contextual drivers for managerialism, any meaningful reconceptualisation of the 
University would, of necessity, include a reconceptualisation the concept of management itself. 

The Causal Texture12 of Our Environments 

In order to contextualise managerialism, we need to establish how it fits into the causal texture 
of our (global) environment. In order to do this, we require a way of talking about organisations, 
like universities, and their environments that does justice to the complex web of interactions 
which characterise system-environment relations, and to the emergent phenomena which these 
interactions co-produce. The rest of this paper follows the work of Fred Emery 1,2 who has 
developed just such a logic of system environment relations. Emery argues that one needs to 
understand 4 kinds of relations in order to define and achieve a desirable and feasible future for 
the system you are interested in, where "L" stands for "Lawful Relationship", “1” stands for a 
system, and “2” stands for its environment. The following diagram portrays these relationships: 

                                                
8 M.Emery, Participative Design for Participative Democracy, (Canberra: Australian National University, Centre for 

Continuing Education, 1993). 
9 Ulbo de Sitter L., J. Friso den Hertog, B. Dankbaar, "From Complex Organizations with Simple Jobs to Simple 

Organizations with Complex Jobs" Human Relations, vol. 50, no 5, 1997, pp.497, (Special Issue: "Organizational 
Innovation and the Sociotechnical Systems Tradition"). 

10 J.C. Taylor and D.F. Felten Performance by Design - Sociotechnical Systems in North America, (Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice Hall, 1993). 

11E Trist and H Murray, (eds.), "The Socio-Technical Perspective" Vol 2 of "The Social Engagement of Social 
Science - A Tavistock Anthology,” (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993). 

12 “By causal texturing we mean, following Pepper, Tolman and Brunswick, the extent and manner in which the 
variables relevant to the constituent system(s) and their inter-relations are, independently of any particular system, 
causally related or interwoven with each other” (Emery and Trist 1973, p.41 – italics are the authors’) 



Public University Journal—Volume 1—Conference Supplement  7 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

1. L11; relationships within the system/organisation (e.g., trends in the relations between faculties, 
departments, managers and academics; staff and students etc) 

2. L12; relationships from the system/organisation to its environment [what are labelled simplistically as 
“outputs” (e.g., trends in the numbers and makeup of failed students, graduated students, PhD Theses, 
and trends in the impact on the built environment, the development of ideas in currency, the 
development of new ideas, the dissemination of research findings, the number of patents held etc)] 

3. L21; relationships from the environment to the system/organisation, the conditions that the specific 
focus of our interest (i.e., our university, our firm, our family) must adapt with [what are labelled 
simplistically as “inputs” (e.g., trends in government policies and funding, community attitudes, 
expectations of year 12 students – and their parents; quality of management and academic staff 
attracted to the university etc) 

4. L22; relationships within the environment, the conditions that all systems/organisations which share 
the environment must adapt with. For example,  
• increasing application of technologies to all aspects of life and work,  
• increasing penetration by women into all social economic and political arenas of Western 

societies13,  
• increasing resistance to, and conflict over, the extreme laissez-faire position taken by many 

governments, and institutions (e.g., WTO, IMF) globally,  
• increasing homogeneity of global culture and increasing conflict over this trend. 

 

It is this last class of relations which gives Emery’s framework the status of a socio-ecological 
approach, rather than the more traditional closed system thinking which deals with the L11 only 
(e.g., Weber14), or historical thinking which focuses on the L22 alone, or immature open system’s 

                                                
13 The fact that this trend penetrates all contexts, but is strongly resisted in some contexts (e.g., senior management of 

many organisations), and the degree to which people will go to resist, are all indicators of its extreme potency. 
14 M. Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, (NY: Oxford University Press, 1947). 
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thinking which deals with L11 (L12, L21)  (e.g., Von Bertalanffy15). Some systems thinkers, taking 
up the point that the relationship (L11,L22) is micro, macro (not part, whole) have adopted a 
different labeling convention; Letting "M" stand for macro, and "m" stand for micro, L11=mm, 
L12=mM, L21=Mm L22=MM. 

In order to contextualise managerialism, within Universities, our focus has to be on (L11,L22), 
not on L11 or L22 in themselves. The (L11,L22) seeks to coevolve through the (L12, L21) 
interactions. For example, a male dominated institution, in an environment characterised by 
increasing penetration by women into all social economic and political arenas (L11,L22 at time t1), 
may seek to adapt (produce a more desirable, but feasible (L11,L22 at time t2)) by: 

• Hiring more female graduates (L21) and applying more women to more visible and more important 
issues and activities (L12) 

• Proactively encouraging (L12 at time t1) educational institutions which are not attracting young 
women to relevant courses (L21 at time t1) to develop/suppress courses designed to attract more, 
and more capable, young females into their industry (L21 at time t2) thereby making it 
easier/harder, to apply capable young women in visible roles [(L12 at time t2) “See, we told you 
they were/weren’t good enough” – essentially, the politics of the self-fulfilling prophecy] 

• Proactively seeking to address issues, or create work (L12 at time t1) which will attract women to 
the organisation in the future (L21 at time t2), thereby enabling the organisation to apply more 
women in visible roles (L12 at time t3) and to attract even more highly motivated and competent 
graduates as they emerge in the future (L21 at time t3). This kind of process is often referred to as a 
virtuous cycle. 

Adaptation 

The concept of adaptation can be formalised via the “Directive Correlation.”16 The abstract 

representation of the directive correlation is reproduced below: 

Note that unit of analysis (or the unit of intention) is the system-in-its-environment - the (L22,L11) 
relationship and, thereby, adaptation is defined as a dynamic relationship, not a state of affairs. Further, 

                                                
15 L von Bertalanffy, “The Theory of Open Systems in Physics and Biology”. Science, vol.3, 1950, pp.22-29. 
16 Emery (1973) op cit 
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the (L21, L12) co-produces the future. These points is made clear by the following diagram, which 
represents a non-zero sum game, where the outcome is for two players (a system and its environment) to 
simultaneously guess two numbers which add up to 10. 

 

In this example, on the first round, both the system and its environment respond with a “2”, 
coproducing a “4”. On the second round, the system, assuming that the environment will stick on 
“2”, guesses “8” (since 2+8=10). However, s/he has misread the environmental dynamics and a 
“12” is coproduced. Assuming that the environmental dynamics consist of a simple linear series, 
where “2” will be added each round, the system guesses “4” (since, 4+2=6, and 6+4=10). Again 
the system has misread the environment, it is, in fact, doubling every cycle, and the appropriate 
response to coproduce adaptation is now “-6” (since 8*2=16, and 16-6=10). 

The example makes it clear that, unless you can read the dynamics of the environment, you cannot play 
the game at all. It’s also clear that the (L22,L11) is a relationship – in this case, a simple sum of the 
”guesses”, but a relationship, nevertheless. It is also clear that outcomes are coproduced and, over the 
longer term, this contextualist approach points to the coevolution of systems and their environments. This 
phenomena will be dealt with in detail, in the next section on Environmental Types.  

Finally, the diagram below employs the directive correlation to represent the final example of 
system:environment interaction in the previous section (“The Causal Texture of Our 
Environments”). 

The examples above demonstrate the key features of adaptation and, as such, provide the basis 
for designing a adaptive planning methodology. The key features can be summarised as follows: 

• Unless you can read the dynamics of your environment as a whole (not just the L21), adaptation is 
impossible – in more direct terms, designing a desirable and feasible future is impossible 

• The unit which must be planned for is “the system-in-its-environment” (not just the system !) 
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• The desirable and feasible future will be co-produced by the system and its environment, and 
needs to be understood in terms of specific relationships between the two. 

• The system and the environment coevolve and the complex feedback established by this 
relationship means that surprise is inevitable. Good plans have to be flexible enough to cope with 
such a world 

The following section examines what is known about the co-evolution of organisations and 
their environments. 

Environmental Types 

Now, focussing further on the environment (L22) of today, the most important emergent property has 
been the phase change into a “Turbulent” environment. The formal characteristics of Turbulence are 
revealed below, in the classification of Environmental Types. These types should not be understood as 
simple graduations on a linear scale, but as emergent types of causal texturing of the environment, each 
requiring a different class of adaptive response, i.e., a different class of (L12, L21).  

1. Placid, Random Environment: Goals and noxients are unchanging and randomly distributed . The 
absence of differences in relative value leads to a focus on tactics, approaching goals, and avoiding 
noxients, thereby increasing the scope of non-randomness immediately surrounding the system. This 
environment is the equivalent of absolute zero; it can be approached, but where life exists it cannot 
really be achieved. The presence of life implies a degree of organisation and clustering. 

2. Placid, Clustered Environment: The environment is still relatively static, but goals and noxients 
exhibit a degree of clustering. The required adaptive response class is now strategy, in addition to 
tactics, in order to achieve optimum location in the clustered environment. (e.g. positional strategy, as 
exhibited in the development of hill-top city states, controlling access, water resources, and arable 
land immediately below). 

3. Disturbed, Reactive Environment: In this 3rd type, the environment becomes dynamic. 
Connectedness increases because there is more than one system of the same kind in the same 
environment. Therefore, each system has to take into account the reactions and counter-actions of 
others seeking the same strategic objective. Competition emerges and intensifies. The causal texture is 
then determined by the expectations and intentions that guide the moves and counter moves. Strategy 
and tactics must now be complemented by operations – a planned series of initiatives in pursuit of the 
system’s goal, that also seek to block or encourage particular courses of action by competitors (a 
planned ambush – leading the ‘enemy’ onto ground of your own choosing, is an example of an 
operation). 

4. Turbulent Environment: The dynamics now emerge, not only from the interactions of identifiable 
component systems, but also from the environment itself. Systems within the environment become 
related to each other, and form novel interdependencies that belong within the environment itself. The 
‘ground’ is set in motion. Dynamic social field pressures emerge as an unplanned consequence of the 
actions of constituent systems (like the wooden bridge which will, itself, resonate as a consequence of 
soldiers marching over it in step), and reverberate through the extended social field. The resulting 
increased complexity, and the unexpected directionality of causal interconnections, produces 
increased relevant uncertainty about the requirements for adaptation (i.e., the “control loss” referred 
to by Mark Considine in his paper).  

The Causes of Turbulence 

The causes of turbulence are summarised below: 

a. Increasing size and scale of interdependent organisations 
° centralisation, subordination to the main plan and economies of scale/production line 
° growth of multinational oligopolies in the C19th - 20th, and further development of their global reach 

during the C21st. 
° growth of large scale competitive organisations (including NGO’s and groups like Trade Unions 
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° global agricultural ‘production’ and the growth of monocultures, within vertically integrated food 
companies 

° intellectual/knowledge ‘production’ and the growth of ‘heaps of knowledge’ 
b. Increasing levels of interconnection and interdependency   
° oil and other natural resources 
° physical transport systems (land, sea, air, space) 
° electronic information systems (‘phone, telegraph, telex, fax, data) 
° water, gas, electricity and the increasing interdependence of these systems with electronic and 

physical transport systems  
c. Accelerating application of technology 
° amplification of all the other underlying trends; technology increases the rate of change and the scale 

of change 
° technological development increasingly wedded to military and economic goals (increases rate of 

development, designed for purpose, not cost) 
d. Increasing penetration of economic criteria into all aspects of behaviour 
° economic cycles have a wider impact and a more intense impact 
° outcomes which have no economic value, are assumed to have no value 
° the social consequences of economic behaviour are downgraded 

 
Within this context, and especially for universities, governments; 
 

• Are ostensibly bereft of funds through creeping privatisation and tax based populism. 
• Have reduced their role and vision to ‘good economic management’ and spending minimisation 
• Having done this, have no sense of direction left 
• Have translated accountability into measurable ‘stuff’ (like looking for your keys under the street 

light, even though you have dropped them in the river, because you can see under the street light) 
and aggressively push ‘User Pays’ 

• Increasingly redefine outcomes in favourable terms (e.g., by redefining ‘unemployment’) 
• Increasingly relying on out-group scape-goating to hide their failure of vision, and nerve – 

refugees, students and academics and even more interestingly, politicians. 

What is required in a turbulent environment, over and above tactics, strategy and operations is Active 
Adaptive Planning,17 based on an understanding of system-environment interactions18. However, what 
increasingly appears to have occurred, is a hardening of first order, maladaptive responses, and the 
development of even more entrenched second order maladaptive responses.  

Maladaptive Responses to Turbulence 

The individual responses have been identified by academics and students of academia, but a socio-
ecological approach, focussed on system-environment transactions, enables us to understand why the 
responses have emerged, how they fit together, and how tertiary educators can break out of the 
pathological dance. The first and second order maladaptive responses are summarised in the table 
overleaf, focusing on the 3 dimensions of systems behaviour (L11 system→system relationships, L21 
environment→system relationships, L12 system→environment relationships), together with some relevant 
examples from the field of Tertiary Education.  

 

                                                
17 Ibid., p.77. 
18 “Not only can the system chose responses likely to adapt to the environment, it can also seek to reconfigure the 

causal texture of the environment in a manner likely to be conducive to system-environment adaptation over the 
longer term” (Gloster, op. cit., p.14) 
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Maladaptive Responses to Turbulence: 
 
Focus of Pathology First Order Maladaptive Second Order Maladaptive 

System Depth 
(L21) 

Superficiality (Passive)  
Results from a system’s attempt, in the face of 
a turbulent environment, to reduce complexity 
by becoming indifferent to, or superficial 
about, what the complexity of the environment 
requires of it for adaptation. e.g., “It’s really 
simple”, “Don’t reinvent the wheel”, “It’s all a 
matter of semantics”, “Just be more positive”  
Synoptic Idealism (Active) 
Involves a system’s attempt to reduce 
complexity by futile attempts at over analysing, 
measuring and controlling this complexity. e.g., 
“VCE based accounting”, “Performance=no. of 
students processed per unit of time”; Triple 
bottom line accounting; “Market” research at 
Universities, No. of publications  

Monothematic Dogmatism 
Depth is captured “once and for all” as in 
“The End of History”. Superficial satisfaction 
of the need for overriding values to guide 
behaviour in turbulence. Hence dogma 
becomes the normative base for distinguishing 
right from wrong, good from bad. Crystal 
clear truth (closed system, closed future) – 
“Academics need to achieve world’s best 
practice” “The new economy”; “growth at all 
costs”; “The market is the answer”; “the 
bottom line”; “Show me the money”, 
“Academics must be more businesslike” 
 

System Progression 
(L12) 

Segmentation (Passive) 
Involves parts of a system, in the face of 
environmental turbulence, seeking to go it 
alone, to the detriment of the system as a 
whole. e.g., Steering Committees as warfare by 
other means; Middle management controlling 
and competing; Monocular focus on 
Branch/Divisional targets;  
Authoritarianism (Active) 
Involves the system trying to coerce its parts to 
work together  toward a specified end e.g., “it’s 
my way or the highway”; Increased 
surveillance; “Everything goes through me”; 
“Just get with the program sonny boy” 

Stalemate  
Represents a ‘crystallisation’ of progression. 
The power disparity is lost. Inability to 
articulate, design and, in particular, pursue 
sometimes even the most mechanical ends of 
the whole system. An obsessive concern with 
the means at almost complete expense of the 
ends. (e.g., IT etc). The system becomes 
clinched, qualitative progress ceases. 
Academics and managers each see the other as 
blocking progress and, rather than cooperate, 
engage in a bitter, self indulgent battle for 
supremacy 

Lateral coordination 
(Breadth) of the System 
(L11) 

Dissociation (Passive) 
Parts of the system withdraw from, & seek 
isolation from, other parts of the system in the 
face of turbulence. “I don’t care”; “look after 
number 1”; “do unto others, but do it first”; 
“Showing passion/ pain is naïve”; Telly & 
tinny society;  
Evangelicism (Active) 
Involves parts naively “pulling together” 
around a simplistic belief system, even though 
the system level response is maladaptive e.g., 
“we’re a team”, “we have become an 
entrepreneurial University”, “have faith & good 
things will happen”.  

Polarisation  
Crystallisation of the breadth dimension. 
Produces a clear in-group, out-group dynamic, 
viewing the world as ‘us’ (academics) & 
‘them’ (managers). Coupled with the 
dogmatic style it reduces the complex 
intertwining of reality to simplistic, black and 
white, god or devil, terms. Very destructive of 
overall performance. e.g., “Entrepreneurial 
University” as the evangelical leading edge, 
positive and negative valence toward this 
evangelical vision gives groups their identity, 
leading to ‘Blind Giants & the Angry 
Dispossessed’. 

 

The first order maladaptive responses are shown with both the active and passive forms, demonstrating 
how all the players can get caught in a maladaptive ‘dance’. As Margaret Thornton put it, in her paper, 
“We are all in it!”. Finally, as the nature of the dance becomes more frenzied the system’ relationships can 
‘crystallise’ to the second order or ‘localised vortical’ maladaptations of monothematic dogmatism, 
stalemate and/or polarisation.  

Managerialism denies the ability to actively adapt by focussing only on the dimensions of system 
behaviour, denies the utility of other human beings in creating a desirable future, and ignores or 
suppresses peoples’ ability to reflect their understanding of the (turbulent) environment in their thinking 
and working. In its purest form, managerialism seeks to implement a marketplace culture, and enforce the 
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market disciplines of efficiency and effectiveness. Academics, and students are, increasingly, pressured to 
interact within the confines of a Producer-Consumer knowledge ‘factory’ which makes the situation more 
intractable.  

Academics focus on blocking managerial ‘initiatives’, managers push blindly for their, often, ill-
defined and superficial means-based solutions (e.g., privatised education; e-learning; flexible, lean and 
mean systems). Students, marginalised by both sides, wallow in cynicism (“I’ve paid my money, where’s 
my degree”), resignation and subversion (of everything). Since no group can achieve complete supremacy, 
the institution lapses into the self reinforcing pathologies of dogmatism, stalemate and polarisation.  
Specific process tools have to be used to break out of the pathologies which managerialism and its 
associated trends represent.  

Active Adaptive Planning for a Tertiary Institution 

This section highlights the breakthroughs in thinking that can occur in a higher educational institution 
when people use process tools based on the work of Emery, Latour19 and Pava20 to plan a desirable and 
feasible future for a tertiary education sub-system. Following Emery, the focus is on the dynamics of the 
“university-in-it’s-environment” [i.e., the (L11,L22)], and the overall planning process is framed around the 
systematic design of active adaptive (L12,L21) interactions.  

However, consistent with the work of Latour, the focus of the (L12,L21) is on Latour’s dimensions of 
innovation, and consistent with Pava’s knowledge management extensions, the core educational planning 
and management structure was seen as a ‘coalition’ (rather than a ‘team’), and the core educational 
planning and management process was seen as a series of ‘deliberations’, rather than a series of ‘actions’. 

In the year 2000, a leading Australian University invited us to facilitate the development of a 
new program. The program was intended to position the University at the leading edge of 
business education, and to serve as the core of an export ‘product’ for the Asian ‘market’. They 
had been attempting to develop such a program for some time, and progress was stalemated, with 
a war of attrition taking place between the teaching and learning cadre, and the academics, on the 
one hand, and senior management, on the other. Senior management were committed to 
exclusively electronic means of delivery, to generate economies of scale, and to demonstrate that 
they were ‘world’s best practice’ trend surfers. 

On the other hand, the academics and learning strategists were seeking a balance between face 
to face and electronic delivery, especially in a context where the first Asian target market had 
extremely limited Internet access. The stalemate was reinforced by the complete refusal of senior 
management to address the ends of the new program in anything but the most authoritarian and 
rhetorical manner, thereby amplifying the message that the only meaningful debate could be over 
means. At the same time, there was clear evidence of dogmatism (e.g., satisfying the mass 
market, lowest common denominator, small (e)business market in Asia is the overwhelming 
driver21, for an ‘entrepreneurial university’), and polarisation (e.g., between those academics 
seeking a full, systemic22, strategy and the functional managers, who were looking to minimise 

                                                
19 B. Latour, Pandora's Hope - Essays on the Reality of Science Studies, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 1999), pp.92-112. 
20 C. Pava, Managing New Office Technology - An Organizational Strategy, (New York: The Free Press 

(Macmillan), 1983). 
21 Unpacking this criterion for “what to do next,” leads inexorably to courses which look more like something a 

TAFE would offer. 
22 That is, the program was conceived as a system of subjects, managed by a team of educators, where the 

relationships between the subjects were as important as the content, and where the relationships were to be 
coordinated by the purpose of the program. This is distinguished from programs which are composed of an 
aggregation, or heap of existing subjects, managed as a production line, and coordinated by the need of each school 
to have its “slice of the action”. 
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costs and, at the same time, preserve or enhance their own status through incremental change and 
‘heaping together’ existing courses).  

In addition there was a significant level of polarisation within the academic group, over the 
degree to which leadership status would accrue to the ‘hard’ subjects (like accounting, 
economics, engineering) and the ‘soft’ ones (like human relations, organisation development, 
strategic thinking). This, in turn, made the development of a truly systemic program, coordinated 
by the (student) outcomes being sought, extremely problematic. 

The model presented above suggests that, given these clear symptoms of the emergence of second level 
pathologies, it would be necessary to ‘force’ the external environment into the room, in way which could 
not be reduced to the one-line summaries of dogmatism, using processes which made polarisation and 
stalemate impossible. In order to meet these requirements we designed a 2 day process to: 
 

• Ensure that all dimensions of the system were ‘in the room’ (including students !) 

• Ensure that system participants could address the impact of the external environment in 4 ways 
° By including representatives of the external environment in the planning group, on the first day 
° By carrying out an analysis of the dynamics of the environment as a whole, and in so doing, 

identifying the key drivers of instability and change (i.e., turbulence – the L22, 
environment→environment relationships) 

° By carrying out an analysis of the specific trends emerging within the tertiary education field, as a 
whole (L21) 

° By carrying out an analysis of trends specific to the Asian setting (L21) 

• Enable participants to evaluate the System’s strengths and weakness in the development of an 
innovative, capability based program; focusing on concept development, the mobilisation of 
resources, the forging of internal coalitions and external alliances, and the public representation 
of the program: 

° Internal participants view (focus on L11) 
° External participants view (focus on L12) 

• Enable participants to weave together the external and internal data and produce: the “Most 
Likely” Outcomes/Scenarios, and the “Most Desirable & Feasible” Outcomes/Scenarios, 
employing the dimensions of innovation (concept development, mobilisation, forming coalitions, 
forming alliances, public representation) described above 

• Enable participants to analyse the ‘gap’ between the two sets of scenarios, with a view to 
developing strategies and operational plans, in context. 

This process provided the opportunity for the University to confront the pathologies of depth, 
progression and breadth and, as importantly, to develop strategies which had the potential to: 

• ‘Unfreeze’ the stalemated relations between the academics and functional managers about the 
means of delivery, by ensuring that delivery was aligned with the ends (outcomes) sought for the 
program.  

• Dissolve the dogmatic, one line assertions which denied the depth of the issues facing them, and 
develop richer, multi-layered, appreciations of what adaptation within a dynamic, multi-ethnic 
educational context requires 

• Establish a balanced coalition structure to manage, and reduce, the twin polarisations between: 
° Those seeking true ‘systems of content’, coordinated by the desirable and feasible outcomes sought by 

students, staff and prospective employers; and those seeking ‘heaps’ of content, composed of ‘bits’ of 
pre-existing subject matter. 

° The, so called, ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ disciplines 
This then set the scene for traditional strategic planning. The key difference between the planning 
conditions which apply in the current decade, and those which applied in the last quarter of the C20th, is 
that systems now have to be ‘unfrozen’, before traditional planning can occur. This can only be done by 
‘forcing’ the external world, in all it’s dimensions, into the planning space in a way which enables the 
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participants to make judgements about it, rather than being overwhelmed by it. Simply “surrendering” to 
the external environment leads directly to the maladaptive responses. One of the more challenging aspects 
of current social and economic debates is the assumption that specific environmental trends (e.g., so called 
“globalisation”, as expressed in global cultural homogeneity) have an inevitability about them which 
means that those who challenge, are naïve. This surrender obviously undermines adaptive behaviour and, 
in fact, it undermines any attempt at long-term thinking. 

On the other had, the process of deliberate and systematic unfreezing, followed by traditional 
adaptive planning, enables individuals, outside the planning sessions, to act within the contextual 
knowledge established within the planning sessions (i.e., essentially system capability, in the 
context of relevant external dynamics and, coordinated by the desirable and feasible scenario), 
and with the sanction of the other actors, to  

• mobilise resources,  
• form coalitions,  
• develop alliances, and  
• act on public representation,  
while continuing to work on the development of the integrated whole. 
While this Case Study has only been about a program, the same logic would apply to the redesign of a 
whole, innovative, and successful learning and research system (that is a University/tertiary 
institution).The Australian tertiary education and research system is at a watershed and, as such, it is not 
the time to seek incremental improvements, or to search for solutions in “the rear view mirror”.  
Now is the time for truly innovative solutions to the crisis in tertiary education and research to emerge. If 
tertiary institutions are to escape the dead hand of managerialism, this can only be done by illuminating 
the pathological nature of managerialism, and developing active, adaptive strategies and policies  to deal 
with it. Such strategies and policies can only be developed, successfully, within a framework of contextual 
searching and planning of the type described above. 
 
“There are no prizes for predicting the rain, only prizes for building the ark”  
Don Beck, author of “Spiral Dynamics” – email communication 


