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Factors Impacting Job Performance and Role Attractiveness in Academic Directors and 

their Implications for Policy and Practice in Higher Education 

 

Introduction 

Higher education in Europe, Australia and the USA has undergone extensive change since the 

mid-80s as a result of universities having to demonstrate their efficiency and effectiveness 

(Holmes, 1993; Harvey & Knight, 1996; Currie & Newson, 1998). Universities now have to 

perform in an increasingly complex environment, responding to multiple and often 

conflicting demands and being asked to become more financially independent (de Boer & 

Goedegebuure, 2009; Meek, Goedegeburre & de Boer, 2010). These changes are unlikely to 

slow down in the future and Harvey and Knight (1996) and Currie and Newson (1998) 

provide the historical backdrop for why these changes continue to challenge universities 

many years later. 

There is growing pressure to instil more professional management practices and quality 

leadership in universities along with a continuous supply of leaders who can provide ongoing 

quality performance (Meek, Goedegeburre & de Boer, 2010).  These changes and pressures 

have had a large impact on Australian academic staff members who indicate considerably 

lower satisfaction on management issues compared to other countries. This finding was based 

on a survey of 19 different countries with Australia ranking seventeenth on satisfaction 

(Coates et al., 2010).  This increase in university managerialism is having an impact on the 

academic workforce. Hence, the importance of investigating the impact of this management 

trend on university staff is worthy of further research.  

Literature Review 

      One of the most important groups of academic managers impacted by this managerialism 

are those managers charged with the responsibility for basic academic qualifications within 
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schools and departments (Meek, Goedegeburre & de Boer, 2010).  In this paper, these 

individuals are referred to as Academic Directors and are responsible for the delivery as well 

as quality of a course (e.g. Bachelor of Commerce, Bachelor of Science in Physiotherapy or a 

Masters of Business Administration).  These middle level managers are positioned between 

those in more senior roles of the university and the academics who teach the classes.  The 

Academic Director in these circumstances must lead and manage using distributed methods 

of leadership (McRoy & Gibbs, 2009) as they often lack formal authority (Vilkinas & 

Ladyhewsky, 2012). 

The literature in several countries stresses the importance of good working conditions in 

universities if an individual is able to complete their work effectively and efficiently (Al-

Rubaish et al., 2009; Bellamy et al., 2003; Coates et al., 2009; Lazarsfeld Jensen & Morgan, 

2009; Lindner, 1998; Vilkinas, 2009; Wong & Heng, 2009). The Academic Directors are no 

exception.  Previously, their working relationship with their colleagues (Byrne et al., 2012; 

Wong & Heng, 2009), workload formula (Byrne et al., 2012) and the nature of the program 

(Byrne et al., 2012) have been identified as having an influence on the Academic Directors’ 

performance. 

The Academic Director’s role needs to be attractive so that appropriate staff within or 

external to the university will consider the role and lead the academic qualification 

effectively.  The positive correlation between job satisfaction and organisational performance 

(Coates, et al., 2010) and job performance (Judge et al., 2001; Iaffoldano & Muchinsky, 

1985; Petty, et al., 1984) has been explored for many years.  Ensuring that the Academic 

Director’s role is attractive is one way of facilitating job satisfaction, quality performance and 

positive program outcomes. Several strategies have been noted in the literature to make this 

role more attractive.  These include, having promotion criteria that recognises the 

contributions made by Academic Directors (Al-Rubaish et al., 2009; Coates et al., 2009; 
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Lindner, 1998; Wong & Heng, 2009), more allocated workload time (Coates et al., 2009), 

administrative support and greater recognition and credibility given to the role (Vilkinas, 

2009).  All of these strategies have been suggested as means of improving role attractiveness 

and reducing turnover in these positions. 

Clearly, as previously published research suggests, there are significant factors that 

should be considered when designing any job, and in the case of this research, the Academic 

Director’s role. The purpose of the present research was thus twofold. The first was to 

identify factors that impact on the role of the Academic Director and on their performance in 

particular as there little research in this area (Byrne, et al., 2012; Wong & Heng, 2009). Very 

little is known about these middle level management positions and how they have been 

transformed by the new managerialism in universities (de Boer, Goedegebuure & Meek, 

2010). As a result, more research is needed as most has focussed on the top executive level. 

This is undeserved because these middle level manager positions are the connection between 

institutional strategy and implementation (de Boer, Goedegebuure & Meek, 2010) and more 

should be understood about these pivotal roles.  Further, it has been demonstrated that 

organisational performance is influenced by what happens at the middle rather than the top 

level (Currie & Procter, 2005). 

By gaining a better understanding of what these job factors are for these middle level 

positions, senior leaders in universities and the higher education sector may start to modify 

policies, procedures and practices, restructure work and/or innovation/training efforts 

accordingly.  Academic Directors may also use this understanding to better prepare 

themselves for this role by undertaking situated leadership development. This type of 

development has been demonstrated to be more effective in academic environments if the 

leadership development involves experiential learning within the role, interaction with peers, 

and reflective practice (Deem, et al., 2007; Johnson, 2002; Ladyshewsky & Flavell, 2012).  
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Academic Directors may also use this information to discuss what they might need in their 

role to be more effective.   

The second purpose of this research was to identify what factors would make the 

Academic Director’s role more attractive. This, in turn, would facilitate recruitment and 

retention strategies for this important role. It is not unusual for academic staff, for example, to 

be told that they must undertake this role because it is their turn. This ‘arm-twisting’ does not 

always lead to the right candidate being selected for this important role. Many universities 

have also not paid serious attention to job design factors for this role.  Hence, academic 

faculties may not be recruiting or retaining talented individuals well-suited to the Academic 

Director role if they have not considered the factors that make the role attractive. 

Methodology 

Participants 

Academic Directors 

Academic Directors (n =101) from four large Australian metropolitan universities 

volunteered to complete a 360° feedback survey, which was part of a leadership development 

program at each institution. Participation in the program was based on a first-come-first-

served basis. Participants were both self-selected and nominated by their Head of School. 

Hence, it is a sample of convenience and does not include participants who may have been 

reluctant to participate in training or individuals sent to the program as part of required 

performance management/development. 

The Academic Directors were invited to respond to an online 360° feedback survey and 

were encouraged to nominate others, with whom they worked closely, to participate in the 

survey as well. For the purposes of this study, these work colleague respondents were called 

Significant Others. Nomination of Significant Others by the Academic Directors was based 

on a belief that these individuals would provide them with useful feedback. This approach is 
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particularly suitable when the 360° feedback process is used for developmental purposes, 

rather than for performance evaluation, and when a number of Significant Others respond to 

the survey (Atwater et al., 2007; Toegel & Conger, 2003).  Having two groups of respondents 

also enabled the self-perceptions of the Academic Directors to be compared to those who 

work alongside and observe the role in action. 

As the 360° feedback process was developmental and voluntary, both groups of 

participants were given the option not to have their data included in the present and any 

future studies. Only one Academic Director chose this option and their data was removed 

(together with the data of their eight Significant Others).  Hence, 100 Academic Directors’ 

data was analysed in this study. Of the 808 Significant Others who provided feedback on the 

101 Academic Directors, 28 individuals also declined to have their data analysed. After 

removing their data and the eight Significant Others of the Academic Director who wished to 

be excluded from the analyses, the remaining sample for this data set was established. This 

data set is described in Table 1. 

Table 1: Sample Population for the Study 

Sample Population n 

Academic Directors 101 

Total Significant Others 772 

Subsets of Total Significant Others n 

Line Managers/Directors 141 

Peers (other Academic Directors) 214 

Course Coordinators (unit/subject coordinator) 194 

Professional Staff (administrative/general staff) 223 

 

The Academic Directors were predominantly female (64%), most of them (83%) were 

between 40 and 59 years of age, and many of them (40%) had held academic positions for 

more than 13 years. Most of the Academic Directors occupied more junior academic ranks, 

i.e. Lecturer Level B (45%) or Lecturer Level C (45%). As a group, they had been involved 

in university work for many years. However, a majority of them (59%) had held their current 
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Academic Director role for only one to four years, so in spite of their considerable years of 

work within the academic sector, they were fairly new to the Academic Director role. Some 

were very inexperienced (22%) and had held the role of Academic Director for less than 1 

year, while others (19%) were very experienced in the role. Hence, there were large 

differences in experience in the sample. The majority of those (68%) who had held the 

position for less than 1 year had no previous experience in an Academic Director’s role.  

The number of students enrolled in the Academic Directors’ qualifications varied widely, 

with many Academic Directors (34%) having 100 or fewer students, while others (25%) had 

in excess of 400 students. In addition, 32% of Academic Directors worked with five or fewer 

teaching staff in their team, whereas 33% worked with 13 or more teaching staff in their 

team. 

Significant Others 

The Significant Others were also predominantly female (64%) and most (67%) were aged 

between 40 and 59. They held a range of academic positions and the majority (70%) had been 

in their current position for 6 years or less. 

Academic Leadership Survey 

There were 16 items used to measure factors impacting on the Academic Director’s 

performance (see Figure 1 for items). The questions were then developed further, based on 

discussions during initial workshops on a leadership program for Academic Directors (32 

participants; see Vilkinas 2009). Responses were recorded on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = 

low impact, 7 = high impact). The mean score on each item was calculated. 

There were 14 items used to measure factors that would make the Academic Director’s 

role more attractive (see Figure 2 for items) and were similarly reworked during the initial 

leadership workshops. Responses were recorded on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = not 

important, 7 = very important). The mean score on each item was calculated. 
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Data analyses 

The data on both the impact and the attractiveness scale items were analysed using repeated 

measures analyses of variance (ANOVA), because the dependent variables were perceptions 

related to the same person. This was followed by pairwise comparisons, to determine whether 

there were significant differences in the impact of the factors on the Academic Director’s role 

and performance. Separate analyses were carried out for Academic Directors and for their 

Significant Others. The two groups were then compared using the non-parametric Wilcoxon 

signed-rank test. 

Results 

Impact factors 

Academic Directors’ perceptions 

The repeated measures ANOVA for impact factors, with impact as the within-subjects factor, 

yielded a significant effect, F(9.473, 937.781) = 23.94, p < .001. Pairwise comparisons (with 

the Bonferroni adjustment) indicated that there were significant differences in the extent to 

which the factors impacted on job performance, as perceived by the Academic Directors. The 

mean scores (see Figure 1) indicated that the Academic Directors identified their workload to 

have the most significant impact on their performance (Mean = 6.52) which had significantly 

greater impact than all the other factors, with the exception of the combination of functions 

(Mean = 6.16). This second factor had a similar impact on the Academic Directors’ 

performance as did the next seven factors: program knowledge (Mean = 5.96), range of 

people (Mean = 5.79), skills in working with academic staff (Mean = 5.73), with students 

(Mean = 5.73) and with support staff (Mean = 5.57), complexity of the role (Mean = 5.66) and 

discipline expertise (Mean = 5.23).  

     The next group of factors having a significantly lower impact were the remaining factors 

listed in Figure 1. These factors were around influence and authority, program nature, 
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structural factors, marketing skills, previous experience and others’ expectations. As all the 

means were greater than 4.35 (on a 7-point scale), this indicated that all the factors did have a 

strong to very strong impact on the Academic Directors’ job performance. 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

Significant Others’ perceptions 

The repeated measures ANOVA for impact factors, with impact as the within-subjects factor, 

yielded a significant effect, F(9.142, 886.805) = 54.13, p < .001. Pairwise comparisons (with 

the Bonferroni adjustment) results indicated that there were significant differences in the 

extent to which the factors impacted on job performance, as perceived by the Academic 

Directors’ Significant Others. The mean scores indicated that the Significant Others identified 

the Academic Directors’ knowledge of the program structure (Mean = 6.12) and workload 

(Mean = 6.01) as having the most significant impact on their performance (see Figure 1). 

Then there was a group of six factors having the next most significant impact (see Figure 1), 

namely, range of people (Mean = 5.76), skills in working with academic staff (Mean = 5.69), 

with students (Mean = 5.76) and with support staff (Mean = 5.50), academic and 

administrative functions (Mean = 5.68), complexity of the role (Mean = 5.59) and discipline 

expertise (Mean = 5.49). The rest of the factors listed in Figure 1 had a significantly lower 

impact. These factors were around influence and authority, program nature, structural 

factors, marketing skills, previous experience and others’ expectations. All the means were 

greater than 4.77 on a 7-point scale and this indicated that the Significant Others believed that 

all the factors did have a strong to very strong impact on the Academic Directors’ job 

performance. 

When the perceptions of the two groups were compared, there were no significant 

differences on 13 of the 16 factors. That is, the Academic Directors and the Significant 

Others held the same perceptions of what impacted on the Academic Directors’ job 
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performance. The three factors that did differ were workload (z = −5.50, p < .01), academic 

and administrative functions (z = −4.57, p < .01) and previous experience (z = −2.83, p < 

.01). For the first two factors, the Academic Directors reported that the factors had 

significantly greater impact on their job performance than their Significant Others indicated. 

For the last factor, the reverse was true. 

Factors that would make the role more attractive 

Academic Directors’ perceptions 

The repeated measures ANOVA for importance of these factors, with the attractiveness as the 

within-subjects factor, yielded a significant effect, F(8.869, 878.065) = 6.80, p < .001. 

Pairwise comparisons (with the Bonferroni adjustment) results indicated that there were 

significant difference in the extent to which the factors impacted on the attractiveness of the 

role as perceived by the Academic Directors. The mean scores indicated that the Academic 

Directors identified several factors that have a highly significant impact on role 

attractiveness. These factors were promotion criteria (Mean = 5.83), credibility of the role 

(Mean = 5.81), workload points (Mean = 5.78), research time (Mean = 5.70), administrative 

support (Mean = 5.49), role clarity (Mean = 5.44), others’ recognition (Mean = 5.35), 

allocated resources (Mean = 5.34) and support from professional staff (Mean = 5.15).  The 

remaining factors listed in Figure 2 had a significantly lower impact on role attractiveness. 

These factors were around authority, study leave, pay, autonomy and type of administrative 

support. Given that all the means were greater than 4.81 (on a 7-point scale), this indicated 

that all the factors did have a strong to very strong impact on the potential attractiveness of 

the Academic Director’s role. 
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[Insert Figure 2 about here] 

Significant Others’ perceptions 

The repeated measures ANOVA for impact factors, with attractiveness as the within-subjects 

factor, yielded a significant effect, F(8.823, 855.868) = 32.04, p < .001. The results of 

pairwise comparisons (with the Bonferroni adjustment) indicated that there were significant 

differences in the extent to which the factors impacted on the potential attractiveness of the 

Academic Director’s role as perceived by their Significant Others (see Figure 2). Firstly, the 

Significant Others indicated that promotion criteria (Mean = 5.89) would have the strongest 

impact on role attractiveness. Secondly, the factors in the next group, workload points (Mean 

= 5.75), administrative support (Mean = 5.66), role credibility (Mean = 5.66) and recognition 

by others (Mean = 5.60), all had a similar impact on attractiveness and had a significantly 

stronger impact than the next group of factors. Thirdly, the factors in this third group 

included research time (Mean = 5.40), pay (Mean = 5.36), role clarity (Mean = 5.35), 

resources (Mean = 5.34), professional staff support (Mean = 5.31), authority (Mean = 5.24) 

and autonomy (Mean = 5.14). Fourthly, the factors in the third group had a significantly 

stronger impact on attractiveness than the last two factors, study leave and different type of 

administrative support. All the means were greater than 4.97 on a 7-point scale indicating that 

the Significant Others believed that all the factors did have a strong to very strong impact on 

the attractiveness of the Academic Director’s role. 

When the perceptions of the two groups were compared, there were no significant 

differences on 13 of the 14 factors. That is, the Academic Directors and their Significant 

Others held the same perceptions of what impacted on the attractiveness of the Academic 

Director’s role. The one factor on which the two groups differed was time for research (z = 

−2.73, p < .01). The Academic Directors reported that this factor had significantly greater 
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impact on the attractiveness of their role job performance than their Significant Others 

indicated. 

Discussion 

Impact factors 

One of the purposes of this study was to determine the factors that impacted on the job 

performance of the Academic Directors. Both the Academic Directors and their Significant 

Others were asked to indicate which factors had the most impact on the Academic Director 

role. In the main, there was agreement between the two groups who indicated that some 

factors had a greater impact on job performance than did others, with all the factors having a 

strong to very strong impact on the Academic Directors’ job performance overall. 

According to both the Academic Directors and their Significant Others, workload points 

had the strongest impact on the Academic Directors’ performance. Byrne et al. (2012) 

previously found support for the impact of this factor on performance.  The issue of academic 

workloads in the context of managerialism found its beginnings in the Dawkins White Paper 

on Higher Education when it announced sweeping changes to the system (Dawkins, 1988). 

This managerialism has resulted in higher workloads and fewer resources for academic staff  

(Anderson, 2006; Bellamy et al., 2003; Coates et al., 2010; Currie & Vidovich, 1998) and a 

greater focus on outputs (Marginson, 2010) . Hence, a need for a more realistic workload 

allocation noted by these Academic Directors is not surprising.  

  In addition to this high impact factor was the complexity of the role which Vilkinas 

(2009) identified previously. The Academic Directors’ knowledge and expertise was also 

regarded as having a very high impact. Such factors as program knowledge, discipline 

expertise, marketing skills and previous experience were all identified as having a very strong 

to strong impact. These factors have also been identified previously by Byrne et al. (2012) 

and Vilkinas (2009). This suggests that these positions require an appropriate job analysis to 
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ensure that the people in these roles are given adequate time, support and training, in order 

for them to be successful in the role. 

The next group of factors to impact on the Academic Directors job performance were 

related to the work relationship area: range of people, skills in working with academic staff, 

with students and with support staff. These people skills were found to have a stronger impact 

on the Academic Directors’ performance than did the significant others’ expectations. This is 

also not a surprise since half of the growth in staffing across Australian universities has been 

in casual staff (Coates et al., 2010).  Academic Directors would have increasing 

responsibilities working with this growing cohort of staff and the turnover associated within 

this staffing cohort.  People skills have been reported to have an impact on performance 

(Byrne et al., 2012; Wong and Heng 2009). This finding suggests that individuals selected for 

this position require high level interpersonal and communication skills and may require 

further training and support to achieve expected performance levels. The possession of these 

important skills suggests that recruitment efforts be targeted towards finding the most suitable 

candidate for the Academic Director position – rather than what often happens is the 

positioning of a reluctant staff member in to this role.  

The factors in the next group were associated with influence and authority, and 

influencing peers, with some having a significantly stronger impact than others. Byrne et al. 

(2012), Coates et al. (2009) and Vilkinas (2009) reported on the significant impact of 

autonomy on performance and note the difficulties of leading and managing when no formal 

authority exists. Leading through influence and through the use of social emotional 

intelligence becomes more important in these roles where power is distributed.  Again 

recruitment of individuals with strong skills in these areas, along with further leadership 

training and development, would support incumbents in the Academic Director role 

(Ladyshewsky & Flavell, 2012).  
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Finally, structural factors had a lower (but still strong) impact. Vilkinas (2009) has 

previously found support for the impact of this factor on performance and again denotes the 

importance of understanding this role and its job design. 

Factors that would make the role more attractive 

The second purpose of this study was to determine which factors impacted on the 

attractiveness of the Academic Directors’ role. It is important that staff be satisfied and 

motivated in their jobs (Coates et al., 2010). The participants in this study may have been 

more motivated than the population sample as they generally volunteered to participate in the 

leadership development program and survey. Both the Academic Directors and their 

Significant Others were asked to indicate which factors had the most impact. In the main, 

there was agreement between the two groups who indicated that some factors had a greater 

impact on attractiveness than did others, with all the factors having a strong to very strong 

impact on the attractiveness of the Academic Directors’ role. 

There were a group of factors around working conditions. They were research time, 

automatic study leave, pay, more resources such as administrative and professional support, 

different type of administrative support, recognition of the role, credibility of the role and 

allocated workload points. Some of these factors had a stronger impact on attractiveness than 

others. For example, allocated workload points and research time had a greater impact than 

increased resources.  This is not surprising as it would enable people to fulfil the expectations 

of their role more comprehensively. Vilkinas (2009) has previously found support for the 

impact of all these factors on the attractiveness of the role and several other researchers have 

found support for the impact of pay (Byrne et al., 2012; Coates et al., 2009; Lazarsfeld 

Jensen & Morgan, 2009; Mercer, 2009; Wong & Heng, 2009) and others have also reported 

the impact of promotion on role attractiveness (Al-Rubaish et al., 2009; Byrne et al., 2012; 

Lindner, 1998; Vilkinas, 2009; Wong & Heng, 2009).  Again this points to the need for good 
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job design and analysis, and having policies in place that demonstrate the role is valued and 

one that will support movements towards promotion.  It may be worthwhile, therefore, to 

consider changing the Academic Director role from what are often short term positions to 

formally appointed ones with clear job descriptions, longer terms, requiring stronger 

academic and administrative leadership (Meek, Goedegeburre & de Boer, 2010).  

The remaining factors were linked to autonomy and authority, clarity of work goals and 

expectations of others. All these factors had a similar impact on the attractiveness of the role 

and have previously been identified by Byrne et al. (2012), Coates et al. (2009) and Vilkinas 

(2009). 

       This research is not suggesting that these individuals are ineffective in their roles. What it 

is indicating is that there are significant impact factors which, if addressed, could further 

improve the working conditions of these important positions - although this could be more 

costly.  One study by Vilkinas and Ladyshewsky (2012) demonstrated that Academic 

Directors were considered to perform effectively in their role. The results indicated that they 

focussed on getting the job done (e.g. running the course) and working with people (e.g. staff 

and student issues).  However, what was not being addressed to the same degree by these 

same Academic Directors was monitoring of the program (e.g quality indicators), 

maintaining networks (e.g. ensuring strong links with industry) and managing change.  As a 

result they were putting their programs at risk in the long term even though they appeared to 

be effective in the short term.  Addressing some of the impact factors identified in this 

research would likely change this focus. 
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     What is clear as well from the findings of this research are that many of the factors 

impacting on performance and on attractiveness are outside of the control of these 

individuals.  Most of the Academic Directors in this study are in junior ranks and are likely to 

experience less satisfaction and influence than those of their senior counterparts.  This is 

supported by the CAP survey findings which found those in senior ranks reported higher 

levels of satisfaction and felt more involved in decision making (Coates, et al., 2010).  

Academic Directors can obtain experience to strengthen their leadership skills, improve 

interpersonal communication and gain further knowledge of the institutional policies and 

program. Such leadership development programs, when delivered within universities, with 

appropriate time release can strengthen leadership skills at the Academic Director level 

(Ladyshewsky & Flavell, 2012). However, obtaining training and gaining experience are only 

partial strategies for improving one’s success in this role and more situated development is 

also required. 

Many of the issues impacting on performance and job attractiveness relate to structural 

factors within the institution and policy frameworks which often lean towards promoting 

teaching and research - although there is an increasing recognition within universities to 

recognise the importance of both equally.  For example, workload allocation is based on a 

formula which is set by the institution. The result is that Academic Directors have neither the 

power nor the necessary standing within the university to alter any of these factors, 

particularly if they are junior staff.  It is the responsibility of senior management and the 

Academic Directors’ Line Managers, therefore, to show leadership by addressing these 

through job design factors in workload allocations and through university policies and 

procedures. This creates an opportunity to improve overall course quality through providing 

those responsible for this task with the appropriate resources. It also creates opportunities for 

making these roles attractive within the context of the university and it’s culture. This 
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research is not suggesting that Academics are not doing their job effectively, however it is 

suggesting that there is considerable room for improvement in job design. These 

considerations are described below. 

Hence, this research provides a range of data that enables further discussion on the 

Academic Director role.  Given the findings of this research, in combination with the 

literature, the following suggestions are made regarding job design factors and the impact on 

the Academic Director role.  

• Selection criteria for positions should stipulate the need for people management skills, 

program and discipline knowledge, and previous experience. In some cases this may not 

be possible to find in-house and external recruitment would become necessary. In other 

instances succession planning would facilitate entrance in to these roles. 

• Training and development opportunities should be provided to enhance the leadership 

capability of Academic Directors to influence others, particularly when they do not have a 

formal power relationship. This training has to be experiential and situated within the role 

with opportunities for peer coaching and peer collaboration. Formal training (e.g. courses 

and readings) are only a part of the overall training strategy. 

• Policies should be developed/reviewed to more accurately capture workload point 

allocations for the role, level of authority and structural factors in order for individuals in 

these roles to be able to deliver the outcomes set forth by their senior leaders. 

• Academic Directors’ Line Managers must become more involved in discussions about the 

expectations of the role, the nature of the program, and how the role is organised. 

By taking into consideration the data presented in this research along with the information in 

the literature, there is also an opportunity for discussion on how to make these roles more 

attractive to individuals within universities. Some of these considerations are described 

below. 
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• Policies that enable Academic Directors to have more research time and automatic study 

leave at the end of their term may entice more individuals in to the role. Such policies 

would reduce concerns that such roles are career advancement dead-ends because they do 

not fit neatly into the teaching and research context of universities. 

• Promotion opportunities were linked to the role. 

• Adequate resources were allocated to support the role. 

Strengths and limitations 

The main strengths of this study are that: 

• it is one of the first of this kind to be undertaken in academia to explore the issues related 

to the Academic Director role; and 

• it researches an important leadership role in the management of universities. 

The individuals in these roles can have a major impact on the quality and reputation of an 

educational qualification.  Hence, the role should not be overlooked and forgotten just 

because of its lower ‘middle’ manager status. This research also provides senior leaders in 

academic settings with information they can consider to improve the attractiveness and 

potential of these important positions.  

As universities become scrutinized more and more, the quality of leadership and management 

of academic qualifications increases. Hence, understanding the complexities of the Academic 

Director role and putting in place strategies to support this key position should yield more 

positive results for universities and their student cohorts. 

There are also some limitations to this study. A larger sample size and exploring these 

factors in different cultural settings would also address some of the limitations pertaining to 

generalizability.  As the sample in this research involved volunteer participants and those 

nominated by their managers, a larger sample size would also capture the voices of other 

Academic Directors who might be required or advised to attend training. This other group 
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may have additional or different views about impact and attractiveness factors.  Adapting the 

questionnaire to different academic management roles within the university could also be 

useful, to see how transferable some of these impact factors are to other positions (e.g. Deans, 

Heads of Schools). 

Conclusion 

     This research has described a range of factors which impact on the role of Academic 

Director and also provides some data on what might make the role more attractive. 

Universities can use this information to improve aspects of the Academic Director role where 

it is considered to be ineffective. The Academic Role is an important position linked to 

quality outcomes for universities. Greater effort by senior leaders of universities needs to be 

put into developing adequate policies and procedures to make this role more attractive. 

Making the role more attractive will entice staff  to these important roles and enable 

Academic Directors to perform well in the job.  

     The senior leadership of universities also need to consider the results of this research 

seriously. If senior leaders are committed to quality outcomes in their qualifications, they 

have a responsibility to ensure that those responsible for producing these outcomes can do so 

effectively and efficiently. The quality of a degree program requires individuals who can 

manage the program exceedingly well.  They have to be attracted to the job and want to 

perform well. This research will also provide some background information to those 

academic staff interested in applying for an Academic Director role.  By addressing the 

impact factors noted in this research, quality outcomes are possible, along with a self-

actualised and motivated workforce committed to excellence in qualification delivery. 
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Figure 1. Mean scores on factors impacting on Academic Directors’ job performance, as 

perceived by the Academic Directors and their Significant Others. (The asterisks denote 

the three items on which the two groups differed significantly.) 
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Figure 2. Mean scores on factors impacting on attractiveness of Academic Directors’ role, as 

perceived by the Academic Directors and their Significant Others* 

 


