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Abstract 
 
Introduction: In the globalized world of performative measures, university rankings, decline 
funding and a higher education driven by market demands, leading change requires subtle 
understanding not only of issues at the macro level, but also the micro level. Change involves 
various degrees of leadership activities such as engagement, decision making and strategic 
alliances done mostly at the micro level with the people who will be responsible to implement 
change as well as those impacted by change. This paper is a case study of higher education 
change in an Australian university, an amalgamation of two faculties into one. The aim of this 
paper is to present the importance of organizational context when implementing change.  
 
Methodology: Data for the study was gathered from interviews conducted with staff, both the 
academics and administrators. A Constructivist Grounded Theory approach was used for data 
gathering and analysis. This was subsequently analyzed using NVivo version 10. 
 
Results and discussion: The findings of the study show the importance for leadership to 
understand the organizational context that includes the history, culture and people of the 
organization.  
 
Conclusion and recommendations: Leaders must be aware of the organizational context during 
the change process. The history, culture, operational system and tradition, as well as the people 
of the organization play importance roles in impacting the change process.  
 
Keywords: Higher education, leadership, change, grounded theory, humanization, 
organizational, management.   
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Introduction  
 
The higher education context is dynamic with various demands for change (Blackmore & Sachs, 
2000). The presence of diverse and ambiguous objectives and semi-autonomous organizational 
structures such as faculties, departments and research centers for excellence make implementing 
change in universities a huge task (Cloete & Kulati, 2003). Tertiary institutions as an entity are 
unique, unlike business organizations, as it has distinctive fundamental characters and practices 
(Cloete & Kulati, 2003; Kezar, Carducci & Contreras-McGavin, 2006). Academics are expected 
to keep up with regular advances in their field as well as balance faculty workload such as 
teaching, research, publication, consultation and performance management duties (Shin & 
Harman, 2009). When leading change, higher education leaders are engaged with activities such 
as engagement, decision making and strategic alliances done mostly at the micro level with the 
people who will be responsible to implement the change as well as those who will be impacted 
by the change. Leaders must take into account the perspectives, knowledge and experiences of 
faculty members.  
 
There have been various studies on leading change and the importance of understanding 
organizational context. Several studies reported that planned change is accompanied by 
excitement and hope (Burke, 2017). Effective leaders of change are crucial to higher education 
because change without strong leadership will not happen (Kamarudin, Starr, Abdullah & 
Husain, 2014). Leaders must learn to ask appropriate and essential questions pertaining to the 
directions of higher education. Aspects such as partnership and collaborations, financial 
resources, teaching and learning, business mission and vision as well as issues on IT 
development need to be effectively and strategically planned and managed. Kotter and Cohen 
(2014) found that organizational change often have impacts on individuals of the organization 
and vice versa. Change impacts an employee by forcing him or her to function in a different 
manner. In turn, an employee impacts change from their behavior such as being resistant or 
consensual. Change is also found as the primary causes of stress due to the feelings of insecurity 
it evokes (Amorim, 2013). In this aspect, emotions such as frustration, anger, and fear are 
experienced by co-workers. An imposed change, for example, may create negative emotions 
such as fear of losing something important, anger and anxiety.  
 
2. Literature review  
 
Literature on organizational change has pointed to the importance of organizational context as 
a factor that contributes to the success of organizational change (Greenwood, Hinings & 
Whetten, 2014). Organizational context includes the people, the history, and the system of an 
organization; also referred to as organizational culture (Schein, 2010) and organizational 
identity (Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton & Corley, 2013). Organizational culture consists of all 
tangible and intangible behavioral aspects of an organization (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2015). 
According to Gioia et al. (2013), organizational context also relates to the term organizational  
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identity. ‘Organizational identity’ is what makes an organization identifiable outside the 
organization. When change occurs, organizational identity is challenged as identities will 
change. People see change as efforts to alter their identity, culture, or history which disrupts the 
social relationship that has been forged over time. As such, resistance to change occurs. As 
stated by Ravasi and Phillips (2011), “If (organizational identity) is not properly managed, 
organizational identity may hamper strategic change” (p. 104). 
 
Background of the study 
 
This study is on the amalgamation of two faculties in an Australian university, a Faculty of 
Education and a Faculty of Arts. Both the former faculties were established in the mid-1970s 
and had a reputation as being among the best in Australia in their respective fields. Both faculties 
had gone through several amalgamations, beginning in the 1980s to the 1990s. The earlier 
amalgamations were mainly amalgamations with other smaller institutes as part of Australia’s 
nation-wide higher education policy to strengthen higher education position in the global world 
during the 1970s (Worthington & Lee, 2008). The amalgamation in focus took place in the 
middle of 2007. It was the result of a top down decision from the Vice Chancellor’s office after 
several discussions at the Senior Executive level of the university.  
 
The amalgamation was said to be driven by the aims of saving cost as well as to achieve 
managerial effectiveness. After the announcement by the Vice Chancellor, a restructuring 
committee was formed to oversee the merger. The committee was led by a representative from 
the Vice Chancellor’s office and consisted of people from the human resource office, and 
representatives from both the faculties. The committee was given approximately six months to 
implement the amalgamation. Although there were resistance to the amalgamation, it was 
pushed through. By 1st January 2008, the two faculties had amalgamated, forming the Faculty 
of Arts and Education. Nevertheless, the amalgamation was viewed by staff as a failure since 
along the way, several staff quit their jobs and there was resistance from both the academics and 
administrators. This paper presents one significant theme, which is organizational context and 
how leaders of change can learn from it when implementing change (Kamarudin, 2017). 
 
3. Methodology  
 
The main purpose of this paper was to provide insights on a change case study of an 
amalgamation of two faculties into one, in an Australian university. The use of the qualitative 
approach was considered appropriate because it empowers the researcher to observe the 
dynamic complexities occurring both within and across organizational hierarchical levels. 
Dalzell (2000, p. 85) stated that qualitative research search “…for patterns, looking for pluralism 
and complexity”, thus, resulting to a more accurate and useful findings. By employing the 
qualitative methods too, the richness and significance of individual experience in the theory-
building research process can be realized (Creswell & Poth, 2017).  
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A qualitative research “permits you to follow leads that emerge” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 14).  With 
this flexibility, a researcher is able to refine and reshape data collection to ensure that the study 
is directed towards achieving its aim. The strength of the case study method is the ability to 
allow the researcher to retain the holistic characteristics of real-life events and undertake 
thorough investigation into a phenomenon in its particular context (Thomas, 2015; Yin, 2013). 
A case study focuses on an entity in itself and allows in-depth examination (Yin, 2013). 
According to Glaser (2017), grounded theory is a research method for inducing and generating 
theory that is grounded in the gathered data. According to the grounded theory, researchers seek 
to understand the multi-perspectives of the data to conceptualize it and generate theoretical ideas 
(Charmaz, 2014). A core element of the grounded theory is that inquiry is shaped by the motive 
to understand and discover social and social psychological processes in various fields (Glaser, 
2017). The analytical method employed by the researcher prompts theory discovery and 
development rather than verification of pre-existing theories.  
 
This study utilizes interviews and document analysis. 29 individuals were interviewed. They 
included university executives, Amalgamation Committee members, academic and 
administrators. They were chosen through theoretical sampling which assures that these people 
represented views of important individuals who are well versed with the context and issues 
related to the study. The transcripts of the interviews were provided to the interviewees upon 
request for validation. 
 
4. Results and discussion 
 
The two former faculties have had a long history since the university’s establishment in the 
1970s. Respondents from both the former faculties shared their feelings and emotions when 
reminiscing about “the good old days” (a term used by interviewees) with reference to their 
previous history, mainly during the period from the mid-1970s through to the 1980s, known also 
as the formative years of the university. They referred to best academic practices, the work 
environment, collegiality, important events and the successes that they had achieved. 
Participants revealed that the university and the former Faculty of Education had gone through 
several organizational restructurings. The formation of the university itself was a result of 
several amalgamations of teacher colleges. The Faculty of Education rapidly established itself 
as one of the foremost Faculties of Education in the country without doubt. 
 

We had some key academics and they were highly effective in establishing an original 
approach to research in the faculty. So it became very well known internationally. At that 
time, the university was involved in off campus forms of delivery and multi-modal 
education in an Open University model. So it established a reputation in Australia and 
abroad as a provider of multi-modal education (Ince-Academic 1, 2011).  
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Ince further described the collegiality and high commitment among academic staff as recalled 
below, 
 

It was a very exciting time because we were a very new university. We knew we were 
competing against established universities. We knew we had an original perspective on 
instruction, course delivery with decent education. No other university was doing that. So, 
all of us were also undertaking Masters or PhD studies at that time. Some were established 
researchers. But yes! Very collegial! Quite exciting! Very new ways! New ground that 
we’re breaking at that time in the late 70’s and 80’s (Ince: Academic, p. 3, 2011). 

 
The former Faculty of Education was also known to produce outstanding research outputs 
despite a relatively frugal research funding base. Beck, a senior academic, stated: 
 

There was significant support (research funding) but what we did in those two areas, 
Curriculum and Social Administrative study; we were recognized as one of the top three 
or four faculties in the country in Education. Interestingly enough when we compared to 
other top universities in Australia, we had a quarter of the research funds but we were 
producing more research. So, Yes! The support was there but certainly it wasn’t 
extravagant (Beck-Academic2, 2011). 

 
Donald, a professor from the former Faculty of Arts, recalled the presence of established 
academics in the former Faculty of Arts. Professor Donald stated, “And I would say we had 
some pretty good people at the beginning. Excellent staff, good academic program as well as 
collegiality also contributed to the performance of the faculties.” (Donald: Academic14, 2011, 
p. 7).  
 
Senior academics from the former Faculty of Education also pointed to ‘practices’ that 
contributed to the success of the former Faculty of Education such as:  
 

a. Appointing staff with a fundamental background in a core specialization, not related to 
education, and later providing professional educational training. For example, one staff 
member had a Chemical Organics qualifications background and expertise in 
Information Technology. Another faculty member’s background was in the History and 
Philosophy disciplines. The practice of appointing staff with a background in a core 
specialization, not related to education, resulted in the development of a staff base that 
was producing educationists that were strong in their area of expertise but critical 
towards the education practices of the time.  

b. Funding new staff to conduct their doctoral studies in the United States rather than the 
United Kingdom. According to a senior academic, the education system in the United 
States enjoyed a reputation for producing excellent academics that were critical and 
aligned to social justice issues such as equality and solidarity. These academics produced 
research that was rich in original ideas and helped to introduce the faculty members of 
their home university to a world of new creative teaching practice and learning ideas.    
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c. Producing quality monographs for multi-modal learning program. These monographs 
propagated original and new perspectives reflecting critical scholarly views about 
disciplines related to Education and Arts. As a result, the monographs helped to 
introduce the faculties’ academics to the international stage. 

 
Unlike the 1980s, which were known as the Faculty of Education’s formative years, rich in 
intellectual activity, the 1990s were recognized as a time of major faculty-level restructurings. 
A number of logistical, financial and staff morale issues emerged from these Arts and Education 
school and departmental level restructurings. These issues included:  
 

a. A sharp increase in the number of academic staff from 70 to approximately 300 
(participant’s estimate). This had led to increases in operating costs. 

b. The creation of a multi-campus faculty that presented some logistical difficulties in the 
management of academic programs, for students enrolled in multiple faculties, and cost 
of campus transfers. 

c. Financial challenges to the management of operational costs (i.e. salaries, recruitment 
costs, multi-campus maintenance and facilities costs). 

d. An exodus of staff to competitor universities presented a clear challenge to staff 
retention. 

e. The unfamiliarity of newly appointed staff from teachers’ colleges with the university’s 
research culture; an outcome of which was a rapid departure from the faculty. 

f. The development of tensions within the Education faculty between university and former 
teacher college academics. 

 
In relation to (e) above, Carr, a senior academic stated, “It was interesting because the first Dean 
was an ex-primary school teacher. There’s a bit of tension between the older teacher as a teacher 
educator and the academic because they didn’t really quite intersect” [Carr-Academic3, 2011]. 
 
Other senior academics pointed to other issues originating from seemingly flawed government 
funding and the university’s management policies that seemed somewhat harsh and likely out 
of touch with what needed to be happening in the university sector at that time, in terms of 
developing both a competitive research profile and high quality teaching and learning programs. 
As an example, Beck, a senior academic, mentioned that the university leadership of the 1990s 
made what s/he considered to be several questionable strategic decisions and took what was 
perceived by some staff as a hostile stance towards the Education Faculty. These actions were 
understood to have negative repercussions in the erosion of the Education Faculty’s status as a 
leading national academic center, and concomitantly, impacted on the university’s academic 
reputation. Participants’ responses and content analysis of university’s documents revealed 
insights into:  
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a. Perceptions that the university had adopted a hostile attitude (lack of support for the 
Faculty’s academic and research activities) towards the former Faculty of Education. 

b. The lack of recognition given to multi-modal education as one of the strengths and 
distinctive competencies of the university.  

c. The closure of city campuses and the opening of alternative campuses. 
d. Promoting the university as a rural university. The new focus on rural study did not help 

the university attract more students as many rural students came from low 
socioeconomic status backgrounds. 

e. The transition of all course units to an online environment.  
 
The findings showed that both faculties had a rich history built on experiences and the 
involvement of personnel who had worked at the faculties for a long time. Despite the top 
management’s argument that the amalgamation had to be done because both the faculties had 
debts, the findings showed that there were reasons for the debts, based on the context of the 
time, as well as, factors that were beyond the control of the faculty and the faculty members. 
Leaders must understand the micro context of the organizational history of the faculties to ensure 
that the views and sensitivities of the staff for future planning are taken into consideration. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
Leadership during higher education change, such as amalgamation, is a difficult task. In this 
paper, the factor of organizational context is seen as important for leaders to understand, 
especially at the micro level. Members of the faculty highlighted insightful aspects of the history 
of the faculties providing a clearer picture of how the faculties arrived at their status then. 
Additionally, the findings showed how the faculties have had multiple successes despite their 
economic problems which showed that both academics and administrators were committed and 
had sacrificed time and effort to achieve these goals.  
 
When leading change, leaders must be aware of the micro organizational context consisting of 
the history, culture and people of the organization. Acknowledging these elements, and 
incorporating them into future strategic plans may contribute to better change success. 
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