H 5.1

Session: H

Parallel Session: 5.1

Research Domain: Higher Education Policy; Management, Leadership and governance

Steve Woodfield
Kingston University, London, United Kingdom

Leading Through Teams: Top Team Structures And Practices In UK Higher Education

This paper will discuss the theory and practice of teamwork in ‘top management teams’ (TMTs) in UK higher education institutions and will be informed by some of the key findings from a recent research project investigating the different ways in which UK higher education institutions structure their TMT and senior management structures. The research approach combined empirical investigation in UK HEIs (17 interview-based case studies and a sector-wide pilot questionnaire), desk research on structural change recently experienced by institutions at senior management level in UK higher education, and a literature review on top teams in higher education and in other sectors. Case study institutions were chosen from one of eight clusters designed to reflect the heterogeneity of institutional types, and different approaches to organisational restructuring undertaken by UK higher education institutions.
In literature focused on the corporate sector, Jarzabkowski & Searle (2004) emphasise the importance of both ‘diversity’ (in demographic, functional and behavioural terms) and ‘collective action’ in enhancing the ‘strategic capacity’ of the TMT. Carmeli & Schaubroeck (2006) outline the importance of a behaviourally-integrated TMT characterised by intense interaction that produces open information exchange and collaboratively based solutions and decisions, whilst Herb et al., (2001) offer interesting reflections from the corporate sector on the challenges of top level team working. The literature on top teams in HE is limited, although Bensimon & Neuman (1993) use the findings from empirical research to summarise some advantages and disadvantages of teamwork in HE top teams (these will be outlined in the session).
In addition to important findings about the role, function, processes and development of top teams, the empirical research generated insights into how top teams in higher education institutions exhibit teamwork, and whether teamwork is always necessary for an effective top team. In particular, the following key principles were identified which require attention when considering teamwork and restructuring in the TMT:

· Understand the meaning of team work in a top team – teamwork is not required at all times. Successful TMTs tend to have a capacity to recognise the key issues on which decisions must be reached through effective team working - and then ensure that the TMT focuses its energy on such issues
· Establish agreed working practices between team members to encourage effective team-working – e.g. explicit ‘ground rules’ or behavioural ways of interacting within the team, and any relevant sanctions for rule-breaking

· Foster relationship-building in the top team – “team working at the top is an unnatural act” -  through supporting informal interaction, and making time for TMT members to gain experience of working together on team issues
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