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- ABSTRACT

“The efficacy and validity of a Critical Success Factors (CSFs) approach to the
investigation of the management information needs of Heads of academic
departments in 16 English universities is discussed. It is found that this approach
can be an effective means of identifying and correlating organisational goals,
the factors vital to the achievement of those goals, and related information needs
seross a stratified sample of universities with differing staff/student populations,
cesearch ratings and academic disciplines. Goals, CSFs and management infor-
mation needs are found to vary according to institutional culture, age, feaching
and research activities and academic discipline. Although some Heads of
department wete initially reluctant to rank organisational goals and some had
difficulty understanding the concept of CSFs most were in the end able to
identify and rank goals and CSFs and articulate a wide range of management
information needs. Current provision of such information by university aca-
demic support services was found to be often inadequate, inaccurate, difficult

to access and confusing or misleading.

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
Insistence by government and funding bodies on greater managementefficiency
and accountability and research and teaching quality assessment procedures
have obliged universities in the United Kingdom Lo adopt more rigorous means
of managing and monitoring their resources. Tn many institutions this has led to
a much more managerialist approach to internal decision-making and resoutce
allccation. At the same time, devolution of greater responsibility for resource
management from the centre io individual academic departments bas substan-
tially affected the roles of Heads of Department as academic teaders and
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managers, the range of tasks which they are expected 1o perform, and the
relations with other sections of their university ( Middiehurst 1989: Maghi
H.1991; Brook and Davies 1994; Davies 1995 Eley 1995: Tapper and Sla

1995). The report of the Commitiee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals, genér
ally known as the Jarras Report, argued that “_universities are first and

foremost corporate enterprises to which subsidiary units and individual aga
demics are responsible and accountable” (Committee of Vice-Chancellors ari¢
Principals, 1985, 22) and suggested that Heads of academic departments mig
or should be appointed on grounds other than expertise in research:

teaching, is not always the person most fitted to manage a department, We take t

view that it is preferable to retain the two functions in one person. In circamstances
where this is impracticable, we believe the Head of Department must possess the
requisite manageriai capabilities and that he should be encouraged to delegate some

part of the fespontsibility for academic leadership to others.
{Comniitiee of Vice-Chanceliors and Principals, 1985, 28)

Institutional obligations to monitor performance and quatity, and the vari-
oty, complexity and voiume of the additional duties imposed on Heads of
academic departments, have accentuated the need for more sophisticated, better
organised and more easily accessible information about perforniance, competi-
lor institutions, sources of funding, potential students, and techrological,
economic and political developments in general. In a study of 30 universities in
the United Kingdom, however, Chaston found that the management information
systems currently used were effectively preventing the full use of available
resources (Chaston 1994): Miller found thatpotenfial]y important management
information could become centralised in the hands of a smal] group of senior
managers with access to a “..superior information base on courses, student
characteristics and staff” {Miller 1993, 127). 1t has alsc heen argued that the
difficulties universities encounter when trying to develop efficient and effective
management information Systems may, to some extent at least, be due to
inadequate understanding of what managers in universities actually require
from such systems, to neglect of information that is externally sourced, quali-
tative or subjective, and to too much emphasis on technology- rather than
information-ied solutions (Allen 1995, 12). While Allen is primarily concerned
with the development of information syszems in higher education the research
project described here was more spectfically concerned with the management
information needs of senior academic staff, how those needs are being aor could
be met, and with the effectiveness of a Critical Success Factors (CSFs) approach
to the investigation of those needs,
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(Based on Greene, Loughridge and Wilson, 1996)

o TABLE 3
Distribuiion of disciplines sefected
Discipli '
sciplines Number of departments

Science subjects

Social Science subjects I;
Arts .&nd Humanities subjects 12
Medical subjects

6

(Based on Greene, Loughridge and Wilson 1996)

In all. interviews were held with 44 Heads of
evenfy distributed across the {{)rmer- € ;é o
older universities (20 Interviews) w{‘t;}
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Z, Or, in some cases, 3, H : i
o). 20 e cases, 3, Heads of

each university. In addition, 19 senjor admin-
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ssirative staff and directors or heads of specialised units, and 16 Librarians (15

Likrarians and one Deputy Librarian) were interviewed. As well as questions
Cphoul c:){ganisaiionul goals and ('SFs, Heads of academic departments were

~¢ about their roles and functions in their department and ipstitption,
developments in institutional management styles, and their views on the value
of mission statements and strategic plans. The librarians and administrators
were guestioned about their perceptions of the management information needs
of Heads of academic departments and their current or potential role n the
pravision of such information. Since this paper is primarily concerned with the
applicability and efficacy of the CSFs approach to investigation of the informa-
sion needs of heads of academic departments the principal findings of the
research on organisational goals, the specific management information needs

Bty
snd factors affecting both of these arc referred to only briefly.

THE CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS (CSFS) APPROACH

The CSFs approach, it has been argued, can be an effective means of defining
managers’ information needs and identifying areas in which satisfactory resulls
wiit ensure that an organisation performs competitively (Rockart 1979, 85,
#ockart 1982). By concentrating on the factors that may be vitalioa company’s
achievement of its objectives this approach can be used to identify managers’
information needs and contribute effectively Lo the development of any infor-
mation system by stressing core issues and refining them in a manner that
cnables the design of an information system to be subjected to iterailve
idity and completeness. In Rockart's case-studies this top-
down approach Lo the identification of information needs was shown to be
anderstood and accepted at senior management level. The identification of
CSFs may, therefore, help fo define the kinds of information that must be
collected and manipulated so that an organisation can target its activities on is
husiness needs rather than on what the available technology will allow. There
may be the additional advantage that senior managers’ collective understanding
of their company and its environment may be enhanced, which may be vital if,
as Cotterell and Rapley showed in their use of the CSFs method at British
Airways, Executive Information Systems (EIS) are Lo be successfully imple-
mented (Cotterell and Rapley 1991).

While the CSFs approach may have strong points in its favour, it may noi
an appropriate method to use with managers at all levels within
found that the further removed
they were fo be

sxamination for val

necessarily be
an organisation. In one study, for example, it was
managers were from the senior managerial level the less tikely
able to develop corporate-wide ('SFs (Boynton and Zmud 1984); in this case it
was conctuded that “._. the only individuals who were able to actually define
concrete information measures were the senior managers” (Boynton and Zmud
1984, 24). The CSFs methodology has, nevertheless, shown itself to be an
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attractive one for analysing overall organisational information needs and hag
been used to analyse a wide range of environments such as information centres

(Mogal et al. 1988), British Rail (Mainelli & Miller 1988), factory automatio

in Japanese corporations (Takanaka 19913, computer inlegrated manufacturing
(Ramamurthy & King 1992), and information technology (Pollalis & Hanson

Frieze 1993},

The use of the CSFs approach in higher education has also been reported by :

Pellow and Wilson, as already mentioned, and by Sabherwal and Kirs, who, in

a study of 244 large academic institutions, showed that aligning CSFs to IT

capability could improve the overall performance of an institution {Pellow and
Wilson 1993; Sabherwal and Kirs 1994}, The use of what might seem to be agn
essentially business-oriented approach in higher education institutions, conven-
tionalty regarded as being more concerned with adding value than generating
profit for themselves or shareholders, usefully draws attention to the question
of what the organisational goals of higher education actually are or should be.
However, while organisational goals may be comparatively easy to identify in
abusiness or commercial context those of universities may not be nearly so clear
cut. As Eisenhardt and Zbaraki state, the CSFs method requires that “actors enter
decision situations with known objectives....The actors gather appropriate
mnformation, and develop a set of alternative actions,” (Eisenhardt and Zbaraki
1992, 18).In higher education, however, the problem need not necessarily be

that academics or academic Managers are unaware of organisational goals or
unabie to articulate them, but rather that, given the traditional plurality of goals

in the academic community, the applicability of the CSEg approach to any

analysis of information needs may be weakened, though this lack of clarity on
goals and related information needs may, as Eisenhardt and Zhark;j suggest, be
common © all organisations since:

--goals are unclear and shift over time, Peaple often search for information and
alternatives haphazardly and opportunistically. Analysis of aliernatives may be
limited and decisions often refiect the use of standard operating procedures rather
than systematic analysis.

(Eisenhardt and Zharki 1992, 20)

This urge to satisfy rather than optimise may be particularly true of an
organisational culture, such as higher education, in which there is a plurality of
goals.

Besides the difficulty of focusing accurately on organisational goals, it may
also be true that a CSFy approach may not be appropriate for the investigation
of managers at all levels within a university. In their account of a case study of
a large university, for example, Boynton and Zmud reported that the Head of the
university’s careers placement service responded well 1o the CSF method. but
that lower level managers in particular found the method difficult to work with:
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TABLE 4
Goals: ranked according to identification by Heads of Departments
Number of Heads of
Department
mentioning goal
(N =44)
To improve department's research performance 38
To provide high quality teaching 31
To maximise the potential of staff 21
To generate income 13
o manage department's resources 11
To attract high quality applicants B
To improve external links 11
To provide high quality continuing education 8
To advance the discipline 8
To widen access &
To recruit high quality staff 3
| To educate the student 3 B

(Based on Greene, Loughridge and Wilson, 1996}

Not surprisingly, of the 12 departmental goals suggested, high quality
research and teaching were the most frequently identified, while maximising
staff potential and generating income were also highly placed. It was also widely
accepted that more attention had to be devoted to more efficient management of
resources, maintenance and development of external links, and improved
fesponse to external demands, and that more needed to be done to attract
students and position departments appropriately, though recruitment of high
quality staff and the education of students occupied surprisingly low places in
the ranking.

Critical Success Factors
With the range of departmental goals established, Heads of Department were
asked to consider the factors which they congidered critical to the
of those goals (CSFs). Although the pilot study had shown t
academic departments had little difficulr
goals

achievement
hat Heads of

y in identifying both organisational
and CSFs some Heads interviewed in the larger-scale project initially
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Resource management g 7|2 - 1 2 o
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Teaching resources ‘?{) s : ; s
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Within the range of twelve goals previously identified, as many as twenty-
four possible CSFs were identified. It is possible to divide these into ‘internal’
and ‘external factors’, the balance between these being dependent on four key
influential factors: political and economic environment, institutional setting,
relative position of the department within its institution and departmental
culture. The first ten CSFs are related to factors °
as their relationship with potential rescarch sponsars and official and profes-
sional bodies, and are generally oriented towards research and income genera-
tion, while the remaining fourteen have more to do with ‘internal” goals such as
teaching and personnel management. Successful research-led departments in
‘older’ untversities tend to be more externally-focused than historically largely
teaching-oriented departments; in the former. heads of department tend ro place

greater emphasis on the defence of ‘traditional virtues’ such as academic
freedom and autonomy from the external environment. In the ‘newer’ universi-
ties, on the other hand, there is generally closer interface between the university
centre and the departments and a generally more managerialist culture; relations
between their department and their university seem to be a more critical issue
for heads of department in these universities, to some extent because the ‘newer’
universities are accustomed to a more top-down managerialist approach to
academic staff. However, there was considerable
department about the importance of external relat
design, teaching resources, monitoring

agreement amongst heads of
ions, public relations, course
and evaluation procedures and student
recroitment. There was some divergence between these two groups on the
importance of academic recruitment, information support, and protection of the
distinction between research and teaching time, with research and funding
recelving greater emphasis in the ‘older’ universities. There were also wide
differences on the issues of resource management and staff development
policies, with those in the ‘newer’ universities placing greater stress on these.
Once the Heads of department had identified their CSFs, similar or related
CSFs were grouped under a number of headings to produce fifteen key functions
which attempted to describe the various relationships between the three inter-
view groupings described above (Tables I, 2 and 3). This enabled areas of
convergence and divergence of views between heads of department in ‘older’
and ‘newer’ universities and in different academic disciplines on the relative
importance of various CSFs to be identified,. There was a considerable degree
of unanimity across the groups on the importance of such matters as external
relations, public relations, course design, teaching resources and monitoring
and evaluation procedures, Divergences were also hi

ghlighted; for example, it
became ev

ident that refations between departments and their parent institution
as a whole were a mere important matter for those in ‘newer’ universities and
Heads of Department in ‘older’ universities tended 1o tay greater stress on the

importance of research and funding. The groups also differed substantially on

: il el
{he importance of resource management and staff dev

‘external’ to departments such
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TABLE 6
Ranked list of information needs and sources
X ads epartment ranking
Mfarmation Types N o need and source
Total |internal] University | Exiernal

Staff management 41 41 0 0
information . - -
Competitor intelligence 27 ks =
Research funding 27 0

Iternatives I
EI;orrnai/inf{}rmal 24 24 i 0
performance - — ; R
fmployer's needs 23 >

Current student needs 21 2} . :
Teaching opportunitics 21 5 L A
Government policy 19 (3 l,-} :
Resource availability 19 3 1:,; :
Financial management 17 11 14 :
University policy 1 (6} 3 : =

Student recruitment 2 -
?’Ecntial student's needs 15 1 ; i{;w——l
Marketing information 15 3 : o
Staft recruitment 13 f E

information . B 1
Potential research sponsors! 10 0 2 k
University research G 0

policies . , 5 .
Advicefassistance - -
Needs of disabled students i 0

(Based on Greene, Loughridge and Wilson, 19967
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TABLE?
Information needs of academic Heads of Departments:
newer and older universities intery
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Total [ % T Total | % jon (Table §).
: TABLE 8
Staff management 23 95.8 18 90.6 ic Heads of Department
information . . Information needs of a{:adﬂﬂ’}c 2 83 nd 4
T " ; o Sk, 2,34
University policy ¥ 35% 5 555 Interview group .
Employer's needs 13 54.2 10 50.0 information Types Interview Groups
Research funding 13 54.2 14 70.0 3 4
alternatives 1 LD
Formal/informai Is 62.5 9 45.0 No. [ % | No. | % | Mo, | % | No %1
performance o T8 00 110 je6e; & | 889 | 5 | K33
: T S1aff manageme!
Teachmg opportunities 13 54.2 8 40.0 information 5 T3731 6 1667 1 | 167 |
Competitor intefligence 12 30.0 15 75.0 Current student needs 11} 611 g gllS 5 1556 2 333
Current student needs 12 50.0 9 450 Hescarch funding 1) 6L '
Government policy 12 50.0 7 35.0 aligrnatives T 16i1 ] & 455, 7 (7781 1 167 |
Financial management 12 50.6 5 25.0 Formal/informel . _—r-~"—{f*]
Resource availability 17 5% g .M—f40 5 performance __ TR R ﬂ__;f,;wf;
2 ; S L N N 2 | Ry | Teaching opportunities &6.7 1 2 333 ¢
Marketing information 9 375 1 g r 300 } Employers' needs 10 1556 ] 3 5531 167 |
Student recruitment & 333 $ 1 400 Financial management 8 4441 & ; 4; 5 33.3 1
information ! Government policy $ 44.; iSQ 5561 5 833 !
Potential student needs 7 29.2 8 40.0 Competitor intelligence 7 %29 : 550 00|
Potential research sponsors 5 20.8 5 25.0 University policy -,; ;8'9 3 5561 1 1 167 |
University rescarch policies 4 16.7 2 10.0 Resouros awialt}ﬂugds 4 SRR 4443 3 .
Staff recruitment 2 83 11 3 Potentia! Smdw. i 7T 3 PR B
. ; 5.0 Potential research sponsors : 444 1 1
information — : 4 | 2221 6 |
_ _ Marketing informatmﬂ. ) 5 AR
Advice/assistance i 42 ] 5.0 University research policies | 3 | 16.7 g T3
[Needs of disabled students | 1 73 0 0.0 | Student recruitment 3 16‘-’; = 55T
; Advice/assistance i i i - T P 4sd |3
(Based on Greene, Loughridge and Wilson, 1996) Staff recruitment '
information TETOI06T 0 [ 60O
Needs of disabled students | 1 :

. e HL
e . .. {Based on Greene, Loughridge and Wilson, 1996)
Thase in “older’ universities expressed a greater need for externally-sourced
information on funding opportunities and sponsorship, competitor intetligence

and staff recruitment, while those in ‘newer’ universities stressed the types of

1
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CONCLUSIONS

“ha Critical Success Factors approach proved to be an effective way not only of
entifying the range and nature of organisational goals, the factors vital to their
iovement, and management information needs but of correlating them to
secific characteristics of the academic departments surveyed, such as aca-
mic discipline, the age, size, structure and status of their parent institution,

As for the deparimental and disciplinary groups, sciences, social scienci
_and arts zfnd humanities departments ranked staff managemem‘h’ih hest a‘ 3‘;}?0
in the sciences were particularly concerned about the future ofgthéir tri \E]QS?«;
programmes and related information on student needs and student rccri?: m?-
information; in the medical departments surveyed a number of the hea:inea;
fgii:tment di;i ;otdhave- any teaching duties and were particularly cor;cer;: |
: research-funding inf ion, ¢ itor intelli k :
oty et {hin gfgr(n;zslzn{;)glompemor mtelligence and governmens research and teaching activities, and the ratio of postgraduate to undergraduate

udents. It was found that, apart from some initial confusion about the concept
of Critical Success Factors amongst a small number of Heads of Department,
and some reluctance to define departmental goals in other than subjective terms
in an equally small number of cases, Heads of Department were able o identify
srganisational goals clearly, define the Critical Success Factors necessary for
404 achievement, and the management information they required in relation to

“ . TABLE &
Information needs of academic Heads of Department:
Sciences, Social Sciences ete,

Information Types Interview Groups
Science Social Arts Medicai theze.
Sciences Overall, the project found that, in attempting to fulfil their disparate mana-
. Mol % T Nl % T NeT W Nl gerial duties, Heads of Departmf:nt were, in their own oginion, gc.nezrainiy ngt
?‘affmaflagement 14 1 160 ¢ 11 (9077 12 (100 4 667 well-served by the management information support services in their untvers:-
::s;nra:?“ - ' iies. Most felt that the information support provided by their university was
altema:cive;m ing 1617141 8 |66.7] 4 1333] 5 833 poor; it Oftenlfailc-d to provide ?he kind of informatmf} i‘hfzy required or provided
Employers needs OB 1 e e B - it ioo late or it was frequently inaccurate and/or too Intricate or cumbersome (o
Current student necds o T ?gg f 333 use effectively. It was clear that they. were all to a great extent dependent upon
Student tecruitment T TS0 TS T s 16.7 informal networks of contacts for vital information. Many felt that, far from
information AP 2333 being the recipients of management information within their universities, they
Resguzc_e av;‘ai?ability T 0] 6 1500 3 (3500 7 [s00 were. for most of the time, net suppliers of such information to the centre. Too
Competitor mtt:l'%igence 8 15711 7 15831 8 [é67| 4 66.,7 little notice was taken of the requirements of those who needed to use the
gz;fz?{ignpeﬂ:iiformaf : 429 1 7 583173 125071 3 560 management :mformation systems already il'f place in institutions. Heads‘ of
Formalaor lon . zgg g 3001 1831 277333 §epartmem did not §gok for or expect to receive any management 1‘nf0rmagon
performance : 5831 7 1583 3 500 from their library which, for them, was essentially a support service for teaching
Teaching opportunities I T YT PR BT Y G povs MR S ;md resegrch with G_zlly a minor r_oleh, if any, in the: provision of magagement
Potential student needs S RE T T AT TS ; ; - information. For their part, the majority of the librarians mtervre\fved did not see
Marketing information S {3871 83| 7 58.3 2 3"§ any role for the Hbrary in the delivery of management information to heads of
??ienti.a] research sponsors 4 12861 2 [167) 1 8.5 3 5;‘0 department.
Frln'ancu%i managemsnt 5093570 4 {333) 6 1500 2 33‘3
Advidair— l 174‘5 ? 4170 7 15837 2 1333 Allen, D. (1995), Information systems strategy formation in higher education. Informa-
Needs of disabled soaderis |0 0'0 . 23 G 100 0 |00 . tion Research Ne:vs, 5(3), 12-19. ) o ' ‘
: . i 8§31 0 100 Boynton, A, C. and Zmud, R. W, (1984), An Assessment of Criticat Success Factors.
Sloan Management Review, 23 (43, 17-27.
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