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ABSTRACT 
 
This doctoral research explores the implications for the employment 

relationship of the intersection between employment relations and 

customer relations.  The context for the research is Australian higher 

education – specifically those university workplaces which are strongly 

market focused and where resourcing is inadequate to meet customer 

expectations. Traditionally, serving one’s customer has meant providing 

goods or services (as requested by the customer) and doing so with 

courtesy (as defined by social custom).  The customer was clearly 

outside the traditional employment relationship between employer and 

employee, although a focus of its output. However, in the context of 

post-Fordist production systems and post-modern values including the 

rise of consumption, there has occurred an intersection of product and 

labour markets which has led to changes to the employment relationship 

and the labour process.  

 

The thesis answers the questions:  In higher education, does the 

student-as-customer have significant influence on the organisation of 

work? If so, does this constitute a reconfigured model of the employment 

relationship? 

 

  The rationale for re-examining the employment relationship in the 

context of changing consumption patterns lies in the search for more 

extensive explanations of factors which influence the labour process with 

the suggestion that consumption is of increasing relevance for industrial 

relations theory and practice (see for example Heery 1993; Frenkel, 

Korczynski, Shire and Tam 1999a). 

 

The growth of a culture of consumption and changing consumption 

patterns are symptomatic of change which is central to the Australian 

economy as a whole and to higher education in particular (Usher, Bryant 

and Johnson 1997; Scott 1995a). In this context the doctoral research 

explores the social relations involved in the process of Australian higher 
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education as a service encounter. It examines the implications for the 

organisation of work in particular, and the traditional bipartite 

employment relationship in general (between employer and employee 

although it is noted that the state has a peripheral role), of the student’s 

newly constructed status of customer.  The research focus is on flexible 

delivery which is seen as a key strategic response by higher education 

institutions to meet their perceptions of their customers' needs and 

wants.  Flexible delivery is a pedagogy, a marketing tool and a form of 

work organisation and is a fertile domain within which to seek the 

intersection of employment relations and customer relations. 

 

In keeping with the labour process ethnographic tradition, this 

research employs Burawoy’s (1991) methodology of Extended Case 

Method.  This doctoral research raises critical issues related to the 

incongruence between current Australian national research ethics 

regimes and long established ethnographic methods employing 

participant observation.  The practical consequences of the national 

research ethics regime for empirical research are explored in the 

concluding chapter.  

 

The data identifies that university managements’ preoccupation 

with customer relations has undermined the traditional employment 

relationship between employing institution and academic. While the 

academic employee in the service encounter is engaged in the primary 

relationship of the bipartite employment relationship, management's 

incorporation of the student-customer into formal organisational 

processes which may lead to control over the organisation of work, 

potentially brings into being a tripartite employment relationship between 

employee/employer/customer.  In such a model, customer relations is no 

longer merely the output of the employment relationship but a process 

within it, with customers acting as management’s agents of control.  This 

thesis introduces the concept of the customer as partial-employer. 
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The thesis findings challenge the current management paradigm of 

customer focus as a ‘win-win’ situation.  In Australian higher education 

customer focused strategies have emerged from managerial 

assumptions about student-customer needs and wants, specifically 

those of flexibility and value-for-money.  The unintended consequence of 

these assumptions on the academic labour process has been a 

significant shift in the balance of power between academic educator and 

student at the level of the service encounter, with the subjugation of 

traditional academic authority to the power of the consumer in what has 

become a market relationship. 

 

 This doctoral research concludes that, although not universal 

throughout the Australian higher education system, the anomaly of 

customer power in the academic labour process does exist such that 

students as customers may exert considerable influence over the 

organisation of academic work. Such an anomaly calls for a 

reconsideration of the traditional employment relationship. The thesis 

offers a reconfiguration of the employment relationship from a bipartite to 

a tripartite model (employee/employer/customer) as shown in the figure 

below. 
 
Figure 1:  The Tripartite Employment Relationship 
 
 
             THE TRIPARTITE EMPLOYMENT RELATIONSHIP 
 
 
                                                                                                                       
   KEY 
   Customers seeking control through direct 
   negotiation with labour    
 
   Customers exercising indirect control through 
   organisational structures    
 
   Traditional bipartite employment 
   relationship     
  Employer Employee 

Customer
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Chapter 1   
INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1 Introduction 
1.2 Background to the research 
1.3 Research problem and question, and guiding   
           propositions 
1.4 Significance of the research 
1.5 Definitions of key concepts 
1.6 Delimitations of scope and key assumptions 
1.7 Structure of the thesis 
1.8 Conclusion 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
It is a flexibly delivered Master of Business Administration 
Course (MBA) and the young sessional lecturer, hopeful of 
securing permanent employment with the Faculty, openly 
states to a colleague:  “This assignment is appalling, but if I 
fail him [a full-fee paying international student] he might 
complain to Dr [X] [the course co-ordinator and the sessional 
staff member’s supervisor].  I don’t want to stir up any trouble.  
After all, they [the students] are going to do an evaluation of 
me in a few weeks time”  (an Associate Lecturer ). 

 

 This anecdote about social relations in the Australian higher 

education workplace is emblematic of the complexities of the 

employment relationship when the delivery of higher education has been 

transformed from a pedagogical exchange to a service encounter.  The 

transformation is symptomatic of global economic structural change 

leading to, amongst other things, dramatic change in higher education 

which has been an international phenomenon (Barnett 1990; Smyth 

1991, 1995; Barrow 1995; Miller 1995; Baker, Creedy and Johnson 

1996; Buchbinder and Rajagopal 1996; Chalkley 1998; Dudley 1998).  

As in other OECD countries, the transformation in Australia is linked to 

the reinvention of higher education as a tool of economic reconstruction 

and the move to a market relationship with education as a commodity 

(Marginson 1995a; Miller 1995; Rooney and Hearn 1999). A complex 

web of neo-classical economics and national socio-economic objectives 

has seen Australian higher education’s primary role change from that of 

a socialising equalizer to an economic agent with a focus on national 
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economic competitiveness (Smyth 1995).  Within both the national policy 

framework and at the level of organisational strategy, this change has 

developed jointly with the construction of the student-as-customer.   

 

 The issue of the anomaly of customer influence in the traditional 

bipartite employment relationship (employer and employee) and the 

broader social and economic context of globalisation, technological 

change, public sector reform and the new managerialist approach, 

provide a focus for this thesis’ research into industrial relations (IR) and 

the customer in the Australian higher education sector. As Meek and 

Wood suggest (1997:5), the commercial reality facing higher education 

is “the need to exploit the knowledge products of their institutions without 

destroying the internal foundations on which the production of those 

products rests”. These are issues that this thesis seeks to address 

through an exploration of labour process theory.   

 

1.2 BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH 
 
 Critical to this doctoral thesis is an understanding of the link 

between consumption and production.  Historically sociologists have 

viewed consumption as merely a reflection of production, or a derivative 

of distribution (Warde 1992) – as an insignificant secondary process to 

the all-encompassing social relations and economic processes of 

production.  

 

 However, the seminal work of Saunders (1986; 1988) triggered 

debate on the significance of the relationship. Saunders argues that 

within a post-Fordist and post-modern framework, almost all aspects of 

social life become commodified. Post-modernism, with its accentuation 

of symbol over substance becomes centred on the symbolic meanings 

attached to the consumption of services and objects much more than in 

previous eras.  Post-Fordist flexible production systems lead to a much 

greater differentiation of purchasing patterns within different market 

segments with the result that markets become subject to greater volatility 
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of consumer preferences. This leads to the need for producers to be 

much more consumer-driven, especially in the case of service industries 

and the public sector. Therein, argues Saunders (1986), lies the link 

between the primacy of consumption over production in a post-Fordist, 

post-modern society.  He argues that class based on Marxist notions of 

one’s role in production has been subsumed by a Weberian notion of 

class based on status derived from consumption patterns. Individuals 

now seek to derive status from their membership of particular lifestyles 

based on particular consumption patterns – home, boat, car, education 

etc.  It is in this context that consumption, he argues, has replaced 

production as the primary social agent determining class. 

 

 Knights et al (1999b:3) identify three recent debates within the 

sociology of consumption literature. First, in support of Saunder’s 

argument, is the issue of class stratification and identity. Given economic 

changes, chronically high levels of underemployment and 

unemployment, a changing work ethic, and changing patterns of work, it 

could be argued that people derive less meaning from the work in their 

lives (Knights et al 1999b:3). In this context consumption replaces 

production as the major basis for social stratification in advanced 

capitalist societies.  Secondly, is the issue of consumption styles and 

occupational or class divisions.  Typical of this debate is the concept of 

the young affluent professional, the ‘yuppie’ and the linking of a 

particular occupational style with a particular consumption style.  Thirdly, 

and of particular interest to this research is the issue of consumption and 

the organisation of work. It raises issues of:  the primacy of consumers 

over producers, or vice versa; the social construction of the customer by 

management and its implications for a reconfigured labour process; and 

emotional labour between customer and employee in the service 

encounter. 

 

 The relationship between consumption, production and the 

organisation of work is linked to production systems. The link is clear 

between mass consumption and Fordist mass production. However, for 
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authors other than Saunders, it is less clear in the post-Fordist 

customised production system (Knights et al 1999b; Marginson 1995; 

Solomon 2004). Flexible production, flexible delivery and the 

implementation of quality systems, such as we have seen introduced 

into Australian higher education over the last decade, can be seen as 

responses to consumers. As Knights et al (1995b) point out, the question 

is whether or not this is a response to consumer wants or if it is a 

manipulation by producers.  The marketing literature (Solomon 2004; 

Hoffman et al 2003) clearly identifies a shift over time from the primacy 

of production in the early 1900s manufacturing era to a post-modern era 

of relationship marketing focussing on consumer needs and wants. The 

consumer behaviour/marketing literature identifies consumer behaviour 

driven by longer working hours, dual career households, and women in 

the workforce as the catalyst for producer response to consumer needs 

and the prime mover in changes to production (Solomon 2004; Arnould 

et al 2004; Hawkins, Best and Coney 2004).  Marginson (1995) offers a 

different view, that consumption tends to be determined by production, 

rather than inversely. Such a view is consistent with a Marxist analysis of 

the exploitative nature of consumption and production. It will be 

discussed in Chapter 4. 

 

The issue of consumption/production primacy raises the 

fundamental question at an organisational level, of the social 

construction of the customer and the impact on the organisation of work.  

The literature considers how management’s perceptions of customer 

needs and wants are translated into a reconfigured organisation of work, 

enabled through innovative technology (Knights et al 1999a).  Flexible 

delivery in higher education can be seen as one such response and is 

discussed in detail in Chapter 5. 

 

The organisation of work in the service encounter is also 

reconfigured by demands by employers for greater emotional labour 

from workers as a means of differentiation and competition (Knights et al 

1995a,b; Crompton et al 1996). Teaching as an occupation has always 
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demanded a high degree of emotional labour.  However with knowledge 

as a commodity and higher education delivered as a service encounter, 

additional demands for emotional labour from the employee are coming 

not from the functional task itself, but from the functional quality now 

demanded by employers through total quality management (TQM) as a 

means of differentiation and competition. Staff behaviour, 

responsiveness to customer demands, personal presentation and 

general attitude, irrespective of the occupational task, are the source of 

strong demands for emotional labour from the worker. As such, the 

implementation of quality systems as a response to consumer demands, 

impose even greater demands on workers for emotional labour with 

direct consequences for both the organisation of work and the social 

relations of the workplace. These changed behaviours are often 

cemented at the organisational level through enterprise bargaining 

negotiations enshrining customer focused policies such as customer 

appraisal of employee service, formal customer complaints processes 

and policies for customer response times. 

 

The factors identified above set the scene for the new industrial 

landscape in Australian higher education. The socio-cultural, 

legal/political and economic environments in which higher education 

operates have changed dramatically in the last decade (Smyth 1995; 

Back, Davis and Olsen 1996; Cunningham, Tapsall, Ryan, Stedman, 

Bagdon and Flew 1998; Currie and Newson 1998).  This thesis seeks to 

contribute to an understanding of the adjustment of the sector to new 

environmental pressures, and to understand the values of the post-

modern university and their implications for the organisation of work 

(Mahony 1992).  It seeks to understand the organisation of work in a 

sector where previously stable, bureaucratic institutions are being 

challenged by globalisation, internationalisation, the demand for 

products and services tailored to individual requirements and the 

potential to meet those demands through new technology.  
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Technology offers the prospects of post-modern organisational 

forms such as virtual universities.  While there is considerable debate 

regarding the likelihood or even desirability of establishing virtual 

universities in Australia, the impact of the new technology on existing 

institutions both in Australia and overseas, has already brought with it 

fundamental changes in the organisation of work.  Higher education has 

seen:  organisational re-engineering with the redesign of work practices 

and the shedding of non-essential functions; a capacity to design and 

deliver products and services more quickly and flexibly than ever before 

(Cunningham et al 1998:34); and the increased expectations of clients 

for a service which is customised and flexible. These changes have 

major implications for higher education institutions, education workers 

and for the organisation of work. 

 

In response to economic and social pressures, higher education 

reform has replaced strong government regulatory frameworks with 

market competition and consumer control (Meek and Wood 1997:13-15).  

Identification of, and responsiveness to client needs is now seen as a 

key strategy in an increasingly competitive marketplace. Aligned with this 

has been the rise of a more corporate style of management (Coaldrake 

1996; Hort 1997; Meek and Wood 1997:xi) with the adoption of broad 

strategic planning and transparent resource management processes 

(Cunningham et al 1998:21).  This new managerialism inevitably creates 

tensions between administrators and academics (Meek and Wood 

1997:45; Hort 1997). One such example can be found in the introduction 

of individual performance management and its linkage to overall 

performance indicators and resource planning (Hort 1997).  Prior to the 

1980s measurement of organisational and individual performance was 

not of significant concern to higher education (Doyle 1995:34). 

 

The managerialist approach has been a catalyst in cultural change 

in universities (Lewis 1992; Hort 1997). Central to the post-modern 

university is the value of knowledge as a commodity, which is produced 

and marketed.  Buchbinder (1993:35) argues that the move from an 
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orientation of social knowledge to market knowledge and the 

development of the market oriented university, have undermined 

academic decision-making.  Managerialism and the changing culture of 

institutions have weakened the traditional professional bureaucracy that 

was driven by the professional authority of staff, based on their status as 

gatekeepers to social knowledge. Newson (1993:9) argues that the 

managerialist approach brings with it new forms of decision-making, 

fundamentally “undermines a conception of a university as an 

autonomous self-directing, peer-review and professional-authority based 

institution, and thus changes the politics of how academic work is 

accomplished”. This has major implications for the organisation of 

academic work in terms of decision-making and control. The market 

oriented university also poses a challenge to the traditional authority 

structures and decision-making processes of a professional bureaucracy 

by the construction of the student-as-customer, based on managerial 

perceptions of customer wants and needs.  Associated with the role of 

customer will inevitably come the issue of consumer sovereignty, and 

the challenge to traditional academic authority which that poses. As 

Meek and Wood purport (1997:5), in a post-modern organisation driven 

by the production and marketing of knowledge, “education institutions 

may have as many enemies within as without”. 

 

In the post-modern context, the academic task is one of the 

production of a marketable commodity  -  knowledge.  Meek and Wood 

(1997:5) suggest that “academics will strongly resist being treated like 

factory workers”.  Organisation of work issues will need to be addressed 

by management given that resistance from academics could potentially 

undermine the very knowledge production process on which the 

reputation and hence marketability of institutions rests (Rooney and 

Hearn 1999; Meek and Wood 1997).  Consequent on the managerialist 

approach, higher education workers have already experienced 

significant changes in the organisation of work.  In the last decade there 

has been an increase in productivity by academics as reflected in 

steadily increasing staff/student ratios (Baker, Creedy and Johnson 
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1996:9; Allport 2000). New technologies such as e-mail potentially 

facilitate increased interaction with students on a one to one basis.  In 

the context of increasing staff/student ratios, there is substance to 

academics’ fears that they will lose control over student demands on 

their time (Hesketh, Gosper, Andrews, Sabaz 1996:53). New on-line 

delivery methods have meant a fundamental change to the instructional 

paradigm, which has the potential to fragment academic functions, 

status and autonomy (Cunningham et al 1998:6). 

 
 
1.3 RESEARCH PROBLEM AND QUESTION, AND GUIDING  
           PROPOSITION 
 

This doctoral research examines the anomaly of customer influence 

at the workplace level in terms of the social relations of the service 

encounter.   Through an ethnographic study of the academic profession 

in Australia it seeks to explore the implications of the student’s elevated 

status to that of student-customer, to understand the implications for the 

organisation of work and to contribute to the critical debate about the 

changing employment relationship.  It draws on analytical themes from 

the tradition of labour process theory (Clark 1995:600).  It also draws on 

an interpretative framework of education delivery as a service encounter.  

As suggested by Marginson (1995) the service encounter has been 

transformed from a purely pedagogical interaction as a consequence of 

developments within the higher education system. 

   

The thesis seeks to answer the questions:  In higher education, 

does the student-as-customer have significant influence on the 

organisation of work? If so, does this constitute a reconfigured 

model of the employment relationship?  

 

In essence the thesis examines how customer focused strategies 

emerge from managerial assumptions and the effects of these on the 

labour process. This thesis does not critique the ethical nature of the 

strategies used by management. It seeks only to understand the 
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implications of these strategies for the academic labour process and the 

employment relationship. In keeping with labour process theory, the 

proposition which guides this research is that the social relations of the 

labour process can be seen as an interplay between the internal 

organisation of the institution and specific factors in which it is 

embedded. 

 

The question itself is not without controversy. Philosopher John 

Passmore (Passmore 1997) warns of the unintended consequences of 

inappropriately transferring a familiar institutional pattern to relationships 

of a very different character, for example, identifying authoritarian 

leaders as "the father of their people".  For Passmore, such is the case 

with the term 'customer', derived from the current model institution of the 

shopping market, with its distinction between producers who want to sell 

at the highest price and customers who wish to pay as little as possible.  

Passmore maintains that the use of the term 'customer' in agencies such 

as hospitals and universities transforms these agencies into places 

where medical care and training are sold as part of a normal commercial 

transaction.  The logical extension of this is that the patient and student 

both have consumer rights and that if they have the cash, they have the 

right to purchase that service.  Similarly, if they do not have the financial 

wherewithal, they cannot purchase the service. To Passmore the 

thought that medical assistance and education should be available only 

to those who can afford them is unacceptable in a humane society.  So 

too is the potential for sellers, if sales are falling off, to lower prices and 

similarly, for universities to lower standards in order to retain numbers.  

The unintended consequence of this may be the release into the 

community of incompetent doctors, dentists, lawyers, engineers and 

teachers.   

Under present circumstances there is a real risk that this sort 
of thing will happen; it can only be accentuated by accepting 
the description of students as ‘customers’ (Passmore 
1997:10). 
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The Chief Justice of New South Wales, the Honourable J. 

Speigelman has also expressed concerns about the “new public 

management” approach which tends to reduce citizens to consumers.  

While he acknowledges the merits of organisations meeting consumer or 

client needs, he stresses that one’s status as a consumer is only a 

subset of one’s role as a citizen.   

One of the difficulties with this approach is that it tends to 
reduce citizens to consumers … Consumers have desires or 
needs. Citizens have rights and duties. The perspective of 
citizenship is of greater significance for many areas of public 
activity than the perspective of consumerism (Spiegelman 
2002:12). 

 
Spiegelman extends this concern to the impact on the Australian 

university of the student-as-customer metaphor. 

 

The use of the term ‘client’ is also questionable.  A client is a 

special class of customer who seeks protection from the professional 

service provider.  The words ‘customer’ and ‘client’ represent a subtle 

shift in culture, ideology and practice.  To use the words of the private 

for-profit company, the US on-line Cardean University, it opened its 

doors in July 2000 with 25 courses "released to production" (Snoddy 

2000:44).   

 

The ‘customer’ is fundamental to current management paradigms 

(Baldwin 1994) with client focused cultures assumed to be ‘win-win’ for 

organisation and customer alike. One of the few dissenting voices is that 

of du Gay and Salaman (1992) in their study on the impact of customer 

culture on organisational processes: 

The certainties of management, the conviction that 
environmental challenge and competitive threat must be met 
by the cult[ure] of the customer, are due to managements' 
largely unquestioned acceptance of the normality and 
perceived good sense of the discourse of enterprise (du Gay 
and Salaman 1992:615).   

 
Du Gay and Salaman argue that in the name of free market 

enterprise and commercial survival, management has organised in a 
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customer focused way, such that control by market relations has in effect 

supplanted bureaucratic principles. As an extension of this, this doctoral 

thesis asks the question whether the intersection of market relations and 

labour relations in the service encounter, has in effect also supplanted 

the traditional employment relationship. 

 

The research question is not what Clark would define as a 

traditional IR question (Clark 1995:600).  The question pivots around the 

concept of ‘customer’ and its affect on the conceptualisation of IR, rather 

than adopting a traditional institutional approach of manager-worker 

relations mediated by collective systems of interest. It is however, 

consistent with the shifting focus to what Heery (1993:23) describes as 

“the new institutional imperatives” which highlight the significance of 

employing organisations in shaping the employment relationship.  This 

realignment of academic IR occurs in the context of what Clark 

(1995:593) describes as the withering of a national institutional focus of 

IR consequent on the growing internationalisation of economic and 

political life, and the international decline of unions.  Consequently, 

academic IR is realigning itself with topics of significance across national 

boundaries, thereby offering opportunities for international comparative 

analysis, or realigning itself with organisational/workplace issues which 

are recognised as significant in shaping the employment relationship.  

The research problem of the academic labour process is one such issue. 

 

1.4   SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DOCTORAL RESEARCH 
 

First, the research analyses the employment relationship, offering 

the prospect of a reconstruction of theory.  Many authors agree that 

major changes in technology are being used to trigger new forms of work 

organisation (Applebaum and Batt 1994; Mathews 1994; Osterman 

1994) which are critically affecting the organisation of work, in particular 

the management control of employees (Frenkel et al 1999a:773). 

However social change, such as the rise of consumption and consumer 

sovereignty, has too often been ignored as a trigger of new forms of 
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work organisation.  The rationale for re-examining the employment 

relationship in the context of changing consumption patterns lies in the 

search for more extensive explanations of factors which influence the 

labour process with the suggestion that consumption is of increasing 

relevance for IR theory and practice. The research also seeks to 

establish the link between labour process and the broader framework of 

the employment relationship.  If work organisation / the labour process is 

one element of the employment relationship, then how are changes to 

the labour process affecting the relationship generally? Burawoy’s 

Extended Case Method (1998; 1991) is used to answer this question. 

The logic of Burawoy’s Extended Case Method is based in labour 

process ethnographic tradition.  It identifies existing theory, seeks to find 

an anomalous situation which highlights a weakness of existing theory in 

that it cannot be explained, and then, through the exploration of the 

anomaly, not the exemplar, seeks to add value to that theory.  It seeks to 

rebuild rather than reject that theory by reference to wider political-

economic-social forces.   

 

Secondly, the research fills a gap in the literature, adding to the 

knowledge of customer focused strategies and their impact on the labour 

process and the employment relationship, of which little has been 

written.  It will also contribute to what Hesketh et al (1996:xii) identify as 

the pressing need for research into staff attitudes towards the use of the 

new communications technology in teaching.  This is in keeping with 

recent work by Frenkel (e.g. Frenkel et al 1999b) which identifies the 

need for empirical research with a focus on work organisation.   

  

Thirdly, this doctoral research seeks to understand the organisation 

of work in a significant industry sector in Australia and a major export 

earner.  In 2004, the higher education sector comprised 37 public and  

private universities and 4 other self-accrediting higher education 

institutions which in total employed 87,658 staff to serve the national 

student population of 944,977 (716,422 domestic and 228,555 

overseas). Total revenue for the sector in 2003 was $11.9 billion, with 

 23



41% from Australian Government Grants, 16% from Higher Education 

Contribution Scheme (HECS) fees, 22% from other fees and charges, 

5% from consultancies and contract research, 3% from investment 

income and 12% from other income (Department of Education, Science 

and Training 2005 www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education viewed 20/2/06). 

Universities which have traditionally been large, stable and bureaucratic 

organisations are under challenge from an environment of increasing 

internationalisation, the demand for products and services tailored to 

individual requirements and the capacity to do so through the new 

technology.  

Globalisation, massification of higher education, a revolution 
in communications and the need for lifelong learning, leave 
Australian universities nowhere to hide from the winds of 
change (Nelson 2003 www.backingaustraliasfuture.gov.au/ministers 
_message viewed 29/02/06). 
 
 This thesis contributes to an understanding of the adjustment of the 

industry and of individual universities to the new environment and the 

evolution of the post-modern university (see Mahony 1992:11). 

  

There is considerable debate regarding the desirability and 

likelihood of establishing forms of virtual universities. However, a 

significant impact of new technology on existing organisations is both the 

capacity to, and the resultant client expectation of, the design and 

delivery of products and services more quickly than ever before 

(Cunningham et al 1998:4).  This has major implications for the 

organisation of work and for education workers. 

 

At a sector level, on-line and virtual methods of delivery have the 

potential to be used to fundamentally restructure the industry.  

Potentially, overseas universities may extend into the Australian 

domestic market; major media corporations could either go it alone or 

develop partnerships with existing providers to provide the latest 

technology and on-line delivery; the private sector may enter the market, 

specifically targeting flexible delivery; new public higher education 

institutions may develop (Coaldrake 1996).  Potential outcomes for the 

 24 

http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education
http://www.backingaustraliasfuture.gov.au/ministers


sector include:  a weakening of universities’ resource bases as they 

compete for customers; a fragmentation of academic functions, status 

and autonomy; and the obsolescence of the physical university campus 

(Cunningham et al 1998:5-6; Ruthven 2003). 

 

At an organisational level, this thesis contributes to an 

understanding of organisational processes in response to the new 

market orientation and the introduction of new  technologies.  Higher 

education has always had flexible delivery (part-time and distance 

education).  However, new communications technologies have been 

embraced and afforded a new, higher status by universities.  This status 

has been justified by their perceived responsiveness to customer needs 

and their pedagogical validity as a response to learners’ needs 

(Cunningham et al 1998:23) while concurrently reducing institutional 

costs and servicing increasing numbers of students (Cunningham et al 

1998:xviii).  As Holt and Thompson (1998) identify, as institutions commit 

to the use of new communication technologies: 

…….there is an associated need to consider the issues both 
systematically and holistically to understand both the broadest 
organisational and external environmental picture, and the 
constituent components which must be managed within it 
(Holt and Thompson 1998:197).    

 

This doctoral research also seeks to contribute to an understanding 

of the potential impact of these changes on education workers.  There 

has already been an increase in productivity by academics – increased 

enrolments, increased class sizes, and staffing has not kept pace 

(Ruthven 2003; Perry 2004; Jopson and Burke 2005).  The implications 

of the technology such as e-mail, are that it will facilitate increased 

interaction with students which may result in a loss of control over 

student demands on academics’ time (Hesketh et al 1996:53). As 

suggested by Cunningham et al (1998:6) there is also the potential for a 

“fragmentation of academic functions, status and autonomy”. The impact 

on the organisation of work could be dramatic. This doctoral research 
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also recognises the need to go beyond academic critique to practice 

designed to bring about fundamental progressive change.   

 

1.5     DEFINITION OF KEY CONCEPTS 
 
 The concepts of the employment relationship, the labour process, 

flexible delivery and the service encounter, and their relationship with the 

invention of this research – the customer as partial-employer – occur at 

points throughout this thesis. Rather than dealing with those notions in a 

fragmentary way, comments and preliminary exploration of the primary 

concepts are offered in the following section. 

 

 Public sector reform, with its emphasis on flexibility and client focus, 

has brought with it pressures to find efficiencies through a re-evaluation 

of the way in which services are delivered (Queensland Treasury 1997).  

The higher education response has been to develop services that are 

flexibly delivered and individually tailored to the workplace (for example, 

short courses that are industry specific, courses that are delivered on-

line, and the development of multi-campus institutions).  The concept of 

flexible delivery in higher education: 

…implies …. student choice of modes of delivery of 
instructional material … with a higher emphasis on the use of 
multimedia/communication technologies.  It is operationalised 
as a mixture of face-to-face teaching (often in ‘block’ or 
intensive periods) and independent learning, typically utilising 
computer-based supplementary teaching materials  
(Cunningham et al 1998:24).   

 

 As noted by Cunningham et al (1998:24) there is an important 

distinction between flexible delivery and flexible learning. Flexible 

delivery is an administrative term that focuses on the modes by which 

content can be distributed to students. On the other hand flexible 

learning is a pedagogical term which focuses on the learning process 

and student choice.  In line with public sector reform and the search for 

efficiencies, flexible delivery is seen by university administrators as a 

means of replacing labour (ongoing costs) with technology (variable 

plant costs) (Cunningham et al 1998:10). Whether or not flexible delivery 
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and its use of pre-packaged learning materials will deliver efficiencies is 

yet to be seen.  As Cunningham et al note (1998:2) the early optimism of 

university administrators may be unfounded, given the infrastructure 

requirements and the development or purchase costs of such materials.  

E-library infrastructure is a particularly high financial hurdle. 

 

 Integral to the notion of flexibility meeting the perceived wants of 

customers is the notion of customer service. Knights et al (1999b) 

identify that there has been an increasing focus since the 1980s on 

customer service and in particular on service delivery.  

It is anticipating what customers want rather than waiting until 
it has not been provided to find out what it is  .. it is linked to 
corporate image, perceptions of quality service, and product 
delivery quality (Knights et al 1992b:2). 

 
 The service encounter is the point of interaction between customer 

and organisation (employee) in the provision of service delivery. In 

academic terms the service encounter encompasses classroom teaching 

(be it physical or virtual); tutoring and mentoring through direct face-to-

face consultation, written feedback, verbal advice or electronic 

communication; and administration and management of a student’s 

course and progression.  This is sometimes referred to as the chalkface, 

or as one academic interviewee referred to it, the “cliff-face”.  It is at the 

point of the service encounter that there is an intersection of the student-

customer with the social relations of production inherent in the labour 

process. 

 

 Analysis of the labour process was first advanced by Marx in Das 

Kapital (1887:174 vol 1 cited in Tancred-Sheriff 1985:370). By the 

‘labour process’ Marx means the immediate processes of production, 

encompassing the three elements of: the technology and work itself; the 

raw materials; and labour power.  If capitalists are to appropriate surplus 

value or even maintain it in the face of competition from other capitalists 

in an increasingly competitive marketplace, they must change the labour 

process by the manipulation of one of these three elements (Bray 
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1981:6-7).  Maintaining surplus value is not just an issue of developing 

management and product strategies, and embracing new technologies 

but also an issue of developing new strategies for the control of the 

labour process and of labour itself. 

 

 The labour process lies at the core of capitalism, both as an 

economic system as well as a belief system and ideology.  According to 

Burawoy (1979) the mode of production, namely the specific manner of 

economic activity, be it capitalism or feudalism, has a related set of 

production activities, social beliefs and behaviours known as the social 

relations of production.  In a capitalist system such as ours, the social 

relations of production are the relations between those who produce 

surplus and those who accumulate surplus, providing the foundation 

stone for class differentiation. The social relations at work are “the 

physical and social location of workers in relation to each other which 

has inevitable repercussions for work content and for the concomitant 

control system” (Tancred-Sheriff 1985:373). In this sense the labour 

process has both a practical dimension of economic activity (the 

transformation of raw materials into objects with the assistance of 

technology) and a relational dimension (the social structure and patterns 

of social behaviour between capitalists and workers, and between 

workers themselves).   

The relations of production shape the form and development 
of the labor process, and the labor process in turn sets limits 
on …  the mode of production (Burawoy 1979:15). 
 
 Consequently the mode of production, the labour process and the 

social relations of production form a dialectic whereby each influences 

the other. Therefore the labour process must be understood in terms of 

the specific combinations of the capitalist mode of production, and the 

force (employer strategies for control of labour and the labour process) 

and consent that elicit co-operation and resistance in the pursuit of profit 

(Burawoy 1979:30).  
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 So within the labour process in capitalist societies there exists a 

constant struggle between capitalist and labour in the employment 

relationship. This concept will be explored in greater depth in Chapter 3, 

suffice to say that the employment relationship consists of both the 

informal struggle over the organisation of work, as well as the formal 

struggle over the legal contractual relationship and the concrete 

conditions of employment such as hours and pay. At its most basic level 

the employment relationship is a contractual relationship between an 

employer and an employee. The outcomes of the employment 

relationship are wages and working conditions, which may be influenced 

by a bargaining processes.  Enterprise agreements are an example of 

this.  This is the system which operates in the higher education system 

in Australia (Barlow 1995; Currie and Woock 1995).  It is implicitly a 

bipartite relationship and customers are assumed to be outside it, even 

though they are the focus of its output.  The employment relationship 

provides the context for the organisation of work, a traditional focus for 

labour process theory with its themes of control and resistance over day-

to-day work organisation matters. Labour process is all about the 

negotiation of the organisation of work as opposed to wages and 

conditions (Bray 1981; Knights and Willmott 1986 and 1990). Work 

organisation has at its core the task to be done and how, control and 

decision-making and the wage-effort bargain.  This is the minutiae as 

opposed to the contractual and collectivised nature of the employment 

relationship. One might visualise the employment relationship as two 

concentric circles. At the heart of the circle, far less visible than the outer 

ring, is the struggle and negotiation on a day-to-day basis between 

employer and labour over the organisation of work. 
Figure  2 :   Elements of the Employment Relationship  

 

 

 

 

 

 

OUTER RING: The 
legal contract of 
employment. The 
negotiation of wages 
and conditions 
through formal 
bargaining 
processes

INNER RING: Work organisation. 
The day to day negotiation over 
the organisation of work – the 
tasks to be done, when and how 
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 The nature of this interaction goes to the heart of the social 

relations of production – issues of power, control and struggle over the 

labour process.  Encircling the organisation of work is a second ring 

which is far more visible – the legal contract of employment in the form 

of industrial awards, agreements and individual contracts specifying 

hours of employment, wage rates and statutory rights and obligations.   

The employment relationship (both the informal organisation of work and 

the formal legal contract) is underpinned by the connection between 

work and authority and how this is legitimated in a particular society’s 

economic, legal and political fabric (Teicher et al 2002:37). It is 

interesting to note that language in the Australian IR legislation and 

processes still refers to the “master-servant” relationship between 

employer and labour. It is therefore significant that the employment 

relationship encompasses the labour process and the organisation of 

work, and the associated social relations of production as well as the 

legal contractual relationship negotiated through formal bargaining 

processes and the tribunal system. 

 

 For the purposes of this research, emphasis is given to a particular 

type of work organisation called flexible delivery – to explore how flexible 

delivery affects the organizsation of work and also how, coupled with 

other changes in higher education, it has affected the employment 

relationship. One important link between the employment relationship 

and work organisation is the challenge to the assumption of managerial 

prerogative and the consequential struggle of what Goodrich (1977) and 

Edwards (1979) refer to as “the frontier of control”. This doctoral 

research contends that flexible delivery has implications for control of the 

organisation of work. It challenges the bipartite nature of the employment 

relationship. 

 

 We will return to these issues later in the thesis. 
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1.6   DELIMITATIONS OF SCOPE AND KEY ASSUMPTIONS 
 
 This doctoral research raises questions about changing 

employment relationships in Australian workplaces. It seeks to identify 

and explain changes to the employment relationship consequent on 

changes to the labour process brought about by managerial strategies of 

customer focus. While it identifies and explores the anomaly of customer 

influence in the employment relationship, and consequently reconfigures 

the bipartite employment relationship between employer and employee 

to a triad incorporating the customer, it does not explain the relative 

strengths of the relationship.  Such measurement is beyond the scope of 

this initial exploratory research aimed at the identification of the 

phenomenon, and not the measurement of its frequency of occurrence 

or its relative strength.   

 

 One piece of research cannot be all-embracing. This thesis starts 

from a particular perspective of the academic labour process, 

concentrating on the teaching function, rather than the functions of 

research and administration. Justification for such a choice is drawn from 

Tancred-Sheriff (1985:371) who identifies that research and 

administration are significant both in terms of their role and the time 

allocated to them, however, teaching is more central to management’s 

control system. 

 

 In addition to this, there are other limitations of the approach 

adopted in this thesis.  Labour process theory is not without its critics. In 

particular, it is argued that labour process theory carries with it the 

baggage from the Marxist paradigm, including the deterministic nature of 

capitalism (Bray 1981).  This thesis critiques labour process theory in 

Chapter 2.  
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1.7 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 
 
 Chapter 1 has offered an overview of the research problem and 

placed it in the context of current reforms within the Australian higher 

education sector.  
 
 Chapter 2 offers justification for the labour process paradigm and 

Extended Case Method methodology, outlines the research procedures, 

and finally offers consideration of ethical issues.  The current national 

National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) guidelines for 

the ethical conduct of academic research have far reaching implications 

for qualitative research. 

 

 Chapter 3 locates the research question in theoretical frameworks 

of the employment relationship, considering historical, ideological and 

contemporary perspectives of the employment relationship. The 

dominant theme in the recent literature is the changing nature of the 

relationship as prescribed in enterprise bargaining with its move away 

from centralised regulatory forms to more decentralised deregulated 

forms as reflected in state and federal legislation. Although most 

literature emphasises the role of the employer, the employee and the 

state in explaining the employment relationship, such a paradigm 

provides little insight into understanding the increasing influence of the 

customer. Such influence is exerted at workplace level, through the 

social construction of the customer by management, its incorporation 

into organisational strategies, policies and work practices, and the 

consequent social relations of the service encounter between employee 

and customer.  There has been very limited discussion of the customer 

and IR (Heery 1993; Frenkel et al 1999b; Knights et al 1999a,b).  In fact, 

with the exception of recent research into the call centre phenomenon 

(Knights et al 1999a) the literature on the employment relationship 

ignores the dimension of the customer and control. Chapter 3 identifies 
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the phenomenon of customer influence in the employment relationship 

as an anomaly, not found within existing theoretical frameworks.   

 

 The essence of the labour process is the connection between the 

social relations in the workplace and the wider political economy 

(Thompson 1989; Braverman 1974; Burawoy 1979). Chapter 4 analyses 

the macro context of the academic labour process through an 

exploration of the economic, social and political contexts of the 

Australian higher education industry. The chapter analyses the impact 

on higher education of: its competitive environment and market; 

globalization; the commodification of education; the increasing 

importance of consumption in our society; the post-modern condition of 

knowledge; the impact of technology on traditional academic work 

practices and institutional structures; and Australian Commonwealth 

Government policy. 

 

 Chapter 5 introduces the fieldwork data through an exploration of 

the reconstruction of the higher education workplace. This chapter takes 

a snapshot at an organisational level of the reconstruction of academic 

labour in response to management’s social construction of students as 

customers. It considers flexible delivery as a tool of management, used 

as a marketing strategy, a pedagogy and a form of work organisation.  It 

considers the reconstruction of academic labour through changing 

organisational cultures, structures and processes. 

 

 Chapter 6 continues to draw on the fieldwork data, narrowing the 

focus to the reconfigured labour process in the service encounter of 

teaching with particular emphasis on consumer sovereignty and 

technology, and their implications for control of the labour process. 

 

 Chapter 7 analyses the results of the fieldwork, considering the 

intersection in Australian higher education of product and labour markets 

in general, and the influence of student-customers on the academic 

labour process in particular.   
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 Chapter 8 revisits theory.  The argument in the literature that the 

employment relationship is a bipartite relationship, is challenged by the 

fieldwork findings. The thesis argues that the social relations of the 

workplaces under study are not necessarily a contradiction of existing 

theory, but challenge the prevailing understanding of the employment 

relationship as a bipartite one.  Through analysis of the labour process of 

the service encounter and identification of socio-economic contextual 

factors, an examination of the phenomenon as an anomaly, rather than 

an exemplar, can add value to existing theory on the employment 

relationship through the inclusion of an additional dimension of customer 

control. 

 

1.8   CONCLUSION 
 
 The thesis moves progressively through the logic of Burawoy’s 

Extended Case Method, from a macro to a micro level of analysis of the 

labour process, concluding with a reconsideration of existing theory on 

the employment relationship. The structure of the thesis shadows the 

logic of Burawoy’s method:  identify a theory which needs review; locate 

an anomaly which cannot be explained by the theory; explore the 

anomaly through both a micro investigation of the phenomenon through 

observation and interviews, and a macro perspective on the social, 

political and economic forces at work; return to the theory and add value 

to our understanding of it by expanding it to include the case of the 

anomaly, rather than rejecting the theory outright.   

 

 Figure 3 presents the thesis structure aligned with Burawoy’s 

logic of Extended Case Method. 
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Figure 3:     Thesis Structure Aligned with Burawoy’s Logic of Extended Case   
                    Method 
 

 
Thesis  Title   /   Relationship to Burawoy’s Logic 
Chapter 
 
 
    1  Introduction 
 
    2  Methodology 
 
    3  The Phenomenon of Customer Influence on the Employment  
  Relationship:existing theoretical frameworks (identification of a  
  theory which needs review; identification of an anomaly  
  which theory does not explain). 
 
   4  Australian Higher Education and its Competitive Operating  
  Environment  (the macro context) 
 
   5  The Reconstruction of the Higher Education Workplace:   
  Management’s Construction of the Student-Customer and the  
  Reconstruction of the Academic Employee (the    
  organisational context - fieldwork data) 
 
   6  The Reconfigured Labour Process in the Service Encounter:  
  Academic Labour and Student-Customers at the Chalkface (the  
  micro-context - fieldwork data) 
 
   7  The Intersection of Product and Labour Markets:  The Influence of 
  Customers on the Labour Process (data analysis – analysis of the 
  anomaly) 
 
   8      Theory revisited: Conclusion  (return to existing   
  theory to reconfigure it with the inclusion of the anomaly) 
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Chapter 2 
METHODOLOGY 

 
2.1 Introduction 
2.2 Justification for the labour process paradigm and      
       Extended Case Method  

       2.2.1 Labour process tradition and the academic labour 
           process 
2.3 Labour process theory 

  2.3.1 Conflict in the labour process 
  2.3.2 Negotiation of order within the workplace 
  2.3.3 Methodological issues of generalisation 

          2.4  Burawoy’s Extended Case Method 
          2.5  Research procedures 
          2.6  Conclusion 

 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
Methodology is the bridge, which supports the reciprocal 
relationship between techniques and instruments of data 
collection and theory (re)construction (Sjoberg, Williams, 
Vaughan and Sjoberg 1991:29).   
 

While this research employs a variety of techniques such as 

participant observation, interview, content analysis of policy documents 

and electronic communications, and review of the literature, it will use a 

single methodology.   It employs Extended Case Method, which is firmly 

rooted in the labour process ethnographic tradition (Burawoy 1988; 

1991).  This chapter will explore labour process theory in general and 

Burawoy’s Extended Case Method in particular, and offer justification for 

their use as the research framework and methodology.  

 

2.2 JUSTIFICATION FOR THE LABOUR PROCESS PARADIGM 
 AND EXTENDED CASE METHOD METHODOLOGY 

 
 Labour process theory (Braverman 1974; Edwards 1979; 

Thompson 1989; Burawoy 1988; 1991) is a vehicle for exploration of the 

“new institutional imperatives” (Heery 1993:23) with their focus on 

organisational and workplace issues (previously offered as a rationale 

for this research problem and question).  This focus is reaffirmed by 

Clark (1995:600) who, in his review of current labour process writers, 
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identifies the need for the research community to return to the long-

standing sociological literature on negotiation and bargaining over the 

contradictory demands in the employment relationship. He maintains 

that this should be viewed in the widest sociological sense of the term - 

not just in terms of institutional interaction between labour, capital and 

the state but also in the day-to-day management of the employment 

relationship, focusing on the social relations of the workplace.  Belanger, 

Edwards and Haiven (1994) argue that although the contextual factors of 

globalisation, technology, product markets and national systems cannot 

be underestimated, it is nevertheless up to every workplace to solve the 

contradictory demands which these factors impose. This can be 

achieved through negotiation and bargaining between managers and 

workers at workplace level over the issue of the management of labour 

and production in the employment relationship.  With the conflict and 

struggles inherent in the employment relationship (see Keenoy and Kelly 

1996) the place where the contradictory pressures come together is the 

workplace.  As Belanger et al note (1994:4) prior to the 1990s it was 

often assumed that workplace relations were determined by national 

institutions.  However. it was subsequently recognised more widely that 

in practice it is a combination of the structures of legislation, awards and 

agreements combined with organisational goals, management strategies 

and workers’ own goals which govern how work is actually performed.  

With the introduction of management tools such as total quality 

management (TQM) quality circles, team structures, flexible delivery and 

customer focus with their emphasis on flexibility and employee 

involvement, the organisation of work at the workplace level is a central 

issue for empirical research. This doctoral research will pursue 

workplace issues within the theoretical framework of labour process 

theory. 

 

The research question addresses a theme that comes from the 

intellectual tradition of labour process theory (Clark 1995:600), an 

examination of power and resistance in the social relations in the 
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workplace, albeit that these social relations are invaded by wider 

economic and political systems (Burawoy 1991). 

Work is not just something which a society organises to meet 
social needs or which people carry out in order to survive.  It 
is a framework within which those who own and control the 
economic resources seek to ensure the appropriation of the 
surplus.  The ways that surplus is appropriated will shape and 
condition those arrangements (Thompson 1989:4). 
 

Higher education is not an industry where traditionally control of 

the labour process was either the central focus or explicit.  It has been a 

typical professional bureaucracy.  However, in the context of the higher 

education workplace with its new managerialism and new flexible 

methods of delivery, there is now a struggle over the pace of work, the 

workload, the nature by which work is organised and managed, and the 

production process itself (Meek and Wood 1997). The issues become 

one of labour process and control. This has been a traditional focus in 

the factory workers’ struggle, but never predominant in higher education 

and the academic profession.  However, in a post-modern university the 

market orientation and the commodification of knowledge, coupled with 

managerialism and its business strategies (discussed in Chapter 4), 

impact upon traditional patterns of academic work. The organisation of 

academic work assumes a production, input/output focus in which 

academics assume the role of knowledge workers.  As Meek and Wood 

state (1997:58), academics strongly resist being treated like factory 

workers. The issues become one of control and resistance, themes 

historically addressed by labour process theory with its tradition based in 

workplace and occupational ethnography and earlier plant and factory 

studies (see Roy 1954; Gouldner 1954; Burawoy 1979). 

 

Of particular relevance to this research is the labour process 

workplace ethnography of Knights et al (1999a) on United Kingdom call 

centres.  Their examination of the labour process in telemarketing 

centres and the impact of client focused strategies, provides a 

foundation for this research.  Their study combined a number of 

research instruments including: interviews with customer liaison 
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advisers; observation in various contexts such as the service encounter, 

training etc; conversational analysis of tape-recorded customer-

employee encounters; and document analysis of company records. 

 

Labour process theory is interdisciplinary in that it breaks down 

the often artificial distinctions between disciplines dealing with work 

(Thompson 1989:5).  It is in the context of this integrated disciplinary 

approach that the research question can best be addressed, given the 

non-traditional IR focus which it takes and its need to integrate debates 

from IR, education, strategic management and marketing. 

 

Labour Process Tradition and the Academic Labour Process 
 

The issue of the labour process debate as it does and does not 

apply to the academic labour process must be addressed. for clearly 

there are differences in the production systems and work processes of 

factory manufacturing, service sector office work and academic 

classroom teaching.    

 

First, it could be argued that unlike private enterprise which is 

directly governed by market relationships, education is subject to 

governance by the state, which places it in a different position (Hatcher 

1994).  The state has a set of powers:  to control the market through the 

restricted establishment of institutions within Australia; through 

budgetary allocation, to control the structure and disciplinary mix of 

institutions, although this does not extend to curriculum content; and to 

control the production process through industrial regulation and control 

of the workforce.  In response, one can identify that with the decline in 

public funding of higher education in recent years, universities have had 

to adopt a more entrepreneurial approach and more market-like 

behaviour. This has been reinforced by increasing competition facilitated 

by communications technology and flexible delivery which have opened 

competition globally.  On the issue of government regulation of the 

workforce, neo-liberal policies from the Australian Commonwealth 
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Government since 1996 have also seen a more unitarist approach to IR, 

with a weakening of collective institutional structures (such as industrial 

awards and the arbitration system) and a move to enterprise bargaining 

and individual contracts, even in the public sector, which permits 

individual institutions to determine wages and conditions (above the 

award safety net). At some university workplaces, performance 

management of academic labour has been introduced with bonus 

payments for productivity, along with individual workplace agreements, 

Australian Workplace Agreements (AWAs). This has led to a more 

individualised employment relationship between individual academic and 

employing institution, departing from the traditional public service norm 

of collective bargaining with roles for unions and the state. The public 

service employment model now has much greater resemblance to 

private enterprise. If one couples wider public sector reform, the 

commercialisation of higher education and the managerialist approach 

with its normative control, universities are becoming more like other 

enterprises – responding to prevailing market conditions – and university 

academics are treated more like other employees. 

In education, and in the public sector generally, the 
introduction of market relationships into service provision, and 
the tying of employment relations to them, is the precondition 
for, and one of the central elements of, the new management 
regime (Hatcher 1994:45).   

 

Secondly, on the issue of the applicability of the labour process 

approach to acadmic work, while Braverman (1974) focused on male 

skilled manual workers Miller (1995) suggests that it is quite appropriate 

to extend a labour process analysis to white collar workers in the public 

sector such as academics.  Miller argues that such an application is 

consistent with an analysis of the development of managerial control 

through the separation and appropriation of the mental planning of work.  

Hatcher’s (1994) study of service delivery in United Kingdom schools 

also establishes a clear link between market relationships and parental 

consumer choice of school, the new managerialist approach to 

management of the workforce (mediated by performance indicators and 

 40 



appraisal systems) and the implications for the labour process. He 

concludes that a different system of managerial control, concomitant with 

a market focus, has led to changes in the labour process. 

 

Smith and Willmott (1991) also support the extension of a labour 

process analysis to white collar work. They view such an extension as 

being consistent with a broader Marxist framework which analyses the 

contributions made by different sorts of workers to the process of 

production of not only goods, but services.   

 

Thirdly, in support of the approach there is a rich history of studies 

which have applied the labour process ethnographic framework to 

provide an understanding of the teaching/academic labour process.  See 

for example:  Sinclair, Ironside and Seifert (1996); Carlson (1987); and 

Shacklock (1998).  

 

Fourthly, Smyth (1995) and Miller (1991) offer further justification 

for both the research problem and the labour process framework. Smyth 

(1995:2) believes that there is “confusion” about the nature of higher 

education reforms, their underlying mechanisms and policy implications.  

He states that the changes to the higher education system and their 

impact on the academic labour process are going ahead “largely 

unexamined and certainly unopposed”. He identifies the anomaly of the 

academic engaged in research in all other fields of endeavour, but notes 

the dearth of attempts to systematically document what is happening in 

their own occupation and to explain it theoretically.  His own solution is 

labour process theory with its focus on “what academics do” as a work 

process; “that is to say, how the work is organized, how it is enacted, in 

whose interest and with what ultimate effects” (Smyth 1995:2). As 

McInnis (1992; 1999) suggests, there is a need to dispel the myths of 

academic work – that it is easy, work is for only 28 weeks out of 52 and 

that the flexible hours actually mean reduced working hours. 
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The seminal work that guides this thesis is Ethnography 

Unbound:  Power and Resistance in the Modern Metropolis (1991) 

edited by Michael Burawoy.  In it, Burawoy defends and refines the 

ethnographic tradition of participant observation as it applies to 

workplace studies of the labour process.  He seeks to bring ethnography 

in from the cold periphery of marginal social science methods and locate 

it as the new paradigm for social science research.  Integral to the labour 

process theory tradition and of particular relevance to this research, is 

Burawoy’s premise that Extended Case Method supports the intention 

for labour process theory through ethnographies, to offer general models 

of the labour process, not merely specificities confined to the case study 

example. It is a means by which the researcher can “extrapolate outward 

from particular sites to explore the more general themes of power and 

resistance. And how from there, is able to reconstruct existing 

explanatory theories” (Burawoy 1991:x). 
 
 
2.3      LABOUR PROCESS THEORY 
 

The labour process literature seeks to advance the analysis of the 

labour process first advanced by Marx in 1887.  By the 'labour process' 

Marx means the immediate processes of production which involves the 

physical and intellectual power of humans to transform materials and 

technology into goods and services. For him it has three elements:  the 

technology and work itself; the raw materials; and labour power (Ch7, 

vol. 1 Das Kapital). The key element is labour, although labour process 

theory was an undeveloped aspect of Marx’s work until Braverman 

resurrected it in 1974 in Labour and Monopoly Capital. Braverman's 

theoretical focus was on the organisation of work element.   

 

In keeping with Marxist ideology, the key to capitalism is the 

consumption of labour power to produce capital accumulation 

(valorization). Under a capitalist regime, goods are produced using 

labour power, to satisfy immediate needs (i.e. use values).  The excess 

production beyond immediate needs can then be exchanged for other 
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goods and money (i.e. exchange values).  Exchange values are usually 

higher than production costs (primarily the costs of labour power) 

thereby generating profit (i.e. surplus value). Capitalists then reinvest to 

produce more, thereby generating more surplus value leading to capital 

accumulation. Capitalists drive to increase surplus value through 

changes to one of the three elements of the labour process (technology, 

raw materials and labour power) perhaps through work intensification, 

application of technology or refining management techniques.  

Capitalists' actions to change the labour process are often in response to 

their need to maintain the rate of surplus value in the face of increased 

competition and the need to maintain competitiveness through 

innovation.  Labour power is the most problematic of the three elements 

because of the human factor, for example wage effort bargaining and 

acts of resistance and control. Just how effective capitalists are in 

harnessing labour power will depend on objective factors (for example 

technology, the nature of the job) and subjective factors (for example 

labour’s perception of their role in the labour process – commitment, co-

operative or conflictual). 

 

Therefore, the labour process changes as a result of the different 

strategies of capitalists as they try to increase surplus value and react to 

competitive forces. Control of the labour process is a key issue if 

management is going to be able to implement changes to ensure 

competitive survival and secure capital accumulation. 

Thus employer strategies and worker resistance cannot be 
separated.  They form a dialectic whereby one influences the 
other which, in turn, exerts influence on the former. In this 
way, it can be seen that the labour process approach is 
fundamentally dynamic in nature because change (action and 
reaction) is built into the theoretical framework itself. (Bray 
1981:16-17). 

 

 Belanger, Edwards and Haiven (1994) identify three critical 

themes which underlie the labour process ethnographic approach:  the 

emphasis on conflict in labour process ethnographic studies of the 

workplace as exemplified by Braverman’s (1974) research into deskilling 
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and proletarianisation; the negotiation of order within the workplace as 

exemplified by Burawoy’s (1979) research into how workers are 

persuaded to co-operate in their own exploitation; and methodological 

issues of generalisation.  Each of these is now considered. 

 

2.3.1 Conflict in the labour process 
A general theme in labour process theory is that conflict between 

capital (represented by management) and labour is at the heart of the 

social relations of production in a capitalist system. It shapes the 

employment relationship and the day-to-day interaction between 

management and labour. Labour process theory rejects the orthodox 

view of management as functional and rational, seeing it as a socially 

constructed and politically charged instrument of capital (Knights and 

Willmott 1986) designed to develop the organisational means of 

appropriating surplus value from labour.  

 

Within this stream of labour process literature, Braverman (1974) 

systematically critiques the theory and practice of management in the 

context of the capitalist labour process. He maintains that capitalists 

have sought to increase surplus value through changes to and 

subsequent increased control over the labour process.  He reviews the 

effects of capitalism since the writings of Marx on the occupational 

structures of industry (the rise of clerical and service occupations and 

the effect on traditional working class structures) and the nature of 

individual occupations (the increasing division of labour and 

technological innovations leading to the destruction of many traditional 

skills and crafts). Braverman examines occupational structures and 

individual occupations in terms of skill levels and control systems. The 

general logic is that management is seen as a class function which 

serves the interests of capital through the intentional subordination and 

deskilling of productive labour. The actions of management are in effect 

not focused on short term organisational objectives, but on the long term 

strategy of perpetuating capitalism through control of the labour process.  

Since the contract of employment secures only the promise of productive 
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effort from waged labour, for there to be real added value, management 

must overcome labour’s effort bargaining and take control of the labour 

process through strategies of intensification, fragmentation and 

deskilling. Braverman sees the organisation of work not as an outcome 

of the dissolution of conflict between management and workers but as a 

particular control strategy designed to not only control production 

systems, but also subjugate the workforce, such as one might see in 

Taylorist methods (Belanger et al 1994:8).   

 

Criticism of Braverman has been extensive, with three main 

points raised.  First, Braverman’s view is deterministic, implying that 

capitalism develops in a pre-determined way, cocooned from external or 

internal forces which might reshape or divert it (Burawoy 1979). It is 

argued that such a deterministic view defies recognition of the influence 

of the decisions and actions of individuals who might resist and groups 

engaged in class struggle (Brecher 1978; Burawoy 1978). Burawoy 

(1979) identifies direct and indirect worker resistance, as well as worker 

co-operation as forces shaping the labour process.  While workers may 

directly resist through formal and informal actions in the workplace, 

indirectly they also shape the labour process through management 

responding with policies and practices in response to workers’ actions.  

Significant to this thesis is Kelly’s (1985) criticism of Braverman which 

identifies the influence of labour and product markets in shaping the 

labour process. As discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, the fieldwork 

identifies the intersection of labour and product markets, through 

customer influence at the point of the service delivery, as significantly 

influencing the academic labour process. 

 

 Secondly, Braverman’s thesis of deskilling is dependent upon 

one’s conceptualization of skill. Kelly (1985) in particular questions the 

inevitability of the deskilling thesis, and Wood (1982) raises issues of 

how skills are defined and altered and to what extent deskilling is 

actually occurring. Braverman is silent on the issue. It is also worth 

considering the relationship between the types of production systems 
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and the different phases of capitalism. If one accepts the argument of 

Piore and Sabel (1984) that we are moving from mass consumption and 

Keynesian economics to post-Fordist production systems which embody 

flexible production, then it is consistent to find a reconfiguration of 

traditional craft/trade occupations consequent on new technologies. The 

changing nature of work consequent on technological change brings with 

it a shift from traditional craft structures to semi-skilled occupations and 

the restructuring of occupational unions into industry based unions, for 

example in the metal fabrication industry and assembly work. This also 

raises the issue of the motivation of management in seeking control:  to 

merely subjugate labour or to respond to market pressures for more 

flexible technologies which can be customised to meet market 

preferences.   

 

 Thirdly, as identified by Bray (1981), Braverman's analysis fails to 

acknowledge the significance of subjective factors such as an 

individual's attitudes and ideologies. In effect Bray maintains that 

subjectivity is destroyed with individuals losing their individuality and 

being subsumed by the labour process and capitalist process.  But how 

can capitalist control be distinct from subjective components of work?  

Burawoy (1979) is a major critic of Braverman on this point.   

 

 Difficulties with Braverman’s analysis also come with the 

conceptualisation of the concept of control.  The main debate centres 

around how control at the point of production is secured and exercised. 

Another fundamental difference here between theorists is whether 

control should be conceptualised as a phenomenon occurring at the 

point of production (Braverman 1974) or whether the point of control lies 

beyond production (Edwards 1986). It can be secured through: raw 

power and intimidation; through bureaucratic controls operationalised 

through workplace production systems or IR institutions; or through 

normative controls which secure employee behaviour through co-

operation. It can be exercised in terms of:  the design of work, including 

the distribution of skill, authority and responsibility; the creation of 
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organisational culture which generates a belief by labour that effort 

should go beyond the effort bargain; and the employment relationship 

itself, including control through IR institutions and also through internal 

labour markets and the recognition and reward of different occupational 

groups.  Given the array of conceptualisation, there is no universally 

accepted definition of control or agreement on agency or process. 

Accordingly, Braverman’s work attracts criticism from many quarters, 

including Storey (1985) who maintains that the conflict/co-operation 

model defies the complexity and serendipity of the interplay between 

institutional and workplace factors.  The argument again reverts to a 

question of agency and structure.   

Multiple control devices oscillate, are activated, deactivated, 
merge and are constituted anew. But the weakness occurs 
because this process does not occur systematically or 
functionally. The multiple forms are a consequence not of 
some global capitalist intelligence but of the struggle between 
various groups – within and between workers and managers 
(Storey 1985:208). 

 

2.3.2 Negotiation of order within the workplace 
A second theme of the labour process ethnographic approach is 

the co-operative aspect of work. For example, Burawoy (1979) and 

Littler (1982) moved the analysis beyond the limitations of Braverman’s 

original hypothesis about conflict and deskilling. Unlike Braverman’s 

(1974) work which stressed the deep divide between managerial control 

and worker resistance, Burawoy (1979) placed emphasis on the mutual 

dependence of labour and capital (also see Hyman 1987). At the heart of 

this are the inherent contradictions in the employment relationship:  

management’s need to control its workforce but also gain its co-

operation; and the need to remain competitive in the market but also to 

maintain good workplace relations. The issue for Burawoy was not one 

of control and resistance but of co-operation.  He argues that the 

enduring nature of capitalism cannot simply be explained by institutions 

which indoctrinate workers, and that the labour process must be: 

.. understood in terms of the specific combinations of forces 
and consent that elicit co-operation in the pursuit of profit 
(Burawoy 1979:30). 
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Burawoy identifies both conflict and co-operation in the efforts of 

workers to use the responsible autonomy granted to them to solve 

problems created by inefficient and ineffective management. The 

contradiction lies in labour’s use of their increased authority to ensure 

that production proceeds.  In effect labour serves the interests of capital, 

independent of managerial direction and command. For Burawoy there 

exists this strong element of co-operation at the heart of the employment 

relationship. And yet, elements of control and resistance are still 

fundamental to the labour process.   

 

Burawoy uses the metaphor of a game to explain the context and 

process of the contradiction of control, resistance and co-operation.  

Surplus value and capital accumulation set the parameters of control, 

and are secured through the co-operation of labour to participate in the 

game, within the confines of the rules. While Burawoy (1979:157) 

acknowledges the role of institutions outside the workplace, the game 

centres around management’s control of internal labour markets and 

labour’s need to “play the game” through individualising their relationship 

with management, inspite of the contradictory need to protect 

themselves collectively from managerial control.  Burawoy argues that 

although labour may play the game, it should not be taken as blind 

acceptance of capitalist ideology and values, or mistaken for legitimacy 

of capital over labour. The actual labour process at workplace level is 

Burawoy’s primary vehicle of understanding the resilience of capitalism 

built on the co-operation of labour. The way in which this resistance is 

expressed is through “making out” – an attempt by labour to regain 

control over the labour process by making work more palatable.  

Accordingly, labour will play games of discrete loafing, obstruct quality 

controls and generate an impression of working, which provide it with 

personal space and time during hours of employment. As a rule, 

management tolerates such intrusions into productivity as a trade-off for 

the overall co-operation and consent which they secure from workers 

and which form the basis for securing surplus value and capital 
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accumulation. However, Burawoy (1979) notes that the frontier of control 

does not remain fixed.  The level of toleration of games by management 

will vary in response to pressures on surplus value and capital 

accumulation brought to bear by increased competition or prevailing 

economic conditions. In such circumstances, management will seek to 

enforce the rules and impose increased effort on labour, thereby 

highlighting the inevitable conflict and antagonism inherent in the 

employment relationship.   

  

 This raises the issue of normative control. For Burawoy, 

management constructs a system of responsible autonomy which can 

generate consent with minimal conflict and supervisory cost, yet extract 

the required effort. Participation by labour is on the basis of Mann’s 

(1970) concept of pragmatic acceptance – that the working class 

condition is not so very unacceptable, that change is unlikely if indeed 

possible, and that opposition is futile. Hence participation in the game is 

warranted, but it should not be construed as legitimising the employment 

relationship. Yet management also has the avenue of control through 

established IR institutions if required. So management has labour’s 

participation and co-operation, with the option of control through 

institutional means, therefore commitment through internalised values 

and normative control is not so important. For Edwards (1986:10): 

The analytical task is to try to tease out the interconnections 
within, and dynamics of, a set of work relations so as to 
understand how conflict and co-operation are organized within 
it. 

 
 Control is as important to Human Resource Management (HRM) as 

it is to IR theory. Other models of normative control seek to more directly 

capture the affective domain – hearts and minds – either through HRM 

techniques of individualised recognition and reward of effort, or the 

creation of organisational culture which espouses values of commitment 

and loyalty, as determined by effort and productivity.  Such normative 

models go beyond the employment contract into the domain of the 

psychological contract . 
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 Burawoy’s significant contribution to labour process theory is to 

highlight the fine line between conflict and co-operation. 

 

2.3.3 Methodological issues of generalisation 
A third theme which underpins the labour process ethnographic 

approach is the issue of generalization. The most common criticism of 

ethnography levelled by positivists is that any one workplace is atypical 

and that it tends to produce interesting data but no general principles 

that can add to theory. It highlights the divide between ethnographic and 

positivist researchers and the assumptions underpinning both 

approaches.  

 

However the problems of generalisation are not intractable. 

Belanger et al (1994) outline five ways in which generalisation can 

proceed once the fundamental purpose of the research is known.  These 

include:  exploration of critical cases where a phenomenon is likely to 

occur but does not, leading one to generalise that it is unlikely to occur 

anywhere (also see Kitay and Lansbury 1997); exploration through 

statistical tendencies or anomalies of the causal mechanisms linking 

phenomena; comparison of several workplace studies; the accumulation 

of data over decades of workplace ethnography, helping to define terms 

and phenomenon (Bulmer 1988); and the discovery of forms of 

behaviour such as sabotage, hidden from quantitative measurement.  

 

 Such a view is supported by Feagin et al (1991).  The study of the 

single case is a “significant methodological tool for the social scientist” 

(Feagin et al 1991:2) in that it encourages and facilitates, in practice, 

theoretical innovation and generalisation. In general terms, the strengths 

of an ethnographic approach are seen to be: observation of social action 

and social structures in the reality of the natural setting, in a way that 

comes closest to the action as it is experienced and understood by the 

actors themselves (Feagin et al 1991:8); an holistic approach to the 

complexities of social action and relationships in that it provides 
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information from a number of sources over a period of time; and it places 

the phenomenon in the context of time and history, thereby offering the 

opportunity for the study of continuity and change.  In a labour theory 

context, such features are important, in that research of the labour 

process seeks to explore the nature of social actions and relations in the 

workplace, as it is being experienced by people themselves.  The classic 

study of Beynon (1973) in his participant observation role on the line at 

the Ford Motor Company highlights the significance of understanding the 

complex web of relationships at the workplace and the organisation of 

work.  Thompson (1989:32) suggests that such research is far more 

difficult than survey based research. Thompson (1989) reaffirms the 

importance of studying the actual process of work, the hidden informal 

work groups and the hidden acts of resistance and conflicts.  Kitay and 

Lansbury (1997:7) in their Australian leg of the international MIT 

comparative project also support the use of the case study to explore 

“the qualitative nature of change in the employment relationship and its 

relationship with enterprise strategy and institutional influence ….not its 

statistical incidence in the industry.” Consequently, as Feagin et al 

suggest (1991:21) studies of social actions and their meanings require a 

narrative, not statistical analysis. 

 

 Turner (1988), Bresnen (1988) and Dunkerley (1988)  believe that 

case studies are capable of addressing generality if this is understood in 

theoretical rather than statistical terms, i.e. as a sample of one.  Within 

the paradigm of ‘grounded theory’ generalisations lie in the theoretical 

and analytical reasoning which is based on analytic generalisation (Yin 

1984:39) rather than the statistical generalisation of quantitative 

research.  Positivists will never accept the comparative value of such an 

approach; however, as Bryman (1988:18) suggests, there is a growing 

view that case study researchers should not be apologetic about the 

external validity of their findings.  

 

Feagin et al (1991:17) also address the issue of reliability which 

they say can be overcome through research design, and should not be 
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considered an insurmountable barrier given the quality, greater depth 

and understanding of more complex social relationships which 

qualitative research offers. They reject the notion that quantitative 

research offers greater reliability, for “while it is often asserted that it is 

easier to replicate survey studies, this remains more an assertion than a 

proven reality” (Feagin et al 1991:18).  On the issue of reliability, Feagin 

et al rate case study methodology more highly than other methodologies, 

given that the principle of triangulation is better developed and provides 

validation of observations as well as analysis based on those 

observations (1991:19). Belanger, Edwards and Haiven (1994:7) support 

such a view but qualify it by requiring any explanation in case study work 

to fully spell out the implications in order to provide a basis for making 

generalisations.   

 

This links to the issue of ‘proof’.  In keeping with a natural science 

model, positivists would maintain that: 

…to make claims that two separate phenomena are related to 
one another, the researcher must examine a number of 
different instances in which both phenomena are present, and 
further … must be able to demonstrate that the connection 
between the two is real, not artificially induced by some other 
variable or variables. (Feagin et al 1991:15). 

 
 Feagin et al (1991) are sympathetic to this viewpoint, however, 

maintain that the quality and depth of the case study and the strong 

hermeneutic dimension, can strongly establish the links between two 

phenomena and identify cause and effect.  Traditionally there has been 

greater acceptance of statistical ‘proof’ rather than qualitative, however, 

it is just as easy to distort numbers and their interpretation as it is 

narrative explanation.  Qualitative observation and analysis can be just 

as precise and disciplined. 

 

 Feagin et al (1991:14) strongly defend the case study from the 

“hypothetico-deductive verification rhetoric” of quantitative research.  

Their focus lies in properly understanding what is being generalised.  For 

example, they offer the case of studying the social process of the 
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employment relationship -  it is the population of the process, not of a 

population of people, to which the researcher will generalise.  In other 

words it is not a question of how many people in Australia experience 

this, but the fact that this process exists and that its complexities are 

explored.  “It is not merely a question of how many units but rather what 

kind of unit one is studying” (Feagin et al 1991:15). 

 

 This raises the contentious research issue of the proper unit of 

analysis.  Sjoberg, Williams, Vaughan and Sjoberg (1991:33) maintain 

that the unit of analysis is linked to both the domain assumptions as well 

as relativism versus nonrelativism.  Together these assumptions shape 

the course of the research process. 

 

 The potential claim against the generalisability of the case study 

is also raised by Kitay and Lansbury (1997:7) in their Australian leg of 

the MIT international industry study.  They defend their choice of sites by 

refuting the argument that case studies do not have validity because 

they do not use a sampling logic.  Kitay and Lansbury looked for an 

exemplar site rather than an anomaly as does Burawoy in his Extended 

Case Method.  However, their statements are supportive of his view of 

the limitations of exemplars to provide the basis for theoretical 

generalisations.  

If we found that change was taking place, we would be able to 
describe and hopefully to explain it, but we could not 
generalise such findings to the entire industry.  However, if we 
did not find significant change or transformed industrial 
relations in those enterprises where it should, on theoretical 
grounds, be likely to occur, that would raise serious doubts 
about many of the assertions that have been made about 
workplace reform (Kitay and Lansbury 1997:8). 
 

This statement supports Burawoy (1988; 1991). The exemplar is 

worth exploration but one cannot extrapolate out from it.  It is the 

anomaly that has the potential to impact on general theory.  For Kitay 

and Lansbury it is by contradiction and refutation of the theory that the 
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anomaly has value.  For Burawoy the anomaly has worth in value adding 

to the theory rather than contradicting it. 

  

 While the positivist attack remains strong, there are, nevertheless 

a number of significant ethnographic workplace studies that are 

continuing to build the labour process tradition.  Shacklock’s (1998) case 

study of one Australian secondary school, the labour process and the 

intensification of work, strongly defend ethnography and “work-stories” 

as the best means of uncovering the complex web of relationships in the 

teaching workplace.  Pliskin et al’s (1997) study of the use of e-mail as a 

weapon in an Israeli academic industrial dispute used an inductive case 

study approach using textual content analysis of e-mail messages as the 

major basis for data analysis.  Pliskin et al (1997:5) make the point that 

an inductive qualitative approach is common in exploratory research, 

especially where it involves analysis of data (in their study, e-mail text) 

as a means of developing rather than testing conceptual models or 

theories.  Knights, Calvey and Odih (1999a) in their case study of United 

Kingdom call centres combine a number of research tools including 

interviews with customer liaison officers, observation in various contexts, 

conversational analysis and documentary analysis of company files.  All 

of these studies use the qualitative approach of the case study to 

explore social action and relations in the workplace as it is being 

experienced by the people themselves.  This is aligned to the very 

nature of the labour process approach which requires a narrative, not a 

statistical explanation.  

 

2.4 BURAWOY’S EXTENDED CASE METHOD 
Burawoy’s Extended Case Method (1988; 1991), based in labour 

process ethnographic tradition offers redress to positivist arguments.  It 

is a case study approach using inductive, exploratory methods to: 

…burst[s] the conventional limits of participant observation, 
which stereotypically is restricted to micro and ahistorical 
sociology …We challenge the conventional correspondence 
between technique and level of analysis and argue that 
participant observation can examine the macro world through 
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the way the latter shapes and in turn is shaped and 
conditioned by the micro world, the everyday world of face-to-
face interaction (Burawoy 1991:6). 
 

 Extended Case Method varies from traditional ethnography in that 

it does not seek to induct new theory from the ground up, but seeks to 

find an anomalous situation which highlights the weakness of existing 

theory to explain, and then seeks to reconstruct that existing theory.  Its 

point of departure is an anomaly rather than an exemplar which is typical 

of the traditional case study. Unlike traditional ethnography which 

extrapolates the macro from the micro it seeks to explore the effects of 

the macro on the micro.  It seeks to rebuild rather than reject that theory 

by reference to the wider political-economic forces. Essential to an 

understanding of the anomaly is the wider context of determination that 

shapes and distorts what happens in the workplace. In essence it is not 

deconstruction but reconstruction, not rejection of bad theories but 

improvement of good theories, taking the flaws within that existing theory 

as a point of departure. 

Rather than theory emerging from the field … the field 
emerges from our theory … Rather than treating the social 
situation as the confirmation of some theory, we regard it as 
the failure of theory.  But failure leads not to rejection but to 
rebuilding theory … to reconstruct rather than reject theory … 
instead of abandoning theory when it faces refutation … to 
‘refute the refutation’ by making our theory stronger (Burawoy 
1991:9-10). 
 
Feagin et al (1991:16) support the value of studying the anomaly 

rather than the exemplar in its potential to cast light upon the more 

general social process under discussion. 

 
Integral to Burawoy’s Extended Case Method is the controversial 

research technique of participant observation.  For Burawoy, participant 

observation offers the advantage of enabling the researcher to 

“juxtapose what people say they are up to against what they actually do” 

(Burawoy 1991:2). Participant observation brings together both the 

hermeneutic and the scientific dimensions of research - the participant’s 

perspective of understanding and the observer’s perspective of 
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explanation (Burawoy 1991:4).  Both ethnomethodology and grounded 

theory use participant observation to develop micro-sociology, however, 

in keeping with the labour process tradition, Burawoy’s Extended Case 

Method is focused on looking at the institution context, as it affects what 

happens in the micro-world (lifeworld). 

 

Buchanan, Boddy and McCalaman (1988:61) acknowledge 

positivist claims against participant observation, and identify three 

responses to the criticism of the corruption of data by participant 

observer involvement:  the quality of the data collected is in direct 

proportion to the amount of mutual trust and respect between subject 

and researcher; the voracity of the subject’s information and any attempt 

to mislead the researcher can be cross checked against other sources; 

should any attempts to distort data occur, then this is a phenomenon in 

itself and can be used as an indicator for example, of political 

sensitivities.  Participant observation is of course the subject of much 

ethical debate, as discussed later in this chapter. 

 

 Burawoy (1991) insists that if researchers employ the 

methodology of Extended Case Method then a particular mode of 

theorizing needs to be adopted.  Burawoy sees this methodology, 

coupled with the technique of participant observation, as the means of 

addressing both the hermeneutic and scientific dimensions of social 

science research in that Extended Case Method provides both 

understanding and explanation.  An underlying premise is that the 

process of discovery (sociological imagination) and the process of 

justification (scientific dimension) are both part of the process and should 

not be insulated one from the other in the pursuit of objectivity (Burawoy 

1991:8).  
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Figure 4 :   Diagrammatic Representation of Burawoy’s Extended Case Method 
 
 
Identification of a particular feature of the social situation requiring explanation 

↓ 
Before entry to the site, clear identification of what the researcher expects to find 
according to existing theory 

↓ 
When it is not found, location of the phenomenon within theory  -  identification of the 
literature and experimentation with a number of different theories that highlight different 
aspects of the social situation as anomalous, and the identification of theory’s failure to 
offer explanation. 

↓ 
Home in on one particular theory that needs reconstruction  -   that locates the social 
situation in its historically specific context of determination which, for labour process 
studies of the workplace, is the wider political-economy. 
 

 
 

2.5      RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
 
Kitay and Lansbury (1997:8) and Belanger et al (1994:9) stress the 

point that unlike quantitative method with its statistical sampling, case 

studies do not use a sampling logic. They involve a theoretical or 

purposive sample emanating from intuition or observation and the 

expectation that the site will provide the most comprehensive 

understanding of the phenomenon. Statistical representativeness is 

subordinated to analytical connections between social processes.   

 

The researcher’s twenty year participation in the higher education 

industry as a student and academic, prior to commencement of the 

doctorate, led to intuition about institutions in which the anomaly was 

likely to occur.  Accordingly, interviews with academics were sought from 

those university workplaces that resembled the commercial-industrial 

model rather than the universitas collegiate model of universities 

(Warner and Crosthwaite 1995:9). The commercial-industrial model 

characterised by polytechnics in the United Kingdom and former 

colleges of advanced education in Australia, is more likely to exhibit 

customer focused policies and practices than the ‘sandstones’.  

Universities exhibiting commercial-industrial model characteristics were 

then selected on the basis of their public corporate statements and 

strategic plans with key performance indicators which espoused client 
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focused service cultures in support of their major clients (students). The 

language of “client”, “customer”, “graduate satisfaction”, “graduate 

outcomes” and “quality of service” were significant indicators of a 

student-customer orientation, and significant in the site selection. 

Faculties of business were chosen from within those sites, because of 

their strategic business and client focus, and a student cohort from 

business and industry which has a reputation for demanding efficiency, 

effectiveness and value-for-money.  Business faculties are also under 

pressure from high growth, recording the highest growth of all university 

faculties in 2003-2004 (DEST 2005 www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education 

viewed 29/02/06). Since tensions between resources and customer 

expectations are a key element of this doctoral research, business 

faculties were considered likely to be a rich source of data. 

 

In keeping with Burawoy’s ethnographies using Extended Case 

Method, this research initially sought to investigate a single fieldwork 

site.  The National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving 

Humans 1999 (the National Statement) requires agreement in writing 

from any organisation from which information is to be collected. In 

accordance with the National Statement formal approval to conduct 

research was requested in writing from the appropriate Faculty Dean, 

seeking access to academic staff for interviews. After three months 

without response, the university was pressed by the researcher for a 

decision. The response from the Deputy Vice-Chancellor required:  an 

embargo (this is now considered to be merely an academic gentlemen’s 

agreement holding no real value or legal status); a formal commercial-in-

confidence contract  (which by implication would give the university 

editing rights over the thesis itself, and any publications therefrom); the 

Dean (who was also a subject of the research) to be formally appointed 

as an external supervisor to the doctoral research’s Griffith University 

supervision team); and finally, the project was to be formally submitted to 

that university’s Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC), 

(regardless of the Griffith University HREC’s scrutiny and approval of the 

project). Under Griffith University’s HREC guidelines, the research could 
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not proceed unless the conditions set by the participating organisation 

were met. The concept of a single organisational fieldwork site was 

abandoned due to what the researcher considered to be harsh and 

unworkable conditions of entry to the organisation set by university 

management.  It was considered that the conditions of entry would 

effectively undermine the integrity and independence of the research.   

 

Another Australian university was approached and a formal request 

made to the Vice-Chancellor for access to staff for interviews.  After 

appropriate correspondence and face-to-face meetings with both the 

Vice-Chancellor and Deputy Vice-Chancellor, permission to access the 

organisation was granted, with the Dean advised in writing by the Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor of the research which was to be conducted and 

requesting assistance to the researcher with the project. Inspite of this, 

negotiation to interview the Dean continued for two months via e-mail 

and telephone.  Unable to secure authorisation from the Dean for either 

a personal interview or access to the Faculty staff, the project was 

abandoned given the National Statement’s clear statement of rights that 

participation is voluntary and non-participation (particularly where there 

is clearly a power differential such as in employment) should not 

disadvantage an employee. Under such protocols the researcher was 

unable to report back to the Vice-Chancellor on the failure of the project 

consequent on his staff’s refusal to participate. 

 

A third strategy was employed – that of conducting an occupational 

ethnography of Australian academics. Individual academics still retain 

their traditional right of free speech and perceive themselves to be free 

agents to grant research interviews. On this basis the doctoral research 

was able to proceed. The context of the research therefore became the 

industry in general, rather than a particular workplace with a focus on the 

occupational group of ‘university academic’.   

 

All of the respondents who were approached were full-time 

academics and academic managers employed in universities on the east 
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coast of Australia which exhibited commercial-industrial model 

characteristics (Warner and Crosthwaite 1995). All agreed to be 

interviewed.  Twenty seven interviews were conducted with academics 

from vice-chancellors, deputy vice-chancellors, business faculty deans 

and associate deans, senior lecturers and lecturers between 1999 and 

2004. In addition, a university marketing manager and a communication-

media manager were interviewed. 

 

Additional interviews were conducted with: Professor Roger King, 

former Vice-Chancellor of Lincoln University; Professor Michael Rose of 

Bath University, eminent international industrial sociologist; eminent 

Australian higher education analysts, Professor Simon Marginson, 

Reader at Monash University; Dr Peter Taylor, Senior Lecturer at Griffith 

University’s Institute of Higher Education; Dr Linda Hort, then 

Queensland State President of the National Tertiary Educators Union; 

Ms Celia Whitchurch, a Senior Administrator at Kings College, London 

University; Professor Gail Hart, Director of Queensland University of 

Technology’s teaching and learning services. 

 

Burawoy (1991:3) maintains that the hermeneutic dimension of 

social science research can only be achieved by virtual or actual 

participation in social situations. As a member of the academic 

profession during the data collection period 1999 to 2004 (three 

university employers) the researcher maintained a journal which 

recorded personal observations of interaction with academic managers, 

academic colleagues and students.    

 

Providing contextual information was a content analysis of publicly 

available government reports on Australian higher education and publicly 

available material from university websites, including strategic plans and 

teaching/learning philosophies.  In addition there were public seminars 

by:   Professor Sandra Harding, then Dean of the Faculty of Business, 

Queensland University of Technology, “Scholarship in Teaching:  

acknowledging the changing nature of academic work” (June 2000); Dr 
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Claudine Schweber, Associate Vice-President of Distance Learning, 

Maryland University, “The Electronic University” (October 2000); and the 

Griffith University Review of Flexible Learning at the Logan Campus 

(November 2000).    

 

Triangulation of the data was achieved through: interviews with 

Australian academics and academic managers; interviews with eminent 

academic higher education commentators; participant observation and 

journal entries; content analysis of publicly available documents from 

university websites, coupled with Australian Commonwealth Government 

reports and policy publications. 

 

The inability to focus on a single site study as did Burawoy’s factory 

study (1979) and later ethnographic studies (1991), has impacted upon 

the ability to assess the vertical complexity of the labour process.  

Feagin et al (1999:21) maintain that while a large-scale workplace study 

through interviews, potentially can tackle questions of how workers feel 

about their work and management, it could not have revealed, as 

Burawoy did, how capital captures the sympathies of labour. A 

comprehensive revelation of the vertical complexities of meanings and 

actions in the labour process can best be understood through depth of 

insight into a single workplace.  However, for reasons previously cited, 

out of necessity this research has adopted an occupational ethnography 

– a single occupational group in a single industry, although spread 

across several sites (selected for their similarities in line with the 

Warner/Croswaithe model 1995). This is an unavoidable limitation of this 

doctoral research’s methodology. 
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Figure 5 :  Burawoy’s Logic as the Framework for the Doctoral Research Method    
     and Approach 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
BURAWOY’S LOGIC AS THE FRAMEWORK FOR THE 

METHOD AND APPROACH 
 

Before embarking on the fieldwork, clearly identify what is expected to be 
found, according to theory about the employment relationship. 
 
Identification of the anomaly of the power of consumers in the social relations 
in the workplace as a phenomenon requiring explanation  - leading to the 
framing of the  research question 
 
 
 

 

                                               
 

 
 

In higher education, does the student as ‘customer’ have 
significant influence over the organisation of work? If so, does 
this constitute a reconfigured model of the employment 
relationship? 
 
Locate the anomalous phenomenon of customer power and influence in the 
labour process, within theory.  Identify the relevant literature and experiment 
with a number of different theories that highlight different aspects of the 
phenomenon as anomalous, and the failure of theory to offer a complete 
explanation 
 
Home in on one particular theory about the employment relationship which 
needs reconstruction but which can locate the labour process in its 
historically specific context which is the wider political-economy thereby 
offering the potential to explain the labour process of the service encounter in 
higher education. 
 
Location of the workplace phenomenon within the wider socio-political 
context. 
 
Refocus on the workplace and the reconfigured labour process and social 
relations of the service encounter, focusing on management’s reconstruction 
of the student-as-customer, and the reconstruction of the academic  -  in the 
context of the inherent tensions and consequent negotiation and bargaining 
which are integral to the employment relationship. 

Identification of the anomaly:  
that of employers/employees and 
customers exercising control 
over the organisation of work, a 
tripartite triangular relationship 
which was previously considered 
to be bipartite and lateral 

Participant observation 
in the higher education 
industry since 1975, 
since 1988 as an 
academic. 
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Figure 6 :  Burawoy’s Logic as the Framework for the Structure of the    
     Doctoral Thesis 

 
    BURAWOY’S LOGIC APPLIED TO THE     

     STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 
 

        
 

                 
 

 
Theoretical foundations of the employment relationship     industry                    
             (theory review  CHAPTER 3)            wide 

                                   Location of the phenomenon within the existing literature      focus 
                       (literature review CHAPTERS 1, 2 and 3) 
                 The competitive environment and the market                     
           (literature review and industry analysis CHAPTER 4) 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

                                                      The reconstruction of the higher              organisational                      
                                          education workplace                    focus – strategic 
                  (fieldwork CHAPTER 5)               management 
                               -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

              The reconfigured  labour        the actual service                                    
                                            process in the service      encounter between 
             encounter               academics and their 
                                      customers 
                                                            (fieldwork  
                                                            CHAPTER 6) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Possibility of a reconfigured model of the employment relationship 
(data analysis and conclusion CHAPTER 7  AND CHAPTER 8) 

customer 

employee employer 
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2.6   CONCLUSION 
 

As Mulholland (1999:2) identifies, there is criticism of those who fail 

to contextualise worker resistance in one of the main labour process 

themes. Drawing on the literature, this research will examine the impact 

of customer focused policies on the employment relationship, within the 

concepts of control and resistance.    

 

It will use the methodology of Burawoy’s Extended Case Method to 

analyse the academic labour process as a service encounter.  It will 

extrapolate from the data the anomaly of customer influence in the 

employment relationship and then revisit theory to add value to existing 

models of the employment relationship.  The methods are as closely 

aligned to Burawoy’s ethnographic techniques as the Australian national 

ethical framework permits.  

 

In keeping with the logic of Figure 6, Chapter 3 will review the IR 

literature to place the phenomenon of customer influence on the 

employment relationship within existing theoretical frameworks. 
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Chapter 3 
   

THE PHENOMENON OF CUSTOMER INFLUENCE ON THE 
EMPLOYMENT RELATIONSHIP:  EXISTING THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORKS 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 
3.2 Location of the phenomenon within existing theories of 
 the employment relationship 
 3.2.1 Historical perspectives:  from a personal  
  relationship based on obligation to a formal, legal 
  contractual relationship 
 3.2.2 Ideological perspectives:  unitarist, pluralist and 
  Marxist frameworks of the employment   
  relationship 
 3.2.3 Contemporary perspectives:  feminist, post- 
  modern and post-Fordist frameworks of the  
  employment  relationship 
 
3.3 The phenomenon of customer influence on the   
 employment relationship as an anomaly, and the need 
 for the reconstruction of the traditional bipartite   
 employment model 
 
3.4        Conclusion 
 

 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
 In attempting to locate the phenomenon of customer influence 

within a current IR theoretical framework, this chapter will identify phases 

of theoretical development using historical (Teicher et al 2002) and 

ideological (Wood 1978) contexts, and a wider conception which 

encompasses the nature of work and its relationship with technology, the 

struggle for the control of work, and the impact of managerial strategy. 

 

 A single definition of the employment relationship is elusive. 

There is no generally accepted definition consequent on competing 

ideas and ideologies, with the elements of the relationship often being 

taken-for-granted assumptions implicit in one's own ideological 

framework.  For example, endemic conflict is assumed in pluralist and 

Marxist frameworks, but rejected in unitarist models.  For example, for 

labour process theorists grounded in Marxist theory, the employment 
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relationship extends beyond the determination of physical working 

conditions (the pluralists' “web of rules” (Dunlop 1958)) to incorporate 

notions of work organisation and the structures and processes of 

decision-making and control.  
  
 Irrespective of the failure to establish a single theoretical model of 

the employment relationship, there is nevertheless one taken-for-granted 

assumption which is consistent throughout the literature - that of the 

employment relationship being bipartite between employer/employee (or 

groups of employees). Traditional perspectives see the relationship as 

being regulated by institutional arrangements which reflect a particular 

historical, economic and/or social context which are external to the 

employment relationship. As the particular context changes (broader 

economic/political/social changes external to the relationship being the 

catalyst), so too the employment relationship (regulated by the national 

IR system) responds to reflect new national imperatives.  

 

 Significant to this doctoral thesis is the change which occurred in 

the mid 1980s after a wave of globalisation. Intensified competition 

triggered the development of strong corporate cultures (Peters and 

Waterman 1982) and a new focus on organisational imperatives and 

managerial strategy (Thurley and Wood 1983; Kochan, Katz, McKersie 

1986; Porter 1979; 1990; 1991).  These assumed a significant role in 

shaping the employment relationship from the 1980s onwards. It was a 

crucial shift that recognised that an important source of change in the 

employment relationship was derived from developments in managerial 

thinking (Gallie et al 1998:5) and management strategy.  However, even 

with the shift to a focus on organisational imperatives, most of the IR 

literature has failed to appreciate the significance of customer relations. 

While it is generally acknowledged that the customer is having significant 

impact on the dynamics of work (customer call centres for example) 

most authors fail to link this back to the employment relationship. 

Customers are still implicitly assumed to be outside the employment 

relationship, albeit the focus of its output.   
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3.2 LOCATION OF THE PHENOMENON WITHIN EXISTING 
 THEORIES OF THE EMPLOYMENT RELATIONSHIP 

 
3.2.1 Historical context perspective: from a personal relationship 
 based on obligation to a formal, legal contractual 
 relationship 

 
 The employment relationship formally identifies the legitimacy of 

the parties in the legal contract – the employer and the employee –  and 

their rights and obligations which set them apart from each other. At the 

core of this relationship is the nexus between work and legitimate 

authority in a particular society - an outcome of “a nation’s social and 

political history, and its economic development within the global cycle of 

industrialisation and capitalism” (Teicher et al 2002:37).  In pre-industrial, 

agricultural society legitimate authority over the employee and the 

organisation of work was derived from the social relations of a status-

based authoritarian society in which custom and practice shaped rights 

and obligations. The employment relationship was a personalised 

relationship based on mutual obligation between master and servant, 

rather than a legal contract.  However, with the move to a relatively more 

democratic society, by the late 19th century there was a development of 

the relationship to a contractual relationship (albeit narrow) with parties 

free to bargain for conditions rather than be bound by custom and 

practice. The reality of equality of bargaining power was problematic, 

given the embryonic nature of unionism and the legacy of the master-

servant status relationship which still afforded the employer legitimate 

control over the employee and the organisation of work.  In the early 

mass production system, at the core of which was a highly specialised 

division of labour, labour was controlled by brutal supervision resulting in 

low trust, and an impersonal employment relationship characterised by 

conflict (Braverman 1974). Union power to constrain employers’ 

authority was limited to the negotiation of wages and working conditions, 

with rights over the organisation of work not necessarily challenged 

(Teicher et al 2002:40). The nexus between work and management’s 
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legitimate authority was reinforced by management’s participation and 

prescribed roles in newly emerging national IR systems.  

 

 In relation to this doctoral research, the historical perspective 

highlights the evolutionary nature of the relationship and the nexus 

between work and legitimate authority in a particular society. If one 

accepts that the employment relationship is an outcome of both the 

economic, social, legal and political developments within a framework of 

industrialisation and capitalism, then one must ask whether the rise of 

consumption and the primacy of the consumer pose yet another 

development in the evolution of the employment relationship. 

 
3.2.2 Ideological Perspectives of the Employment Relationship

 
 Pluralism
 The underlying assumption of pluralism, deriving from the work of 

Durkheim (1933) and Parsons (1951), is that social order is maintained 

through economic and political structures, in which we all play a part, 

and which serve to resolve conflict between vested interests in our 

society (Flanders 1965; Clegg 1975; Gahan 1990). The pluralist 

approach to the legitimisation of authority in the employment relationship 

centres on the role of IR institutions (unions, employers and their 

associations, the state operating through tribunals and enforcement 

agencies) to negotiate and regulate outcomes of bargaining processes  

(Fox and Flanders 1969). It was assumed that an individual’s 

relationship to the employer was mediated by unions and the state, and 

that the organisation of work and terms of employment were defined in 

detailed workplace agreements (Gallie et al 1998). Until the 1980s in 

Australia, these usually took the form of detailed industrial awards, that 

is, until pressures from globalisation and the need for national 

competitiveness prompted significant award restructuring from 1988 

onwards, with reforms geared to removing barriers to enterprise 

efficiency. Industrial awards (occupational, industry, common rule) had 

significantly constrained management in its control of work organisation 
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and prescribed the tone, and to a large extent the legal content, of the 

employment relationship. For example, work practices and pay were 

clearly collective and constrained management's right to individualise the 

employment relationship through performance management (individual 

performance appraisal and reward systems). Pay was determined on the 

basis of the worth of the job rather than on individual merit or 

productivity. Award restructuring on the other hand retained the pluralist, 

collective nature of the IR system but saw unions and employers 

negotiate offsets in the organisation of work (award reclassification and 

broadbanding, the removal of restrictive work practices and a reduction 

in job demarcation) for wage increases, improved training which led to 

multiskilling, and career paths. In Australia, award restructuring coupled 

with the rise of HRM in the 1980s and reinforced by the federal IR 

legislative changes in 1996, provided employers with the scope to 

introduce more unitarist employment policies and practices, and to 

generally reconsider the underlying pattern of relations with their 

employees (Teicher et al 2002). At enterprise level, and even to some 

extent within the formal institutions themselves, the frontier of control 

clearly shifted, although the system retained its pluralist nature. 

 

 Herein lies one of the weaknesses of pluralist theory to provide a 

consistent and general theory of the employment relationship – the 

institutional focus does not allow for, or indeed even recognise, changes 

in control (such as those identified by Edwards 1989) or changes in 

modern organisational structures which impact on the organisation of 

work (Teicher et al 2002:44) (such as network structures and 

telecommuting).  It also explains why pluralist theory has not generally 

identified the anomaly of customer influence on the organisation of work 

(a micro rather than an institutional focus) and the consequences for the 

employment relationship.   

 

 Dunlop’s (1958) pluralist systems theory was perhaps the first 

attempt at devising a general theory of IR. Derived from the functionalist 

framework of Parsons and Smelser (1956) it “systemises the process, 

 69



practices and knowledge of the employment relationship” (Nicholls 1999 

in Teicher 2002:45). Consistent with a pluralist approach, it is 

ideologically conservative in its assumptions (which have since been 

challenged -  see Hyman 1975, 1978; Dabscheck and Niland 1981) and 

it fails to identify mechanisms for change to the system (Hyman 1975; 

Wood et al 1975).  Dunlop's (1958) normative model does not recognise 

the dynamic influence of external environment factors on processes 

(Wood et al 1975), nor does it analyse the micro dimension of the 

“dynamics of the decision-making processes within the employment 

relationship” (Teicher et al 2002:46). The model is static and does not 

allow for change.  It has also been criticised on the following grounds: 

ambiguity about the framework (Wood et al 1975; Wood 1978; 

Dabscheck 1989); and a failure to acknowledge the manifestations and 

consequences of conflict (Margerison 1969; Hyman 1975);  

 

 Kochan’s (1982; 1986; 1988) neo-Dunlopian systems framework 

was hailed by Cummings (1982:79) and Bamber and Lansbury 

(1987:21) as a new framework for the study of IR, recognising 

management’s strategic decisions as a change agent in management-

labour relations. Kitay and Lansbury (1997:4) summarising the MIT 

group’s output in the 1980s identified the importance of Kochan, Katz 

and McKersie’s proposition that: 

 … employment relations at enterprise level cannot be 
understood apart from business and production strategies.  
Thus competitive strategies, whether explicit or not, have 
significant employment consequences (Kitay and Lansbury 
1997:4). 
 
 While there was already a British literature on IR strategy (Purcell 

1979; 1983; Thurley and Wood 1983; Child 1985), and Chandler (1962) 

had analysed the efficacy of strategy in general, Kochan incorporated 

strategic choice as an intervening variable in a normative IR systems 

model.  Kochan developed a dichotomy (Kochan and Katz 1988:33) 

between: external environmental forces (independent variables) such as 

economic factors plus political, social, technological, demographic and 

policy contexts; and internal environmental forces (intervening variables) 
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such as management decision-making and labour approaches to 

bargaining. The dependent variables are the outputs of the system, 

namely the rules and the ability to serve the public interest through the 

“web of rules” (Dunlop 1958). Kochan (1988) argued that the external 

environment contains the independent variables, which influence internal 

factors (intervening variables) which subsequently influence outcomes 

(dependent variables).  

 

 For Kochan, management strategy is one of the key intervening 

variables, with his model prompting studies which have explored the 

best fit between IR strategies and other broader management strategies 

such as marketing and financial strategies (Deery and Purcell 1989).  

While these studies have raised the issue of the relative power of these 

different functional strategies in managerial decision-making processes, 

they have not explored the implications for the organisation of work. In 

his presidential address at the Association of Industrial Relations 

Academics of Australia and New Zealand (AIRAANZ) 2005 conference, 

Brosnan indicated that this was a key area of future IR research which 

needed to focus on the changing nature of work consequent on the 

interface of IR policies and practice with management strategies (such 

as TQM, marketing and financial) (Brosnan 2005). This is the focus of 

the doctoral research. 
 

 Although Kochan’s strategic choice argument is aligned with a 

pluralist rather than labour process theoretical framework, it is 

nevertheless consistent with a reconfiguration of the employment 

relationship consequent on the rise of managerial marketing strategy 

and customer power (consumer sovereignty). With social and economic 

change has come the rise of consumption, and arguably the primacy of 

the consumer over the producer (Burrows and Marsh 1992) (external 

independent variables). Internal, organisational forces (intervening 

variables) such as management’s construction of the student-as-

customer have influenced managerial decision-making, its approaches 

to bargaining and the consequent reconfiguration of the organisation of 
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work.  While this argument regarding the role of customers in the 

employment relationship is consistent with Kochan’s strategic choice 

framework, customers have not been identified in the pluralist literature 

as a key factor.  

 
Unitarism

 Unitarism continues the pre-industrial tradition of master over 

servant with only one legitimate source of power and authority – 

managerial control to determine work organisation, which is legitimised 

by either authoritarian (Taylor) or consultative (Mayo) means (Fox 1966). 

It is characterised by managerial prerogative, and the prescribed limited 

roles for both unions and the state.  

 

 HRM was a major vehicle for unitarism from the 1980s onwards.  

It came at a time when the external operating environment (economic, 

political and social) posed new challenges for organisational 

competitiveness.  By the 1970s the traditional work organisation and 

management approaches based on old Fordist production systems and 

Tayloristic control had led to the dysfunctional effects of low levels of job 

involvement, weak commitment or even hostility and high levels of 

industrial disputation leading to disruption of production in some 

enterprises (Gallie et al 1998:1-5). The new philosophy underlying 

management approaches in the 1980s was replacing the old IR, class 

based ‘us and them’ employment relationship with an employment 

relations based on securing the long term commitment of employees 

(and hence productivity) through HRM.  How one views the unitarist 

approach is once again framed by one's ideology. For unitarist devotees, 

it is a means of transforming the pluralist, collective employment 

relationship mediated by unions and the state, into an individualised, 

direct, co-operative partnership built on collaboration, communication 

and mutual benefit. For pluralists and Marxists, unitarist HRM can be 

seen as a means of employers reasserting managerial prerogative in 

times of weak union power, regaining control over the organisation of 
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work, and intensifying the work process in a way that is just as 

constraining as scientific management (Braverman 1974; Hyman 1987). 

 

 Some criticise that unitarism assumes “rational decision-making 

by employers in mutual interest” (Teicher et al 2002:43). Braverman's 

(1974) labour process critique of Taylorism would strongly disagree.  

Similarly, in accord with the labour process theory view of the 

employment relationship, this thesis contests the current management 

paradigm of customer focus as ‘win-win’ suggesting that management 

strategy (in this case, customer focus and consumer sovereignty) has 

actually produced unintended consequences for the employment 

relationship which may be harmful to employee interests. Unitarism 

would also espouse that resistance by academics to flexible delivery is 

consequent on employees' failure to understand and adopt 

managements' objectives, perhaps consequent on a breakdown in 

communication or due to the actions of a few trouble-makers. This belies 

the very real and concrete consequences of work intensification for 

academics consequent on flexible delivery. 

 

 Employee relations (discussed in more detail later in this chapter) 

is a form of unitarism which emerged in Australia in the 1990s spurred 

on by management's need to manage labour strategically to achieve 

broader corporate objectives.  Aligned with “hard” HRM (Legge 1995), it 

is an employer strategy which is enterprise focused, aligning IR with 

post-Fordist production systems such that the needs of the customer are 

met through a flexible (numerical and functional), committed workforce 

which can achieve customer expectations of quality and cost.  Implicit in 

the shift to an enterprise focus is the need for management to develop 

labour as a resource which will provide a competitive edge in an 

increasingly global and competitive marketplace.   
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The Radical Perspective and Labour Process Theory 
 
 The radical perspective has its origins in Marxism and has at its 

core the process of control in the employment relationship (Hyman 1975) 

and inequality in relation to power within workplaces. Marxism has been 

criticised for being too deterministic regarding the endemic nature of 

conflict, and too simplistic in its analysis of the complexity of social fibre 

(Teicher et al 2002:47).  However, labour process theory drawn from 

Marxist ideology addresses these issues through a micro analysis of 

decision-making and control in order to offer a more relevant and valid 

explanation of the social relations of the workplace.  In this sense labour 

process theory has a narrower theoretical focus than its parent Marxism, 

however in relation to this doctoral research, it offers the greatest 

potential for explanation and reconstruction of existing theory.  Since the 

publication of Braverman’s Labor and Monopoly Capital in 1974, the IR 

research focus has shifted away from the dominance of institutional IR, 

with work process and the individual now assuming a greater theoretical 

importance. 

 

 A key consideration is Frenkel et al’s analysis (1999a) which 

explores changing patterns of work for front line workers in service 

industries.  They suggest that work is now characterised by people-

centredness and an emphasis on knowledge work.   

As workers' discretion increases to solve non-routine problems 
and meet the variable requirements of customers or service 
recipients, control by technology and bureaucratic procedures is 
being superseded by what they call 'info-normative' control, that 
is, control based on data objectification (performance indicators) 
and employee accommodation or commitment to performance 
standards  (Frenkel et al 1999a:774). 

 

 Herein, one can identify a significant shift in the social relations of 

the workplace, with its new emphasis on the "cult[ure] of the customer" 

(du Gay and Salaman 1992). At the level of the service encounter, an 

intersection occurs between customer service and employee behaviour 

moderated by managerialist performance indicators geared to customer 

satisfaction (competitive strategy and control).  In the service encounter 
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the extent and the nature of this intersection will vary according to 

factors such as: technology (for example, call centres permit 

technological monitoring of employee behaviour); the mission and nature 

of the service (for example, the traditional difference in approach to 

customers/clients by the public service such as the monopoly Centrelink, 

delivering welfare services compared to private enterprise competitively 

selling goods and services in retail markets);  the importance of personal 

contact to the service delivery (for example, personal contact with a 

teacher or a nurse is central in the service encounter while it is not so 

between a commuter and train driver); and specialised knowledge (for 

example, knowledge workers such as a publishing company's sales 

representative or a university academic) (Frenkel et al 1999b:785). 

 

 Frenkel et al’s (1999b:789) conceptualisation of work organisation 

encompasses both work relations and employment relations.   

Work relations refers to the act and medium of work and the 
social organisation of work activity including relations with 
customers.  
Employment relations refers to the implementation of 
management policies aimed at securing worker commitment 
and regulating management-employee relations. 
 
 This definition recognises the new organisational imperatives of 

managerial strategy as a factor in shaping the employment relationship. 

One must assume that within their category of employment relations 

which would encompass both the formal, legal contract (wages and 

conditions) and the informal struggle over the organisation of work, that 

the struggle over the frontier of control is confined to the employer and 

employee. This is consistent with Burawoy’s (1979) concept of the social 

relations of production being the social structure and patterns of social 

behaviour associated with production. Under these current theoretical 

frameworks, the customer may well form part of the relational dimension 

of work, but is clearly outside the bipartite employment relationship itself. 
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3.2.3 Contemporary Perspectives on the Employment 
 Relationship 
 
 
The Feminist View of the Employment Relationship 
 
 Feminists maintain that the structural inequality of patriarchal, pre-

industrial societies has been transmuted into the present work 

employment relationship, to the continued disadvantage of women.  The 

inferior status of women was translated into an undervaluation of 

women’s work, channelling them into low-skilled, low-paid jobs which 

attracted a differential rate of pay to males and provided limited 

opportunities for training and advancement. It is also argued (Gallie et al 

1998) that with the globalisation pressures of the 1980s and the rise of 

HRM, employers adopted a core-periphery model of permanent versus 

casual/part-time workers in order to offer the greatest flexibility 

(numerical and functional). Dual internal labour markets mean that 

workforces can be divided into different sets of contractual arrangements 

to give management the control which it needs over labour to afford it 

the flexibility which it desires. The core-periphery model is 

operationalised in a way that changes the distribution of control and 

rewards (Steiger and Form 1991). Given the widespread need for 

mothers in particular to balance work and family responsibilities through 

flexible hours and part-time work, it is considered that women continue 

to be disadvantaged in the employment relationship.  The core-periphery 

model represents “a major change in the employment relationship and 

growing inequality in conditions of employment” (Gallie et al 1998:10), 

particularly for women.  

 

 While the debate about the commodification of higher education 

and the implications for the organisation of work does not fall into the 

feminist domain, one might draw from the feminist perspective an 

understanding that the employment relationship does evolve in response 

to social, economic and legal change.  
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Post-modernism 
 
 Post-modernism rejects the pluralist and Marxist analyses of the 

employment relationship and moves the debate towards the strongly 

unitarist concept of employee relations with its focus on individualism, 

organisational imperatives and the marginalisation of unions and 

traditional IR institutions.  The post-modern view considers that power 

has become more subtle than class conflict or vested interests 

bargaining within traditional IR institutions. It is a significant shift from the 

pluralist, centralised Australian IR system based on collective 

bargaining, to an individual perspective of workplace relations, often with 

a strongly unitarist theme. Within a post-modern framework, to 

understand the employment relationship one must deconstruct the 

discourse of the individual workplace, examining the language and 

meaning, in order to interpret the social relations therein. Legitimate 

authority is achieved by management through a discourse which subtly 

indoctrinates employees into defining themselves in terms of the culture 

and values of the organisation, thereby extracting from them 

commitment and loyalty through tools such as HRM. Post-modernism 

views the employment relationship as a specific set of factors between 

individual and employer, usually unitarist in nature, and often expressed 

in the language of a co-operative partnership. Within this interpretation of 

the employment relationship there is scope to consider the influence of a 

third party, namely the customer, in the social relations of the workplace. 

Nevertheless, the wider context of a consumer society sets the scene for 

the discourse between the parties.  Du Gay and Salaman (1992) in their 

analysis of customer cult[ure] echo post-modern themes as they identify 

the process of exchanging traditional bureaucratic processes for market 

relations (the sovereign consumer). But theirs is not an environmentally 

deterministic position.  For the condition to occur they identify the 

convergence of environmental pressures and a "discourse of enterprise" 

within organisations. 

The restructuring of work and work relations is as much 
supported by the discourse of enterprise (within and without 
the employing organisation) as it is determined by 
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environmental pressures.  What we find currently is the 
coming together of environmental challenges, many of which 
are defined in terms of the imperative of fundamental 
organisational restructuring and the dominance of a discourse 
of enterprise (du Gay and Salaman 1992:616). 

  
 Du Gay and Salaman (1992) identify the trend towards placing 

customer relations at the centre of organisational restructuring and 

practice. Although focusing on internal organisational relations 

(purchaser/provider) they identify the culture of the customer as a key 

element, which in effect replaces bureaucratic regulation and stability 

with the need for enterprise from employees, as defined by the market.   

This discourse has fundamental implications for management 
attempts to define working practices and relations, and 
ultimately, has impact on the conduct and identities of 
employees (du Gay and Salaman 1992:615). 
 
 Du Gay and Salaman maintain that the conjuncture of these two 

elements first occurred in the ‘excellence literature’ of the early 1980s 

(Peters and Waterman 1982). 

 

 Post-modernism influences this doctoral research in yet another 

way. In Chapter 4, this thesis identifies the influence of post-modernism 

in the changing nature of knowledge and educational delivery, and its 

impact on the higher education industry.  In post-modernity, knowledge 

has different purposes, purposes which are closely linked to post-Fordist 

notions of production and the new communication technology.  Just as 

with the employment relationship, one must deconstruct the social 

interplay between educational institution/educator/student to understand 

the meaning constituted by education. Although a labour process 

approach, Burawoy's Extended Case Method attempts to deconstruct 

the social relations of the workplace by delayering action and meaning 

through the ethnographic technique of participant observation. 

 
Post-Fordism 

 It is important to place this research in the broader topic 

addressed by Piore and Sabel (1984) who argue that industrialised 
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countries are moving from a Fordist mass production model to more 

flexible forms of work organisation.   

 

 Fordism was a configuration of work and technology (mass 

production) in a particular post-war economic context (Keynesianism). 

While Fordism adapted to national IR and economic systems and took 

different forms, in general it required extreme specialisation of work 

based on low skill, coercive supervision and little employee involvement 

(Braverman 1974).  The employment relationship in a Fordist workplace 

pivoted around: the legitimate authority of management to establish a 

form of work organisation based on production efficiency needs, but 

which led to the alienation of workers consequent on extreme 

specialisation, deskilling, and harsh, coercive supervision; and 

workplace social relations where labour power was subsumed by 

managerial prerogative (Beynon 1973).   

 

 By the early 1980s, the move to a new form of production system 

(post-Fordism) (Piore and Sable 1984) was triggered by economies 

experiencing stagflation and heightened global competition, and was 

facilitated by the new micro-chip technologies. Increased global 

competition coupled with changing product markets and the new 

computer technologies have made it both possible and necessary for 

low-cost, small scale customised production utilising a highly skilled 

workforce.  For Piore and Sabel (1984:261): 

....technology has ended the dominion of specialised 
machines over un- and semi-skilled workers, and redirected 
progress down the path of craft production. The advent of the 
computer restores human control over the production 
process; machinery again is subordinated to the operator. 

 

 A key tenet of post-Fordism is that since the 1990s, production 

systems based on skilled employees, using flexible technology, 

operating in decentralised organisations with decentralised decision-

making and employee involvement, have been the catalyst for changes 

to the employment relationship (Mathews 1994). This is perhaps an 
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optimistic scenario.  It was considered that computerised technologies 

would upskill, multiskill, enrich tasks and remove the harsh physical 

working conditions of Fordist workplaces. Work would become 

intrinsically interesting and traditional oppressive Tayloristic control 

would be replaced by responsible autonomy and autonomous 

workgroups (Gallie et al 1998).  Integral to the change would be the 

need to develop alternative control systems and strong organisational 

commitment, if workers' new-found autonomy was to be directed into 

management's objective, and the newly skilled and expensive workforce 

was to be retained. Unitarist HRM was seen as one such control system 

which would generate favourable conditions of employment (Gallie et al 

1998).  This view is at odds with Braverman (1974) who maintains that 

management's use of new technology is designed to deskill and control, 

resulting in a decline of employment conditions.   

 

 The skilling issue in particular, was a platform for unitarist 

management practices. The high rate of change triggered by the use of 

microprocessors required continuous learning, with individual training 

programs tailored to meet the needs of individual enterprises.  This was 

at odds with the traditional trade apprenticeship structure. In effect, 

technology and training needs mediated through HRM were catalysts for 

a more individualised employment relationship.  Another issue which 

also had a direct impact on the rise of HRM was the need to secure 

commitment from the workforce for continuous production, given the 

leanness of the JIT systems associated with post-Fordist production 

systems. 

 

 In Australia in the 1990s, the strongest push for reform of the 

employment relationship and the IR system as a whole – realigned with 

the new post-Fordist production systems – was from the employers 

association the Business Council of Australia (BCA) representing the 

largest companies in Australia.  Their catchcry was ‘flexibility’ built on a 

shift from national employment regulation to an enterprise focus with the 

employment relationship managed at enterprise level (BCA 1989; Drago 
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and Wooden 1990; Frenkel and Peetz 1990a,b). This shift has 

eventuated, bringing with it: major changes to job classifications and 

consequent award restructuring; decentralised wage determination with 

pay linked to enterprise productivity; and the reorganisation of work 

(hours, demarcation of tasks) to meet the needs of individual 

enterprises.  This is consistent with the employer strategy of aligning IR 

with the changing production systems such that the needs of the 

customer are met through a flexible, committed workforce (HRM, 

strategic HRM and TQM techniques) which can achieve customer 

expectations of quality and cost.  Implicit in the shift to an enterprise 

focus is the need for management to develop labour strategically as a 

resource which will provide a competitive edge in an increasingly global, 

and competitive marketplace.  The BCA’s view has developed a form of 

post-Fordism known as neo-Fordism, with its strategic focus on flexibility 

(numerical and functional) and the legitimation of managerial authority 

over all aspects of work organisation (Teicher et al 2002:54). The nett 

effect has been the growth of core/periphery employment patterns and 

work intensification through longer working hours for those in full-time 

employment. “In this context the term ‘employee relations’ emerged in 

Australia as part of a highly politicised debate over the reorganisation 

and reregulation of work,” (Teicher et al 2002: 52). 

 

 The post-Fordist thesis was introduced into the education debate 

by Brown and Lauder (1991, 1992). In Australian higher education, the 

post-Fordist production system of flexible delivery utilises technology as 

the basis for new work systems which are designed to provide a 

competitive edge in a competitive marketplace.  The key issue here is 

that higher education management has strategically used the post-

Fordist production system of flexible delivery as a means of meeting 

customer expectations of quality and cost, however it is potentially at 

odds with the massification of higher education and the consequent 

increase in class sizes and staff/student ratios. 
 

Knights et al (1999b:8) identify:  
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… that a major problem for many organisations wishing to 
adopt a more mass customised approach is that they have a 
legacy of behavioural and management styles that are not 
well fitted to the development of trust because they are 
preoccupied with costs and control. 

 
  Such observations resonate with higher education's move to 

flexible delivery. However the legacy which most Australian universities 

carry is built on a tradition of collegiality and a professional bureaucracy 

driven by the academic line.  It is argued (Hort 1997) that it is the new 

managerialism introduced in the last decade, with its info-normative 

controls over academic labour, that engenders mistrust and resistance.  

Managerialism has seen hierarchical authority replace professional 

autonomy; targets replace personal and team plans; management 

budgets and customer satisfaction surveys replace educational value as 

determined by academic gatekeepers to their disciplines; and a move 

from production-driven to consumer-driven. Within these changing 

frameworks one can identify an erosion of academic authority. 

 

 Post-Fordist theory fails to provide a consistent and general 

theory of the employment relationship in that the extent of change to 

mass production is disputed. It is also criticised for its technological 

determinism of the new computerised technologies and one particular 

form of work organisation. As with pluralism, attempting to identify a 

generally accepted Fordist or post-Fordist model of the employment 

relationship is elusive, in that they have taken different forms 

internationally, shaped by the particular features of the IR and economic 

systems in which they operate. 

 
3.3     THE PHENOMENON OF CUSTOMER INFLUENCE ON THE 

 EMPLOYMENT RELATIONSHIP AS AN ANOMALY, AND  THE 
 NEED FOR RECONSTRUCTION OF THE TRADITIONAL 
 BIPARTITE EMPLOYMENT MODEL 
 

 A single, generally accepted model of the employment 

relationship remains elusive. Existing theoretical frameworks have the 

potential to do so but have not yet done so.  As such, the significance of 

customer influence over the organisation of work remains largely 
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unacknowledged.  However, what can be drawn from existing models is 

a range of taken-for-granted assumptions which consistently underpin 

the employment relationship models. 

 

 A first assumption is that in IR, the absence of ideology is rare in 

any theoretical framework or indeed, in any national IR system. For 

example, a unitarist framework would seek to dispense with the 

collective and institutionalised nature of the employment relationship in 

the Australian IR system, and substitute managerial prerogative and 

individual employment contracts. A pluralist framework would retain such 

elements of the relationship, on its assumption that conflict consequent 

on different, vested interests is endemic in the relationship.  While the 

theoretical positions of unitarism and pluralism seem intractable, in 

workplace practice, the shift to an enterprise focus has brought about a 

strengthening of the HRM and IR interface.  The anomaly of customer 

influence in the employment relationship is an example of a 

strengthening interface between general management practice and 

functional strategies, and IR. 

 
 Historically, theories of the employment relationship arose from 

practice.  In particular, for labour process theory arising in the 1970s, 

empiricism has again driven theory to explain anomalies within practice 

as it seeks to shift empirical IR research from an institutional macro 

perspective to the workplace micro perspective. For example, through 

labour process theory Burawoy (1979) identified control as a non-linear 

process. Edwards and Scullion (1982) used labour process theory to 

tease out the contradictions of the managerialist approach. Both projects 

explored the organisation of work and the minutiae of the employment 

relationship.   

 

 Some would argue that a practice-driven approach to research, if 

issue-based, potentially incapacitates theory to extend the analysis 

beyond the context-specific phenomenon, thereby rendering it redundant 

as the fad passes.  However, in the context of this doctoral research, the 
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rise of consumption represents a significant economic and social shift 

which is not ephemeral. The commercialisation of higher education 

seems to be irreversible.  While there needs to be a balance between 

the theoretical and empirical (Wood 1978), there also needs to be a 

strong linkage between theory and practice, as found in this research. 

 

 Also implicit in employment relationship theory is the need to 

develop a broad, integrated theoretical approach drawn from a range of 

disciplines including law, economics, sociology, psychology, history, 

management studies and political science. Work organisation in 

particular lends itself to a multidisciplinary approach, particularly when 

examining the organisation of work at enterprise level with the interplay 

between the strategic frameworks and functional processes devised by 

management, and the expectations of labour.  Therefore employment 

relationship theory is by its very nature eclectic and leaves the door open 

for a wide scope of what should be researched and analysed, and what 

should be excluded.  Are customers in? 

 

 There is also an assumption in much of the literature that the 

employment relationship is necessary and interconnected to other 

aspects of organisational life.  This doctoral research similarly assumes 

this. However, it should be acknowledged that there are other 

mechanisms and structures, such as co-operative structures (ACCORD 

www.accord.org.au). 

 

 Implicit in all models is the assumption that the employment 

relationship (both the informal organisation of work and the formal legal 

contract) is underpinned by legitimate authority, although the recognition 

of potential shifts in this authority varies from model to model. There is 

general acceptance that this authority is legitimised in a particular 

society’s economic, legal and political fabric (Teicher et al 2002).  For 

example, in our pluralist Australian system, in addition to the role of 

employer and employee, there is also the existence, although not 

necessarily the legitimacy, of unions and state intervention. Although 
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unions have held a legitimate (legislated) role within the practice of IR 

since the early 1900s, that role has been strengthened or undermined by 

successive Commonwealth Governments of different political 

persuasions.  Of significance is the post-1996 conservative Howard 

Commonwealth Government's 1996 legislation (Australian Workplace 

Relations Act 1996) which prescribed a stronger unitarist framework of 

direct employer/employee bargaining, the introduction of individual 

employment contracts and the reduction of the role of unions and the 

arbitration system.   

 

 Under the neo-liberal Howard Government, the legitimate 

authority of employers has been strengthened, with the institutions of 

unions and the arbitration system severely weakened. It is important 

therefore to place changes to the employment relationship within a 

broader context.  For example, integral to the change from agrarian to 

industrial society was a change in the nature of work from agriculture to 

manufacturing, coupled with a change in the employment relationship 

from a patriarchal, status based mutual obligation, to a bargained, legal 

contract. Language in the Australian IR legislation and processes still 

refers to the ‘master-servant’ relationship between employer and labour, 

although the nature and scope of rights and obligations now reflect 

contemporary values. Change was again seen when Fordism brought 

with it a different relationship between technology and the organisation 

of work, but significantly, all decisions about work organisation remained 

the domain of management.  A shift has also been since the 1980s with 

post-Fordist technologies and the emergence of a new strain of 

unitarism, namely employee relations, in which the employment 

relationship is individualised and employees are reconstructed in the 

light of organisational goals and corporate values. To understand this 

phenomenon, according to post-modernists, one must delayer and 

deconstruct the social relations of the workplace. Labour process theory 

attempts this through ethnographies utilising participant observation.   
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 The literature also consistently identifies the inter-relationship of 

technology and work through work processes and work organisation.   

While the mass production technologies of 20th century manufacturing 

were significant in removing workers from direct control and in many 

cases, direct contact with the product, it is argued that it was not until the 

microchip technologies of the 1980s that the nature of work was really 

transformed (Gallie et al 1998:2).  In the 19th and 20th centuries the 

traditional factors of production – raw materials, manpower and money 

capital – were largely physical in nature.  With the decline of the mass 

production Fordist manufacturing of the 19th century, based on material 

inputs and outputs, there has arisen a new medium of work associated 

with the service sector (Frenkel et al 1999a:785; Leidner 1993).  No 

longer is work merely the transformation of materials (manufacturing) but 

also the transfer of information (communication technologies) and 

interaction with people (customer service). There has been a change 

from a physical to an increasingly non-physical, information and 

knowledge-based economy focused on producing services to meet the 

increasing western appetite for consumption (Burton-Jones 1999). It is 

argued that consumption has replaced production (Burrows and Marsh 

1992) (to be discussed in Chapter 4) as the means of constituting status 

in western society. This is consistent with what Frenkel et al (1999a:776) 

identify as a trigger for changes to organisational processes and the 

management of labour – the  increasing demand for customised goods 

and services which enhance one’s social status and create social 

identity. Higher education is now one such commodity. As argued in 

Chapter 4, the rise of the culture of consumption coupled with the 

commodification of Australian higher education means that education is 

now to be consumed with its value derived from constituting meaning 

and social identity.  Therefore the consumption and the customer 

assume a more prominent role.  Given a history of evolution of the 

employment relationship in response to changes in its social, political 

and economic context, this thesis asks whether the rise of consumption, 

replacing production as the means of social differentiation, has triggered 

significant change in the employment relationship. 
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 Perhaps the most significant assumption for this doctoral research 

is the idea that the employment relationship is implicitly a bipartite 

relationship and customers are assumed to be outside it, although the 

focus of its output. The employment relationship provides the context for 

the organisation of work, a focus for labour process theory with its 

themes of control and resistance over day-to-day work organisation 

matters. 

 
 

3.4 CONCLUSION 
 

 A comprehensive and universally acceptable model of the 

employment relationship has not emerged, in that it is usually 

ideologically based and it also responds and adapts to the different 

contexts in which it operates.  However it is clear that changes in the 

organisation of work are paralleled by changes in the employment 

relationship. 

 

 One can also conclude that the employment relationship formally 

identifies the legitimacy and the differences between employers and 

employees, a legitimacy which in market economies is drawn from 

capitalist economics and ideology, and sanctioned by the state. Its legal 

base comes from the economic power of the ownership and control of 

capital which invariably involves an inequitable distribution of authority 

over the organisation of work. In Britain and its former colonies, it 

manifests itself in the common law contract of employment which 

determines a set of rights and obligations on both parties within the 

framework of a master-servant relationship. In this sense the common 

law contract has remained a bipartite legal relationship between 

individuals.  With the growth of IR systems and IR institutions (unions, 

employer associations, instruments of the state such as industrial 

tribunals) the relationship became collective with legitimate authority 

given to the state to settle industrial disputes, protect the parties’ rights 

and to attempt to control wages as part of the macro economic function 
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of the state. It could be argued that this collective nature of the 

relationship nullifies the individual nature of the employment relationship 

found in the common law contract, however, with the rise of HRM in the 

1980s and employee relations in the 1990s, unitarist management 

systems have again instituted processes which legitimise managerial 

prerogative and individualise the relationship.   

 

 Nowhere is this more evident than in managerial prerogative to 

control technology and work organisation. The search by management 

for a best fit between technology and the management of labour has 

been significant in shaping the nature of work and the employment 

relationship in industrialised society, even as far back at Taylor in the 

19th century.  However, in the late 20th century, with a shift away from an 

institutional to an enterprise focus, control over technology and work 

organisation have become the legitimate domain of managerial 

prerogative within a unitarist framework. Labour process theory and 

strategic choice theory locate both of these factors (technology and work 

organisation) within the employment relationship.   

 

 Technology also assumes another role in augmenting the 

interface between product markets and labour markets, in that the 

culture of consumption and communication technologies significantly 

impact on the changing nature of work. IT speeds up communication and 

facilitates connectivity between producers and consumers, which leads 

to product and process innovation designed to increase competition in 

product markets. Flexible delivery in higher education is one example of 

a production system and form of work organisation which has the 

capacity to, and the resultant client expectation of, the design and 

delivery of products and services more quickly than ever before 

(Cunningham et al 1998:4).  Its perceived customer responsiveness 

founded in communications technology afford it a new, higher status by 

universities (Cunningham et al 1998:23) as they seek to compete in an 

increasingly global and competitive marketplace. It is a classic example 
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of the transfer of information (communication technology) meshed with 

interaction with people (customer service). 

The growth of person-centred work has altered the 
relationship between management and labour.  Customers or 
their equivalents form part of a triangular relationship which 
generates varying patterns of conflict and co-operation 
depending on management strategy and ideology, and 
workplace structure (Frenkel et al 1999a:785-6). 
 
 The question still remains whether this triangle exists outside the 

employment relationship within the broader framework of the social 

relations of the workplace, or whether the triangle is to be found within 

the employment relationship itself – in the organisation of work and the 

negotiation/regulation of conditions of employment.  

 
 In relation to this doctoral research, it is clear that although there 

is a legacy of workplace social relations from previous historical and 

social contexts, the employment relationship does evolve through 

attitudinal change reflected in institutional and organisational decision-

making.  The corollary then follows:  the employment relationship is all 

about work and legitimate authority over the employee.  It has often 

been assumed that the legitimate authority resided in management, 

however, with economic, social and political change, has it now been 

given to the consumer (consumer sovereignty)?  Has management, by 

instituting organisational customer focused strategies which directly and 

indirectly incorporate customers into formal organisational processes, in 

effect empowered customers with legitimate authority over the tasks to 

be done, how and when – the organisation of work?   If the link between 

the employment relationship and the organisation of work is the frontier 

of control, has a new frontier of control opened up between employees 

and customers?  The fieldwork data chapters (5 and 6) will explore this.  

Chapter 4 will provide the broad industry framework for the analysis. 
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Chapter 4   
AUSTRALIAN HIGHER EDUCATION AND ITS COMPETITIVE 

OPERATING ENVIRONMENT  
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
4.2 Periods of structural change in higher education 
 
4.3 Globalisation, markets and the commodification of  
  education 
  4.3.1 Globalisation and its implications for higher  
   education 
  4.3.2 Higher education and the market 
  4.3.3 The culture of consumption 
  4.3.4 The commodification of higher education and the 
   post-modern condition of knowledge 
  4.3.5 Managerialism 
 
 4.4 Conclusion 
 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
As outlined in Chapter 3, the essence of the labour process is the 

connection between the social relations in the workplace and the wider 

political economy (Thompson 1989). It is therefore appropriate to explore 

the broad industry context to highlight changes that have been occurring 

in higher education and to provide a way of conceptualising them.  This 

chapter analyses the macro context in which the academic labour 

process occurs.  It provides an industry framework in which to 

understand the fieldwork chapters which follow. Marginson (1995) and 

Rooney and Hearn (1999) affirm the need to understand the complexity 

of education production in its social and political contexts. 

 

This discussion of the political economy of Australian higher 

education draws on comparative research from Australia, Europe and 

the United States (Sommer 1995). While international responses to 

globalisation reflect diversity in practice (Currie and Newson 1998), Scott 

(1995a) maintains that a comparative approach is still valid on two 

counts.  First, higher education systems in all developed countries are 

being transformed by the same pressures and in similar although not 
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identical ways, hence comparisons are unavoidable.  Secondly, the 

phenomenon is part of a much wider global change involving societal 

and economic change, and shifts in intellectual culture, science and 

technology.  Hence Australian higher education reform must be seen in 

its global, comparative context.  

 

Smyth (1995) who adopts a labour process theoretical framework to 

understand changes in higher education reform also identifies the need 

to analyse recent reforms and the consequent changes to the academic 

labour process in a wider international and national context.  He argues 

that the backdrop for the reform “is clearly one of delivering major policy 

changes in a context of massive structural adjustment occurring in 

capitalism" (Smyth 1995:4).   

 
 

4.2 PERIODS OF STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN HIGHER 
 EDUCATION 

 
 Structural change in higher education has been an international 

phenomenon (Barnett 1990; Smyth 1991 and 1995; Barrow 1995; Miller 

1995; Baker, Creedy and Johnson 1996; Buchbinder and Rajagopal 

1996; Dudley 1998).  Individual national responses have been influenced 

by a country's culture and economic objectives (Currie and Newson 

1998; Currie 1998). However, it is still possible to identify three general 

international phases of higher education reform (Neave 1990) and to 

align these with the Australian experience. This doctoral research 

identifies a fourth phase in Australian higher education, commencing in 

2003 with major policy reforms from the Commonwealth Government.  

Each international phase of reform is now discussed. 

 
Neave (1990) identifies the first wave of change occurring in the 

early 1980s with the onset of globalisation. As governments retreated 

from the welfare state there was a reduction of government funding in 

higher education internationally. In Australia this period (1975-1987) 

coincided with a stalling of the economy and a squeeze on public 

expenditure.  The reduction of Commonwealth budgetary outlay on 
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higher education dropped from 4.5% to less than 3% and led to a 

deterioration in capital equipment, staff/student ratios and academic 

morale (Miller 1991:41; Currie 1996).  Student enrolments declined and 

Australian universities experienced the first flush of competition. The “we 

exist and they will come” philosophy faltered in the light of a sluggish 

economy and pressure on disposable income.  Previously conservative 

and bureaucratic institutions found themselves having to initiate and 

develop marketing functions to sell themselves in an increasingly 

competitive marketplace. This researcher recalls being sent by her 

university in 1978 to the first student careers market in Australia, with 

only a wooden collapsible table and chair, and a copy of the university 

handbook and regulations.  Within 12 months the marketing task had 

mushroomed into full marketing and public relations functions, with a 

staff of two and with reams of promotional brochures, posters, 

promotional tours and permanent marketing displays.  This period 

marked a significant change in Australian higher education.  Prior to this, 

the market had not existed for universities – however, marketing oneself 

came to be seen as a necessary evil. Prior to this the cultures of 

universities had insulated and elevated them from the realities of the 

market.  Their structures and governance had reflected a professional 

bureaucracy driven by the academic line, with administrators clearly in 

an advisory staff function. With market exposure and the importance 

afforded management strategy to combat competition, came an 

embryonic managerialism.  

 
 It is significant that during this first wave of reform to higher 

education there coincided the conception and rise of the current 

management paradigm of client focused cultures (Peters and Waterman 

1982). As organisations operated in an increasingly competitive 

environment, client focus was seen to be 'win-win' for organisation and 

customer alike. Even the restructuring Australian higher education sector 

responded with the language and culture of the customer, albeit stronger 

in some universities than others. Peters and Waterman's (1982) analysis 

went largely unchallenged. Du Gay and Salaman (1992) in their study on 
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the impact of customer culture on organisational processes, were one of 

the few dissenting voices.    

 
The second international phase from the end of the 1980s saw the 

introduction of public sector reform initiatives based on efficiency and 

effectiveness principles, primed by the increasingly competitive 

environment of globalisation (Neave 1990).  The Hudson (chair) Review 

of Efficiency and Effectiveness in [Australian] Higher Education (1986) 

was symptomatic of the new focus.   

 
 Integral to the massive structural change to Australian higher 

education during this phase in the late 1980s, was the reinvention of 

higher education as a tool of economic reconstruction and the 

concomitant decline in status for academic labour.  In response to the oil 

crisis of 1973, the OECD policy had taken a 'human capital' view of 

higher education with its emphasis on the development of labour to meet 

economic objectives. Higher education's primary role changed from that 

of a socialising equalizer which offered opportunity for all, to that of an 

economic agent. It was a significant change away from the 1950s and 

1960s Keynesian consensus in social policy which had seen higher 

education as a worthy public investment which offered an opportunity for 

social advancement, as well as providing a political tool for the 

professionalisation of the society (Neave 1990).   Higher education’s 

new focus became the improvement of national economic 

competitiveness through producing more flexible and responsive forms 

of labour, and increasing private sector involvement in research with 

universities operating more like private enterprise (Smyth 1995; Chalkley 

1998). The shift was evident from the second wave of structural change 

in the late 1980s and is symptomatic of the collision between the 

bureaucratic intervention of the state and the traditional independence of 

scholarship in higher education in what was described as the "changing 

boundary between the state and higher education" (Neave 1990:112).   
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Here in Australia this second phase was marked by a period of 

government intervention in higher education (commencing in 1987) 

under the Hawke Labor Government, which sought to rationalise higher 

education and make it relate to the needs of the economy, especially the 

trade deficit.  Commonwealth Government strategy and legislation 

(Green Paper on Higher Education Policy (1986); Higher Education: A 

Policy Statement (1987), appearing in 1988) led to the abolition of the 

binary divide between the college of advanced education and university 

sectors, resulting in mergers and the reduction of 80 colleges of 

advanced education and universities to 35 by 1991. With the 

Government’s abolition of the Tertiary Education Commission (an 

independent quango mediating between government interests and the 

sector), the Commonwealth Government was able to increase its control 

over the sector by bringing it within a designated Ministry (Miller 1995).   

The so-named Dawkins reforms of 1988 (John Dawkins was Minister for 

Employment, Education and Training in the Hawke Labor Government) 

were significant in implementing the philosophical and structural shift in 

Australia.  The White Paper (Dawkins 1988) triggered the shift from an 

elite higher education system to large-scale participation and the mass 

university system.  Another significant change was the re-introduction of 

fees through the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) in 

1989.  It was the first move towards privatization of Australian higher 

education (Thornton 2004:33). 

 

The Dawkins model remains the architecture for the Australian 

higher education system.  Its protocols for defining and accrediting 

universities were enshrined in a 2000 agreement between the 

Commonwealth Government and the states (Davis 2004:29). Its vision is 

of a higher education sector aligned with national economic imperatives 

and remains the primary role of higher education in 2006. Its legacy has 

been significant change to both the structure and cultures of Australian 

universities (Symonds 2001), and to the nature of the relationship of the 

university to society and government (Osborne 2003:22).  

‘Managerialism’ and ‘marketplace’ had entered the higher education 
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language and remain firmly entrenched, along with other terms such as 

‘client’, ‘total quality management’ and ‘performance indicators’. 

 
The third international phase of change from the early 1990s saw 

the further retreat of the state from public funding of higher education 

and the advancement of open market competition (Neave 1990). In 

Australia, this period coincides with the election of the first Howard 

Liberal Government (1996-current). Significant financial restructuring of 

the industry occurred with the Howard Government’s establishment of 

the funding body, the Australian Research Council (ARC), which 

distributed public funding to institutions according to the imperatives of 

the economy and based on institutional profiles.  In line with its neo-

liberal market philosophies, the Howard Government also eased 

restrictions on student intakes and encouraged universities to attract full-

fee undergraduate and postgraduate students. HECS payments also 

rose during the period.  Between 1996 and 2001, students were paying 

an estimated additional $1750 a year through HECS (on top of the 

mandatory $1800 p.a. ‘contribution’ introduced by the Dawkins reforms). 

The original HECS has crept up by stealth over the years to be 

differential for different disciplines and fashioned into a user-pays system 

(Thornton 2004:33).  While the figures are hotly disputed between the 

Government and the union, the National Tertiary Education Industry 

Union (NTEU) estimates that between 1996-2001, allowing for inflation, 

there was a $2300 reduction in the government funded costs per student 

place.  Former Minister for Higher Education, Dr Brendan Nelson refuted 

such a claim and insisted that total federal funding for higher education 

has been maintained.  In 2002, total higher education funding was $6.4 

billion.  In 2003 it was $6.7 billion which amounted to $500 million more 

than in 1996.  Nelson also maintained that students contribute no more 

than 25% of their course costs (Buckell 2003a:19). This figure is also 

strongly contested by the union and student associations alike.  

 

With the introduction of full-fee paying domestic and international 

students came the rising sentiment of value-for-money.  The introduction 
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of quality audits into higher education were symptomatic of a changing 

culture which was shifting to a consumer focus and marketplace 

competition (Committee For Quality Assurance in Higher Education 

Quality Audit 1993; 1994; 1995).  These reviews were followed by 

reports from the Higher Education Management Review Committee 

(1995 – Hoare Report) and the Higher Education Review Committee 

(1998 – West Report).  Hilmer (1993) and the Karpin Report on 

Management in Australia (1995) have also impacted. This public scrutiny 

and financial restructuring of the industry were direct pressures to 

change university governance from the collegial to the corporate 

managerial model under the banner of accountability and good public 

sector management, and to stimulate entrepreneurial activity by 

Australian universities, thereby reducing the reliance on the government 

purse. 

 

In Australia, the turmoil of massive higher education restructuring 

which was enforced by strong neo-liberal government polices, led many 

academic managers to steer a course towards marketisation with the 

consumer assuming the central focus.  Although cultures and structures 

from the days of public funding and the “donnish dominion” (Halsey 

1992) remained, they no longer prevailed over the imperatives of market 

responsiveness. There was a concomitant decline in the traditional 

professional authority of academia as managerialism was seen as the 

way forward because it charted a course through the unfamiliar waters of 

market competition.  From participant observation of the industry at this 

time it was clear that managerialist university managements responded 

to market pressures by introducing info-normative controls (performance 

management and targets) over academic labour.   

 
Since Neave’s (1990) and Miller’s (1995) reviews, a fourth wave of 

reforms in Australian higher education is in train, consistent with 

overseas trends such as those identified in the 2003 British White Paper 

on Higher Education Reform.  In 2003 the then Minister for Education, 

Science and Training in the Commonwealth Government introduced 
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sweeping changes known as the Nelson reforms which ushered in a 

“more market-driven system” (Illing 2003a:21).  The changes were 

flagged by the report Backing Australia’s Future: Higher Education 

Reform at the Crossroads (2002). Although initially opposed by the 

Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee and modified by the Senate. The 

changes were finally implemented through the Higher Education Support 

Act 2003. The reforms are “the biggest shake-up of higher education in 

more than a decade” (Nelson cited in Maiden 2003:29), aimed at 

“greater rationalisation of the sector”. They have been designed to boost 

international competitiveness through re-engineering universities into 

more entrepreneurial, productive and diverse organisations through the 

creation of a demand-driven market in higher education. The reforms are 

based on assumptions that the market will expand and revenues will 

diversify while also propelling higher standards and improved 

productivity (Marginson 2003:11).    

 

This strategy has been described as the privatisation of universities 

by stealth from within, with Commonwealth financial support in 2004 

accounting for 40% or less of overall university income (Davis 2004:29).  

The core of the Nelson reform package was the increase in  total funding 

by $2.4 billion extra over five years with $404 million contingent on 

universities making governance reforms and $55 million for workplace 

and productivity tied to IR changes. Universities could also increase total 

domestic fee-paying students from 25% of a total course number to 50%  

(Buckell 2003a:10) and set HECS fees up to 30% of the Government 

nominated benchmark. While at the heart of the change is market 

competition, there is a key contradiction of the Government exposing 

universities to market forces on the one hand, but on the other hand 

tying funding to governance changes, accountability measures and 

greater intervention in course management, and performance-based 

individual contracts in place of collective bargaining (Cooper 2004:26; 

Marginson 2003:11). “In this instance the government aims to secure 

entrepreneurship, productivity and flexibility through central prescription 

rather than market forces” (Marginson 2003:11). 
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A key tenet of these reforms is the issue of pricing and who pays for 

higher education. Student user-pays is justified on the basis that 

students derive enhanced employment opportunities from their university 

education and should pay for it (Osborne 2003:22).  For example, from 

2005 at the University of Melbourne law students will pay at least 84% of 

the cost of their legal education (Thornton 2004:33) with as much as 

$76,000 already being charged for an intensive two-year juris doctor 

degree (postgraduate entry to the profession) (Thornton 2004:33). For 

those students who miss out on a HECS subsidised place in the medical 

faculty, full-fee paying places are available at the cost of around 

$210,000 (Lowe 2004:33). However, sceptics see the user-pays dictum 

as a framework for long-term cost shifting from tax revenues to students 

and their families (Marginson 2003:11). 

 

It is significant for this doctoral research that the reforms promote a 

changing relationship between students and universities from that 

between citizen and statutory service providers, to a contractual one 

clearly based on user-pays.  This strengthens the concept of the 

student-customer which first developed in Australian universities in the 

early nineties, as HECS increased and eased its way from a contribution 

to a fee. The change from a statutory charge imposed by government to 

a price set by institutions has practical effects on the staff/student 

relationship (Moodie 2003b:34). 

Students will become more demanding and institutions more 
responsive, which is precisely the dynamic sought by 
Government. 
The corresponding effect on staff is that they can no longer 
maintain that they are working for an essentially public 
institution with fee-paying international and coursework 
postgraduate students at the margins. Commercial 
considerations will pervade all programs and involve all 
students.  This will make institutions more business-like, 
which again is sought by Government. 
 
The terms ‘user-pays’ and the term ‘student-customer’ are now 

firmly entrenched, finding their way into public commentary.   
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Through the payment of substantial fees, students have 
become customers who are purchasing a product … They 
believe that lecturers have an obligation to give them what 
they want in the light of what they are paying (Thornton 
2004:33).   

 

The reforms assume that “students come first” (Nelson cited in 

Maiden 2003:29).   “For the very first time, we have competitive pricing 

tensions between the universities … What do students actually get for 

their money?” (Nelson cited in Maiden 2003:29).  The Minister’s 

statement is indicative of his vision for a higher education system 

operating in a market economy which is consumer-driven, and in which 

pricing must be flexible and quality driven (Ruthven 2003:27; Marginson 

2003:11). However, in that markets are about perceptions, 

commentators warn of the potential for price to become a proxy for 

quality:   

It is naïve of Nelson to ignore the perceived link or what 
economic theorists refer to as the Giffen good:  the higher the 
price, the higher the expectation of quality.  It is a principle 
that usually applies to prestige products.  Why not 
universities?  (Illing 2004:27). 

 
The issue of pricing leads to the question of costs associated with 

delivery methods and organisational structures and processes. The 

reforms have stimulated a reassessment of traditional educational 

delivery methods. Much of this reassessment has been based on 

notions of quality and value, as determined by the student-customer.  

Customer expectations of flexibility and quality from the new 

communications technologies in particular, have loomed as major issues 

for universities.   

What the Net market demands is organisations with speed, 
flexibility and fluidity, which most unis are not, hence the need 
to take on a more corporate model to be able to respond to 
the market  (Professor Greg Whitrod of the Australian 
Graduate School of Management cited in Ashenden and 
Milligan 2004:47). 

 
Brabazon (2002b) considers internet based learning to be a direct 

response to consumerism and the reduction in government funding, and 

is sceptical of the success of a pedagogy in which there is “a confusion 
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of technology with education, and tools with learning” (Brabazon 

2002:26a).  Brabazon cites numerous international e-learning failures 

within the last five years including:  Columbia University which spent 

more than $US25million building a suite of online courses but could not 

attract students;  the University of California which has closed down its 

online divisions; New York University Online which closed in 2002 after 

an investment of $US25million; and the London School of Economics 

which was not able to attract students to its online courses but continues 

to use e-subjects as free samples to attract students to the campus.  

Significantly, in 2000 $US483 million was spent on companies building 

online materials for the education market however, by 2002 it was 

$US17million (Brabazon 2002a:26).  One must therefore assume that 

investment in online learning is declining as it fails to provide the 

expected financial returns to universities. 

 

The assumption made by several Australian commentators, that in 

the context of the market reforms there needs to be more effective use 

of assets ($30 billion in assets generating $12 billion in revenue 2002 

(Buckell 2003a:19) through expansion into virtual campuses, may well 

be flawed (Scott 1995a:97; Thorp 2000d:44).  The assumption that the 

“virtual supply of information is the new order” (Buckell 2003:19) is 

challenged by Thorp (2000d:44) who maintains that the economic 

benefits to universities of online teaching are exaggerated.  Online is by 

its very nature individual learning, requiring individual feedback from the 

tutor.  If quality is to be maintained there are no bulk handling savings to 

be made – no economies of scale because customer expectations and 

demands for individual learning assistance drive expensive production 

systems. 

 

 Nevertheless, in Australia new structures have appeared as a 

means of embracing flexible delivery.  On-line production costs and on-

line production expertise have led some universities into joint ventures 

with communication technology companies. For example, NextEd is a 
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venture capital company with a minority shareholding by the University 

of Southern Queensland.   

 

New structures and alliances are not just appearing in the e-learning 

environment.  The ‘sandstone’, research-intensive universities (Warner 

and Crosthwaite’s (1995) universitas institutions) which have the 

strongest market advantage in the new fee-paying environment have 

aligned to form the Group of Eight (Go8) (Illing 2003b:29). This is a 

response to universities being driven towards greater research output by 

incentives in the funding mechanisms and status in the system, which in 

turn serves to attract students. 

 

 The second major issue related to university operating costs is 

the current reform package’s focus on revamping university governance 

and IR in order to effect greater efficiencies and effectiveness. The 

Government’s original proposal had sought to tie university grants to:  

business plans and productivity requirements; guidelines that prohibited 

employment conditions in excess of ‘community standards’ without being 

assessed; the removal of the NTEU’s right to represent its members in 

grievances and disputes; and significantly, the compulsory use of AWAs  

(Buckell 2003c:30; NTEU  2003).  The Government had been trying to 

introduce IR reform with non-union agreements and AWAs since 1999, 

when then Minister Abbott offered a 2% funding top up for universities as 

an incentive for workplace reforms.  Again in 2002, DEST unsuccessfully 

approached several universities seeking to encourage institutions to 

implement AWAs (Madden 2002:30).  The Nelson reforms presented 

another opportunity to tie university funding to workplace reforms.  

 

Up until the passing of the reform package in October 2003 

universities had been reluctant to bargain because of uncertainties.   

Three months after the reform package was passed, Sydney University 

was the first to include a clause that the university “may offer AWAs in 

accordance with the Workplace Relations Act 1996” (Buckell 2003c:30). 
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In summary, this doctoral research asserts that a fourth wave of 

structural reform has enveloped the Australian higher education system.  

With the Nelson reforms of 2003 (fully implemented 2005), Australian 

universities have faced increased exposure to market pressures, 

decreased public funding and a call to act more like private sector 

organisations in response to customer demands. The reforms have been 

designed to increase the international reputation of Australian 

universities as a means of competing in the global marketplace – a 

customer focus.  With funding now tied to research quantum and 

managerial efficiency and effectiveness criteria, university managements 

have responded by re-structuring faculties around designated research 

centres, by forming strategic alliances with like-minded universities and 

commercial partners, and by introducing performance management 

systems for academic staff.  Reviews and rewards for research and 

teaching excellence are now tied to MBO-style (management by 

objectives) info-normative controls.   

 

It is clear that the reforms have been a catalyst for the rise of a 

managerialist culture in universities and the concomitant decline of what 

used to be professional bureaucracies driven by the professional 

academic line. It is also clear that under a user-pays system the 

staff/student relationship has been transformed from a pedagogical 

exchange to a service encounter within the context of a market 

relationship. 

 

However the sector reforms also have their supporters. Of 

particular interest to this research is the warning from The Australian 

Higher Education Association President (representing the employers), 

Professor Don McNicol, that reforms have not gone far enough and that 

many university IR and HRM practices are not attuned to the market's 

needs in the next decade (Thorp 2000a:35). In response to a 

deregulated, competitive environment McNicol has foreshadowed major 

changes to the academic labour process, with a greater differentiation in 

academic work between teaching and research  (in line with the 1999 
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White Paper) with an expected 25% of university staff no longer having 

direct involvement in research. Distance education providers are the 

most advanced so far in achieving labour differentiation between 

research and teaching.    

 

 So, these major reforms of the Australian higher education sector 

highlight the complex web of structural change in response to both neo-

classical economics and socio-economic objectives.  The first wave of 

reform in the early 1980s saw structural adjustment by the industry to the 

onset of globalisation and the reduction in government funding. The 

second wave from the end of the 1980s fostered higher education as a 

tool of economic reconstruction with the opening up of the university 

sector to a mass higher education system. The third wave from the early 

1990s led universities into open market competition with student user-

pays pricing gaining momentum. This shift promoted a changing 

relationship between student and universities, and between student and 

academic labour with the relationship changed to a contractual one 

clearly based on user-pays. The labour process itself was also under 

review.  The 1999 research White Paper entitled Knowledge and 

Innovation laid the groundwork for greater segmentation of teaching and 

research in the name of specialisation, international reputation and 

productivity. The fourth and current phase from 2003 has focused on 

increased exposure to market forces and rationalisation of the sector.  

Under the spotlight has been academic labour’s productivity and 

flexibility with upward pressures for work intensification generated by 

performance management of labour. A major change has been the 

linking of industrial relations policies and workplace practices to 

government funding of higher education.  

 

4.3 GLOBALISATION, MARKETS AND THE COMMODIFICATION 
 OF EDUCATION 
 
4.3.1 Globalisation and its Implications for Higher Education 
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Currie and Newson (1998) argue that globalisation, like the general 

concept of capitalism, has become an ideology as well as an economic, 

material base. They see globalisation “as a discourse of neo-liberal 

capitalism” (1998:15), which has framed the restructuring of higher 

education.  Evans (1997:22) also identifies the link between globalisation 

as an economic force as well as an ideology.  He refers to the current 

discourses of educational commodification, production, marketing and 

consumption which he labels “instructional industrialism” and which he 

maintains, to varying degrees, are framing the educational practices of 

institutions.  While Currie and Newson (1998) identify the strong push for 

globalisation, they also identify limits to globalisation forces, 

considerable scope for diversity and varying levels of resistance from 

different nations and cultures, including occupational cultures.   The 

implication for universities in Australia is potential resistance by 

academic labour to the globalisation agenda.   

 

Rowan, Bartlett and Evans (1997) examine the effects of 

globalisation on the range of post-school education in a post-modern 

framework.  Rowan et al (1997:15) view traditional print based education 

as a product of modernity. Its standardised print and distribution 

processes which operated within a tight administrative framework are 

compared with mass production, consumption and management cultures 

found in modernity.  On the other hand, flexible modes of education 

delivery are a product of late modernity.  Flexibility means that diversities 

of both curricula and students are addressed through a variety of 

enabling technologies, changes to the labour process, and the 

marketisation of higher education. Also supportive of this view is 

Edwards (1994, 1995) and Edwards, Belanger and Haiven (1994) who 

see flexible modes of delivery as an outcome of post-modernity.  

Campion and Renner (1991; 1995) are also supportive of this analytical 

framework of higher education reform and the development of flexible 

delivery, developments which they analyse in post-Fordist terms. 
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A key to opening the issue of globalisation and commodification is 

the debate about the aggregate effects of post-Fordism in the 

globalisation process (Rumble 1995a,b,c; Shumar 1997). The political 

economy literature identifies three different views of the emergence of 

globalisation and its implications for universities  - market, consumption 

and class (see Scott 1995a; Slaughter and Leslie 1997). 

 

The first view, that of the importance of the market, has its 

foundations in neo-political economics (Friedman and Leube 1987) and 

maintains that there has been a domination of institutional, social and 

cultural change by economic forces driven by technology.  Gains in 

productivity arising from technological innovations and enabling patterns 

of production (and consumption) drive sequential linear waves of socio-

economic change.  In the case of the Fordist economy, the technology 

took the form of electro-mechanics, oil and petro-chemicals and mass 

production.  Replacing it is the post-Fordist economy where technology 

has taken the form of microelectronics, a variety of new energy sources, 

IT and flexible patterns of production.  In such a view post-Fordism is 

clearly the successor to Fordism.  Scott (1995a:106) identifies this as 

deficient in its explanation of socio-cultural transformation. 

 

The second view of the emergence of globalisation, that of 

consumption, offers a dialectical rather than linear perspective with post-

Fordism co-existing with, rather than replacing Fordism and the primary 

agents being consumption and capital mobility  (Thurow 1985).  In such 

a view it is consumption, popular culture, political power structures and 

changing employment structures, facilitated by technology, which 

dominate the mode of production.  In post-Fordism the displacement of 

mass production for flexible specialisation using computer-based 

technologies is a response to consumer demand for non-standard high 

quality goods.  

In other words, the transition in the regime of accumulation, 
from industrial to post-industrial society, reflects a 
transformation of the mode of social, political and cultural 
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regulation, from Fordism to post-Fordism and from modernity 
to post-modernity (Scott1995a:106). 
 

The third view, that of class, applies a radical or neo-Marxist 

framework and sees the primary agent as social class (Barnett and 

Cavanagh 1994; Chomsky 1994).  Class fragmentation and hedonistic 

consumerism are outcomes of advanced capitalism. They have resulted 

in changes to the means of production and to the nature of work, 

including diversity in the patterns of work, intensification of the labour 

process and the concurrent acceleration of production (Scott 1995a).   

 

While there is disagreement between these three frameworks about 

the agency – market, consumption or class – as Scott (1995a) and 

Slaughter and Leslie (1997) point out, empirically they share much in 

common. They share acceptance of the emergence during the 1980s in 

traditional industrialised economies of a global market.  They agree that 

the phenomenon of globalisation means less public money for social 

welfare and education and potentially more private money for corporate 

competitiveness.  The public policy implications for higher education are 

that the sector needs to institute major structural change consequent on 

the different funding mix. At the organisational level, universities have 

developed a stronger focus on products, technologies and alternative 

sources of funding.  This is the new competitiveness, although not 

accepted by all.  Currie and Newson (1998:3) identify the ramifications 

and serious costs which globalisation has brought to higher education 

and insist that universities “must be more than engines for economic 

productivity and competitiveness”.  This is reinforced by Halsey (1992) 

who sees such resistance as increasingly more difficult, especially with 

the drive for managerialism. 

 

However, academic labour’s resistance to change is not only 

confined to managerialist creep.  The effect of globalisation on the higher 

education industry has been much broader, with structural change 

clearly identified in four major areas:  the marketisation of the sector and 

 106 



ensuing competition between institutions; changes to higher education 

consumption patterns; the commodification of education consequent on 

marketisation; and the administration and management of institutions 

(managerialism).  These will be discussed next. 

 

4.3.2 Higher Education and the Market 
 

First, the sector has been exposed to intensified competition 

leading to increased marketisation (Terry 1995).  This can be attributed 

to the breakdown of market boundaries between providers, consequent 

on the transnational flexibility of capital, and in particular, new forms of 

communication technology and transport (Rooney and Hearn 1999).  

The implication for Australian higher education is that it is now carried 

across borders, facilitated by the new technology and delivered in 

flexible mode (Cunningham et al 1998, 2000; Rowan et al 1997; 

Marginson 1995a,b).  One of the preconditions for the growth of flexible 

delivery in higher education has been technological improvements in the 

telecommunications network leading to a fall in the cost of calls and a 

significant growth in the ownership of personal home computers and 

modem access. Computerisation has also enabled products and 

processes to be streamlined, such that it offers the prospects of 

becoming a low cost producer creating a large volume of business (for 

example, see Knights et al 1999b). 

 

As Smyth (1995) suggests, intensified competition can also be 

attributed to a series of government policy changes all of which required 

strategic adjustments by institutions and which have encouraged 

competition and placed institutions in a more market-like environment.  

Integral to policy has been a decline in public funding across the sector, 

which has imposed the dual pressures of enhanced market competition 

and increased public accountability. The Dearing Report into British 

Higher Education (Chalkley 1998) identified this international trend in 

response to globalisation.  Public sector reform with its catchcry of 

accountability, flexibility and customer focus, has brought with it 
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pressures to find efficiencies through a re-evaluation of the way in which 

services are delivered (see for example Queensland Treasury 1997). 

The higher education response has been comprehensive. It has involved 

the implementation of organisational re-engineering at institutional level 

with the redesign of work practices and the shedding of non-essential 

functions. It has also involved an increased responsiveness to clients’ 

demands for a service which is customised and flexible. Universities now 

design and deliver products and services more quickly and flexibly than 

ever before and individually tailor courses to the workplace (for example, 

short courses that are industry specific, courses that are delivered on-

line, and the development of multi-campus institutions) (Cunningham et 

al 1998). 

 

 Similarly, the Australian primary and secondary school system 

(public and private) has experienced exposure to the market, particularly 

over the last five years. Almost all schools, be they state, Catholic or 

independent, have developed marketing functions (Myers 2003:11). 

 

 An interesting extension of the marketisation debate comes from 

Marginson (1995:15) who highlights in the post-industrial literature that a 

new social structure is emerging in which industrial production is 

replaced by knowledge relations. Scott (1995a) goes as far as to argue 

that in a post-modern world, universities as “key organisations within a 

wider knowledge industry are now primary producers of wealth.  

‘Knowledge’ has succeeded energy as the basic resource” (Scott 

1995a:101). 

 
4.3.3   The Culture of Consumption

 
A second structural change (one of four identified at the conclusion 

of  Section 4.3.1)  which is central to the economy as a whole and to 

higher education in particular, is the culture of consumption and 

changing consumption patterns (Scott 1995(a); Usher, Bryant and 

Johnson 1997; Knights et al 1999b).  Burrows and Marsh (1992) argue 
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that in the post-modern world, the relationship between production and 

consumption has changed, with consumption replacing production as the 

major basis of social differentiation in advanced capitalist societies. 

Knights et al (1999b) identify three debates within the literature.  First, 

there is the issue of class stratification and identity. Given economic 

changes, chronically high levels of under and unemployment, a changing 

work ethic, and changing patterns of work, it is argued that people derive 

less meaning from the work in their lives (Knights et al 1999b).  As such, 

consumption has replaced production as the major basis for social 

stratification in advanced capitalist societies.  Second, is the issue of 

consumption styles and occupational or class divisions.  Typical of this 

debate is the concept of the young, affluent professional (viz ‘yuppie’) 

where a particular occupational style is associated with a particular 

consumption style. Thirdly, and of particular interest to this doctoral 

research, is the issue of consumption and the organisation of work:   the 

primacy of consumers over producers, or vice versa; the social 

construction of the customer by management and its implications for a 

reconfigured labour process; and emotional labour between customer 

and employee in the service encounter (a theme traditionally addressed 

by labour process theory). In this context, higher education is no longer 

an economic or even socialising instrument but also a way of constituting 

meaning through consumption.  Consumption of higher education has 

become symbolic of lifestyle, signifying difference.  As a corollary, higher 

education processes become individualised and reconstituted as a 

relationship between producer and consumer. This represents an 

ideological shift, where education is governed by consumer orientation 

and activities geared to consumer satisfaction.  It also manifests itself in 

major structural and cultural changes to conventional university practices 

and the academic labour process.  Higher education is delivered as a 

service encounter between academic labour and student-customers. 

 

The question again arises about the primacy of consumption over 

production.  The link is clear between mass consumption and Fordist 

mass production. However, it is less clear in the post-Fordist customised 
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production system. Flexible production, flexible delivery and the 

implementation of quality systems can be seen as responses to 

consumerism.  As Knights et al (1999b) point out, the question is 

whether or not this is a response to consumer wants or if it is a 

manipulation by producers.  Are changes in consumption patterns driven 

by consumers or producers?.  The marketing literature clearly identifies 

consumer needs and wants, in response to social change, as the prime 

mover of changes in production. The marketing stream identifies 

consumer behaviour driven by longer working hours, dual career 

households, women in the workforce as the catalyst for producer 

response to consumer needs. 

 

In the post-Fordist customised production system of postgraduate 

education where enrolments consist of small numbers of full-fee paying 

independent learners, flexible delivery and the implementation of quality 

systems such as teaching performance appraisals can be seen as a 

response to consumer demands and justified in pedagogical terms of 

student-centred learning.  Implicit is the assumption of the primacy of 

consumption in the form of consumer needs and wants driving 

production. 

 

However, Marginson (1995) offers a different view, contending that 

consumption tends to be determined by production, rather than 

inversely.   

Consumer sovereignty is limited to choice between pre-given 
alternatives and needs are partly defined by producers; the 
consumer is steered from a distance and the control of 
consumer choice is all the more effective for the location of 
choice in free individuals.  In market exchange the purpose is 
unequal exchange:  each party tries to profit at the expense of 
the other (Marginson 1995:15). 

 

It is a model which explains in part the massification of higher 

education made possible by advances in technology and the opening up 

of mass markets.  Large undergraduate subjects of 1,500 plus students 

(as were identified during data collection, see Chapters 5 and 6) would fit 
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into this group.  Although delivered flexibly, as defined by the use of the 

technology, the focus is on production for the mass market rather than 

meeting consumers’ individual preferences and needs.   

 

One can see both phenomena operating in higher education: 

production driving consumption and vice versa. In large subjects 

production drives consumption in that the technology is the enabler to 

standardise product for a mass market. However, in small postgraduate 

subjects consumer predilection drives production methods as educators 

tailor their delivery methods to customer preference as is the behaviour 

of an effective educator seeking to cater for individual differences.  

Flexible delivery is well suited to post-modern delivery methods of 

customisation, provided resourcing is adequate. This will be discussed in 

the fieldwork chapters. 

 

The culture of consumption and the relationship between 

consumption and production in a post-Fordist production system raise 

the fundamental question of the social construction of the customer and 

the impact on the organisation of work. The literature considers how 

management’s perceptions of customer needs and wants are translated 

into a reconfigured organisation of work, enabled through innovative 

technology. Flexible delivery in higher education can be seen as one 

such response. 

 

4.3.4   The Commodification of Higher Education and the Post-
 modern Condition of Knowledge

 
A third structural change to higher education (one of four identified 

at the conclusion of Section 4.3.1), associated with the neo-classical 

view of economics based on the market, is the commodity view of 

education.  Bottery (1999:104) maintains that “markets in the global 

sense are even more the dominant shaper of national [education] policy 

[than ever before]”. Marginson (1995) confirms that part of the 

explanation for markets in education lies in the trend of public policy 

toward neo-classical economics. However, other dimensions of the 
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explanation lie in the complexity of education production which can only 

be understood in its social and political context. 

 

A corollary of engaging the market is the consequent 

commodification of education which leads to management and 

production processes designed to improve the quality of product as 

determined by customer satisfaction (Usher et al 1997; Knights et al 

1999a,b; Rooney and Hearn 1999).  In post-modernity, knowledge has 

different purposes – purposes which are closely linked to post-Fordist 

notions of production and the new communication technology.  Whereas 

in the era in which Australian universities were formed, knowledge’s 

value lay in its contribution to the pursuit of truth and liberty, the post-

modern condition values it according to its “performative value” (Usher et 

al 1997), that is to say, its ability to be assimilated to information that can 

be conveyed through the new communication technology and then used 

by the consumer to enhance efficient performance.  In this view, 

knowledge only has value if it is in the form of information which has the 

potential to bring direct benefit to the consumer. 

 

Usher et al (1997) identify two potential influences of 

“performativity” on the higher education workplace.  First, knowledge is 

exchanged between educational institution and consumer on the basis of 

the performative value that it has for the consumer. This draws 

educational institutions into the market, producing and selling knowledge 

as a commodity, and increasingly acting in a post-Fordist way, 

“reconstructing themselves as enterprises dedicated to marketing their 

commodities and competing in the knowledge business” (Usher et al 

1997:13).  It also places the consumer, as constructed by management 

and their perceptions of customer needs and wants, at the centre of 

organisational strategy and focus. Linked to this is a shift to the 

managerialist performance indicators of efficiency and effectiveness 

implemented through info-normative control.  Usher et al (1997) forecast 

a major cultural shift for academic labour, with technical expertise based 

on competencies determined by the managerialist agenda supplanting 
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the traditional cultural disciplinary outlook of the profession. So, in 

essence, higher education’s shift from an education to a market 

orientation, and the associated commodification of knowledge, has led to 

a general reconfiguration of the social relations in the academic 

workplace. The commodification of knowledge with its implicit 

underpinning of “performative value” as a saleable product, means that 

potentially organisational strategies are developed by an increasingly 

powerful managerialist regime, which locates the customer as the central 

focus of organisational production. Hand-in-hand with this, 

managerialism prescribes new competencies for academic labour based 

on efficiency and effectiveness criteria. In other words, the 

“performativity” of knowledge as a product is the catalyst for re-

evaluation of academic labour’s value and performance. 

 

The second debate about the commodification of education is 

offered by Rooney and Hearn (1999).  Echoing Marginson’s (1995) view, 

they argue that higher education’s adoption of such a mechanistic, 

market model is incongruous with the social processes in which the 

production of knowledge is embedded.  They maintain that as social 

processes, the creation and dissemination of knowledge have economic 

characteristics that are different from those of manufactured goods.  

Universities are therefore unsuited to a market model.  Rooney and 

Hearn (1999) maintain that knowledge creation and dissemination are 

embedded in co-operative behaviour based on a combination of 

openness and trust, the actors’ freedom of non-economic rationality and 

a circuitous process in which the exchange of knowledge does not 

require the vendor to give up knowledge. They maintain that the 

traditional education production process is incongruent with the neo-

classical economic focus on individual competitiveness. It is also 

incongruent with a focus on structures rather than actors in it. The 

narrow cost/benefit analysis and focus on input/process/output of a 

commercial production process foster adversarial economic relationships 

rather than co-operative ones, and command/control-top/down models of 

authority derived from hierarchy.  The input/output concept is important 
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because it signifies an important shift from elite institutions to 

organisations competing to find fit with their organisational environment.  

Inputs include a greater response to patterns of student demands and 

outputs, once again focusing on customers - principally the changing 

shape of graduate careers (Scott 1995a).   
 

For Rooney and Hearn (1999), the adoption of the market economy 

model and the associated commodification of education have had a 

major impact on the higher education workplace in terms of structure 

and culture.  As knowledge cannot be owned by an institutional entity but 

lies in people, they warn of the potential undermining of the social 

foundation on which the production and dissemination of knowledge are 

built.  The implications fall not only at industry level but also at workplace 

level and the labour process.  Meek and Wood (1995) also see this as 

the major challenge for higher education management. 

 

With knowledge as a commodity and higher education delivered 

as a service encounter, the issue also becomes one of emotional labour 

in the service encounter.  Emotional labour is a strong element in the 

reconfiguration of work in the face-to-face interaction of the service 

encounter.  Teaching as an occupation has always demanded a high 

degree of emotional labour.  However, research indicates that additional 

demands for emotional labour from the employee are coming not from 

the functional task itself, but from the functional quality now demanded 

by employers in the service encounter, as a means of differentiation and 

of competition.  Staff behaviour, responsiveness to customer demands, 

personal presentation and general attitude, irrespective of the 

occupational task, are the source of strong demands for emotional 

labour from the worker.  As such, the implementation of quality systems 

as a response to consumer demands, impose greater demands on 

workers for emotional labour with direct consequences for both the 

organisation of work and the social relations of the workplace (Knights et 

al 1999:5a).  This has the potential to fundamentally change the labour 

process. 
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4.3.5   Managerialism
A fourth structural change to higher education (one of the four 

identified at the conclusion to Section 4.3.1) takes the form of 

managerialism. The new managerialist approach has been a catalyst in 

cultural change in universities (Trow 1994; Hort 1997).  Central to the 

market-oriented university is the value of knowledge as a commodity, 

which is produced and marketed.  Buchbinder (1993) argues that the 

move from an orientation of social knowledge to market knowledge and 

the concomitant development of the market oriented university, has 

undermined academic decision-making.  Managerialism and the 

changing culture of institutions have weakened the traditional 

professional bureaucracy that was driven by professional authority of 

staff, based on their status as gatekeepers to social knowledge.  

Newson (1993:9) argues that the managerialist approach brings with it 

new forms of decision-making, which fundamentally “undermine(s) a 

conception of a university as an autonomous self-directing, peer-review 

and professional-authority based institution, and thus changes the 

politics of how academic work is accomplished”. This has major 

implications for the organisation of work in terms of decision-making and 

control.  The market oriented university also poses a challenge to the 

traditional authority structures and decision-making processes of a 

professional bureaucracy by the construction of the student-as-

customer, based on managerial perceptions of customer wants and 

needs.  Associated with the role of customer will inevitably come the 

issue of consumer sovereignty, and the challenge to traditional academic 

authority which that poses.  As Meek and Wood purport, when driven by 

the production and marketing of knowledge, “education institutions may 

have as many enemies within as without” (1997:5). Professor Derek 

Bok, former President of Princeton also warns of the difficult balance 

between commercial success and academic integrity. 

In the case of management, the need for a degree of 
professionalism in place of the amateur procedures of the 
past has infuriated many academics, but the reality is that 
nowadays complaints by academics that their diminished role 
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in management represents the death of collegiality are futile, 
ostentatiously self servicing and only too likely to be counter-
productive in antagonising suspicious critics still more…..in 
short we live in a new environment that demands effective 
management of institutions, and there is no way back (Bok 
cited in Osborne 2003:22). 

 

The factors identified above (viz. those of globalisation and 

structural change in higher education, the marketisation of higher 

education, rising consumerism, the commodification of knowledge and 

managerialism) set the scene for the new industrial landscape in higher 

education.  

 

4.4 CONCLUSION 
In summary, the immediate issues which arise from a discussion of 

higher education and its environment are general issues of a post-

Fordist economy.  In broad terms, changes in technology and economic 

structures, and wider social and cultural shifts have led to the 

reconstruction of the higher education workplace. In the Australian 

context of the Nelson reforms, the delivery of higher education has been 

transformed from a pedagogical exchange to a service encounter, 

predicated on the move of higher education to a market relationship with 

education as a commodity.  If one couples the idea of consumption as a 

key element of lifestyle with the move to a market relationship and the 

commodification of education, one can understand the development of 

flexible modes of delivery which are a key strategic response by 

institutions to meet their perceptions of consumer wants. As a 

commodity, educational products compete with leisure and 

entertainment products (Usher et al 1997; Evans 1997). As the 

distinctions between these blur, educational activities geared to 

consumer satisfaction produce outcomes previously only associated with 

leisure and entertainment. The implications are that learning is 

something to be consumed, an object of desire implicated with pleasure 

rather than discipline.  This is at odds with the modernist view of 

education in which the academic’s role was to maintain the profession’s 

status and the discipline’s integrity through guardianship of the 
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knowledge (Halsey 1992; Buchbinder 1999; Usher et al 1997).  

Academics’ traditional authority has been their accepted right to define 

and judge the meaning and value of their product in terms of their 

practice’s aims and standards rather than those of the customer (Keat 

1994; Fulton 1994).  In post-modern learning, the learners’ wants take 

over from what educators have in the past dictated as needs. This 

represents a significant shift in the balance of power between educator 

and student, with the subjugation of traditional academic authority to the 

power of the consumer in what is now a market relationship, with the 

commodity of higher education delivered as a service encounter. 

 

 In this marketplace context, customer focus has gone 

unchallenged as a ‘win-win’ situation which offers institutions the 

competitive edge.  The focus of this doctoral research is the impact 

which this has had on the employment relationship. Do these processes 

constitute a reconfigured model of the employment relationship from a 

bipartite (employer-employee) to a tripartite relationship with the 

customer as the employer’s agent of control?  The following chapters will 

answer this question.  Chapter 5 considers fieldwork data gathered at 

the strategic organisational level and Chapter 6 at the level of the direct 

service encounter between academic and student.  Through an analysis 

of this data, Chapter 7 answers this question in the affirmative. 
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Chapter 5 
   THE RECONSTRUCTION OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION 

WORKPLACE:  MANAGEMENT'S CONSTRUCTION OF THE 
STUDENT - CUSTOMER AND THE RECONSTRUCTION OF THE 

ACADEMIC EMPLOYEE 
 

5.1 Introduction 
5.2 The university workplace:  managerialism, marketisation 
 and corporate strategy 

5.2.1 Managerialism and cultural change 
5.2.2 Marketisation 
5.2.3 Strategic planning as a tool of reorientation towards 

the market:  the construction of the student-
customer 

5.3 The incorporation of management assumptions about 
 customer wants and needs into formal organisational 
 processes:  the reconstruction of the academic employee 

5.3.1 Flexible delivery:  a marketing strategy, a pedagogy 
and a form of work organisation 

5.3.2 Customer focused structures and processes 
5.3.3 Enterprise bargaining 

5.4 Conclusion 
 
 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents the fieldwork data as it relates to the 

reconstruction of the higher education workplace, focusing on the 

organisational level. The data has been gleaned from: interviews with 

Australian academic managers from vice-chancellors to faculty deans 

and heads of school (from universities categorised by Warner and 

Crosthwaite (1995) as commercial-industrial i.e. drawn from a history as 

a polytechnic or college of advanced education and as such more likely 

to exhibit customer focused policies and practices); interviews with full-

time permanent academic lecturers from senior lecturer to lecturer (at 

four institutions); content analysis of publicly available corporate plans 

and strategy statements; interviews with university managers in the 

areas of marketing/communications, employment relations and  teaching 

/ learning; interviews with international commentators on higher 

education; public seminars and lectures; participant observation of the 

industry from 1999 to 2005 (four institutions).  
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Given the ethical constraints outlined in Chapter 2, the data cannot 

focus on one fieldwork site and specific institutions cannot be named. 

The data constitutes an occupational case study. It has been drawn from 

publicly available material and information supplied voluntarily by 

interviewees from four university workplaces, who have given their 

individual, written, informed consent.  This chapter will examine: the 

organisational level response of universities to market reforms through 

their use of strategic planning as a tool of reorientation towards the 

market;  management’s construction of the student-customer; flexible 

delivery as a marketing strategy, a pedagogy and a form of work 

organisation; and it will identify organisational processes through which 

university managements have reconstructed academic labour in 

response to management assumptions about their customers' wants and 

needs.  

 

The immediate issues which arise at an organisational level are 

those of inputs, outputs and the control of processes. Inputs include 

funding, consumer demands and choice. Outputs include the quantity 

and quality of services as determined by consumer demands and 

choice. Central to both is the issue of control and authority over 

organisational processes juxtaposed with consumer sovereignty. These 

factors (as identified in Chapter 4) constitute major change to long-

established university practices at the organisational level, both cultural 

and structural, and potentially lead to a reconstruction of the social 

relations of the university workplace. The input/output concept signifies 

an important shift from universities as elite institutions with their inputs 

secured from the public purse, to universities as competitive 

organisations managing for outcomes and competing to find fit with their 

operating environment in order to maintain revenues. With the reduction 

of public funding, universities are continuing to restructure their 

operations to be more like private enterprise rather than of a community 

of scholars, and academic labour is treated more like other groups of 

employees in the wider workforce rather than as colleagues. 
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5.2     THE UNIVERSITY WORKPLACE:  MANAGERIALSIM, 
 MARKETISATION AND CORPORATE STRATEGY  
 
5.2.1 Managerialism and cultural change 

A consistent theme from all interviewees in all workplaces is the 

role of a central management system headed by powerful vice-

chancellors and administrations who have developed strong customer-

focused organisational cultures. This is consistent with institutions which 

Warner and Crosthwaite (1995) identify as having their roots in the 

United Kingdom polytechnic system, the Australian equivalent being the 

colleges of advanced education system of the 1970s and 1980s.  As the 

following interview extracts reveal, assessment of the impact of 

managerialism is divided along the lines of academic labour versus 

management. 

 
Universities these days are all about managerialism with a 
focus on the customer (a senior lecturer). 
 
For many years we have endured the growing reversal of 
priorities that transpires in our daily dealing with university 
administration and management.  Instead of management 
and administration carrying out its function as a service to the 
community of scholars, academics have become the servants 
to a community of managers that, overwhelmed by financial 
pressures put onto Australian universities, are losing sight of 
the real nature of our “core business”. It is necessary for our 
community of scholars to regain its say in shaping the future 
of this ‘public’ institution (a lecturer at a different workplace). 
 
A university is normally a community of scholars that has 
entrusted a manager or group of managers to carry out the 
administrative work on its behalf. The manager or group of 
managers are normally expected to work diligently and carry 
out the instructions and wishes of the community of scholars. 
To do their work efficiently, managers are given power to 
make decisions that are in the best interest of the community 
of scholars and the community at large. To check their 
possible excesses, a union (NTEU) is created that is also 
given some power to balance those of management. For the 
university to function smoothly, the three centers of power 
need to be separate and, interact and consult on major 
decisions ..... It appears that in [the university] one center of 
power (management) was able to sideline the other two 
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centers and rob the community of scholars of their right to be 
consulted on major decisions that might affect them and the 
community. It is perhaps time that [our university's] academics 
consider ways to start reclaiming their natural right in making 
final decisions on important matters at all levels (a professor). 
 
There were strong collegial decision-making processes in the 
past with Academic Board driving from the bottom up. But 
now, Academic Board is still in place but there’s a 
managerialist approach now driven by dollars … power in [the 
university] now comes from a political base rather than an 
academic one.  The managerialist politics has driven a wedge 
into collegiality...  and we now have structural change (a 
senior lecturer). 
 
...there is a challenge to academic authority...it is a class 
struggle between academics and civil servants (a senior 
lecturer). 
 

Academic managers often express an alternative view. 
 

Collegiality is a false claim, a myth... it expresses anti-
management rhetoric (a vice-chancellor). 
 
Culture is very powerful, an integral part of how [we] operate. 
We operate open management practices in a traditional, flat 
managerialist structure ...  our committee structures are 
abbreviated (a different vice-chancellor). 
 
I make the institution's work mentality (a vice-chancellor). 
 
Students are our customers… our reputation is built on quality 
of service ....our values are focused on the community and 
our clients ... 80% are from the region so we have a 
community focus ... we need to build a strong reputation, we 
need to get a following (marketing and media manager). 
 
Customer focused strategies are important in the Faculty (a 
dean at another workplace). 
 

The link between managerialism and customer service cultures is 

particularly strong at one of the workplaces examined. As identified 

through content analysis of this university’s policy documents and 

marketing literature, supported by interviews and participant observation, 

the workplace espouses a “student as client” philosophy as a 

competitive edge in a more market oriented environment. It extensively 

reviews its client service in order to be more responsive and flexible to 
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the needs of students, operationalising the “student as client” through 

significant structural, procedural and cultural change predicated on the 

notion of the student as a valued customer or client. The controversial 

use of the term “customer” as it refers to students, is found in its policy 

documents and research publications although “client” is the more 

common term, and neither are necessarily accepted by academic labour, 

as the following quote attests. 

I have just received my first phone call from a disgruntled 
student (woops client, no customer) asking me if the rumour 
he heard was true.... (a lecturer). 
 
This workplace strongly advocates both a strategic and operational 

commercially oriented focus. For example, in 1990 it adopted a change 

of logo which was a complete departure from heraldic symbols, using 

corporate style lettering to denote the institution. It also sold corporate 

advertising space on its student identity cards. These were the first signs 

of the university implementing a strategy to differentiate itself from other 

institutions and to target the corporate market:  

What is at the heart of changes in academic work?  Why has 
change happened?  Globalisation … and resource 
dependence … universities will buffer and develop strategies 
with other organisations to find money….it’s isomorphism … 
[universities] are required to conform to dominant social 
institutions, most particularly for-profit organisations, in their 
structure and behaviour… you could call it academic 
capitalism … institutional or professorial market or market-like 
efforts to secure external fund ... this development is 
new…..teaching, especially teaching for non-direct fee paying 
(HECS) students, becomes rather like a community service 
organisation, a type of pro bono work (a dean at the 
university). 

 

Interviewees across workplaces report broad structural and cultural 

change to traditional university working life, identifying three key areas in 

which managerialism has been the catalyst for change. First, 

interviewees identify the managerialist response of incorporating 

performance and accountability measures into formal organisational 

processes. It has led to the introduction of performance targets and 

measures including customer satisfaction levels, the introduction of 
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academic performance appraisal, and increased administrative reporting 

from academics, all of which is greatly resented.  At the time of interview, 

only one workplace had not followed this path, explained by interviewees 

as a consequence of the university's strategic plan being not yet fully 

operationalised, given the relatively recent start-up. However, an 

employment relations manager indicated that these performance 

measures would be operationalised as resources became available. 

 

A second managerialist response is to incorporate ready access for 

customer feedback and complaints. This includes student appraisal of 

teaching required for promotion at all bar one workplace, the creation of 

the student ombudsman/complaints officer at two workplaces and 

student-customer focus groups and surveys at all workplaces.   

 

A third managerialist response reported at all workplaces is to 

effect changes in curriculum design and content to meet the needs of 

particular target markets, such as the internationalisation of the 

curriculum and the fast tracking of degrees. 

 
5.2.2 Marketisation 

It would have to be Nirvana to be able to escape and resist 
the invasion of marketisation (a vice-chancellor). 

 
There is general consensus from management and academic 

labour alike that marketisation of higher education with knowledge sold 

as a commodity, is now an integral feature of the Australian system. 

We’re selling education or knowledge as a commodity (a 
senior lecturer). 
 
Competition is increasing (a marketing and media manager). 
 
Diminished funding has led to competition and marketisation 
... marketisation is inevitable (a different vice-chancellor). 

 
Academic interviewees at one workplace identify a particular 

incident in which marketisation driven by managerialism clashed head-

on with the remnants of collegial culture. In April/May 2000 academic 

staff at that workplace launched a very visible and public campaign 
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against the university’s market-oriented approach. Resistance from 

labour took the form of an unprecedented e-mail and national media 

campaign to reverse a decision taken the university's management to 

change its URL address from the educational 'dot.edu' to the corporate 

'dot.com'. Management justified the decision by the anticipated 

increased brand awareness which was seen as "a tool in the global 

environment".  

...This is a bold move but one which reinforces our market 
positioning as a university for the real world. Our corporate 
image is more commercial than other universities (e.g. our 
logo, links with industry )(a pro vice-chancellor). 

 
This became known as the “dotti.con” debate and was widely 

reported in the Australian press and electronic media. The 

unprecedented, spontaneous response from academic staff to the 

"demeaning, disgraceful dot.com address” was described as a:  

… virtually unanimous, spontaneous communal upchuck; a 
resonant electronically assisted raspberry, not only at the idea 
of  [university].com but also at the way in which the decision 
was taken (a lecturer) 

 
More than 120 e-mails were generated by academics, general staff 

and students over a 5 week period in response to what was generally 

seen as an important "nexus in the development of [the university's] 

identity and academic philosophy". The general themes of response 

were: claims that management was redirecting the university into being a 

market oriented business venture, and if so, then (a) consumer 

sovereignty would reign supreme and,  (b) it would change the nature 

and conditions of academic work; claims that the change was designed 

to promote corporate management salaries and remove the NTEU 

higher education union from what would become a corporate 

environment rather than an educational institution; claims that the 

decision-making processes highlighted a managerialist approach which 

had undermined traditional collegial decision-making. (It was claimed 

that no consultation had taken place with the university community or 

unions and that publicity material launching the new dot.com address 
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had been printed several weeks prior to any announcement to the 

university community). 

... I regard the change of email address as being profoundly 
wrong. Some may think that the identification with the 
corporate sector is good. I regard the promotion of 'corporate' 
identification to the exclusion of other legitimate 
considerations as a degradation of the ideals of a University. 
Congealed in this email terminology is a statement about the 
purpose and orientation of the University. Universities are not 
simply about the corporate sector, commercialisation or 
commerce symbolised by dot.com. The symbol .edu is the 
appropriate one for a University (an academic). 
 
... Save us from the double-speak, unless there is another 
hidden plan to float [the university] on the stock exchange, sell 
it back to the Australian citizens who already own it, and 
distribute the profits of our enterprise to stockholders (an 
academic). 
 
... Are we to become a university that passes as many 
students as possible every year, cramming them into larger 
and larger classes, hiring cheap labour and reducing 
standards even further, purely to make money.... It was bad 
enough when students became clients (an academic). 
 
... And let me also say that this is the kind of gross stupidity 
I've come to expect from the Administration (an academic). 
 
... I think it's pretty unfair that some people are being so 
negative about the university's attempt to increase market 
share. We need more positive thinking. How about a 
competition to rename [the university] more in keeping with its 
new image? ...[How about] Dotcom University for Marketing 
and Business (DUMB) (an academic). 
 
... Doesn't McDonald.com run a 'university' too? (an 
academic). 
 
... Does dropping "edu" signal to prospective students that we 
have lost interest in education, and only want their money? 
Are we an educational institution or a commercial 
organisation, primarily? (an academic). 
 
... Four suggestions: 
1. Maybe an assurance to staff that they would be given 
first options in buying shares in the University (sic) once it is 
floated, may compensate them for some loss of esteem in the 
academic world. 
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2. Similarly, the new-image organisation may gain a 
competitive edge if a special sale was held next year allowing 
students to buy two degree for the price of one. 
3. The next staff opinion survey may have a new option 
on the Likert scale labelled "ASHAMED". 
4. In answer to [my colleague's] challenge I suggest that 
the new-image institution might be called: Silly Hybrid of 
Academically Mediocratic Enterprises. You have guessed it - 
for short SHAME. Oh! Sorry, I mean SHAME.com  (an 
academic 10/4/02). 
 
... Maybe the current enterprise bargaining should include 
stock options (a lecturer). 
 
... Are we a university or a damn start-up company? (a 
lecturer). 
 
... And by the way, what do our students (er, sorry clients) 
think about this? (a lecturer). 
 
... Just wondering, were the people who made this decision 
actually sober at the time? (a lecturer). 
 
... In his email letter ... the DVC claimed that the NTEU was 
'scaremongering' in its demand to maintain certain 
employment conditions in the EB agreement, rather than 
being the prerogative of management. Professor [X] justified 
this by stating:  "This is despite our repeated commitments to 
consult widely with staff, including the unions, on matters of 
changing policy and practices. The university takes most 
seriously its obligations to negotiate and consult both with 
union members and the broader staff." ... I really wanted to 
believe that, Deputy Vice-Chancellor. Now I think I'm going to 
hear some really bad news about the Easter Bunny ... you 
know, that s/he doesn't really exist. But I'm probably just 
scaremongering (a lecturer). 
 
I agree with all you[r] other respondents about dotty com. I 
think the reason it's provoked such a cathartic flow of damned 
up eloquence and frustrated idealism is that it's such a 
piquant and public demonstration of the cultural dissonance 
that has been developing for some time between many of the 
university's senior administrators and the rest of us. We have 
watched the little group drifting away on the tides of 
compulsive commercialism (a lecturer). 
 
... I am appalled at the ongoing commercialisation of 
universities.  [The university]  seems to be one of the keenest 
to take up all of the seemingly fashionable PR gestures that 
tell us just how much they've sold out to the dominant 
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economic imperatives of the day. First, they tell us we're 
students-as-clients, now they tell us that our once thought 
university is labelling us .com. I wonder how much of a market 
they think they'll draw for their belittled academic "produce": 
post graduate research students from a [university].com. 
Increasingly students' everyday experiences and expectations 
are informed by this kind of pathetic jargon and rhetoric. At 
the same time, the focus on commercial, vocational 
"outcomes” grows while the value of a critical academic 
constituency is increasingly downtrodden. This cannot 
continue if we are to retain any intrinsic value of higher 
education.  This .com adventure is a particularly poignant 
point for all staff and students to draw the line (a postgraduate 
student). 
 

Several humorous suggestions for the acceleration of a 

market orientation for the university included:  

• selling answers to exams which would encourage 
 students to be more competitive in seeking work 
• selling advertising space on the clothing of university 
 administrators and lecturers like racing car drivers 
• offering pre-paid research packages to corporations: "Your 
 product does not cause cancer" package @ $250,000 with    
  2-5 working days for delivery or "Your company is not liable" 
 package @ $300,000 with 3-4 working days delivery or   
  “Your books are balanced” package @ $200,000 with 1-2    
  days delivery.  Or the premium executive 3 in 1 package:  all  
  three of the above for $500,000 (same day delivery). 

 

While the sentiment is extreme, the theme is consistent; academic 

labour's resistance to the marketisation of higher education with its 

consequences for university structures, processes and culture, and also 

for the academic labour process. 

 

After two weeks of internal debate the Pro Vice-Chancellor 

announced a dual strategy, to run both dot.edu and dot.com URLs in 

parallel. The net outcome of the original dot.com decision had been a 

spontaneous expression of resistance by academic labour to what it 

perceived as a managerialist attempt to weaken academic identity and 

replace it with a corporate one, all under the banner of marketisation.  

Academics resisted what they considered to be the unilateral decision-
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making process and rejected further market orientation and 

commodification of the nature of academic work. 

 

5.2.3 Strategic Planning as a Tool of Reorientation Towards the 
 Market: the Construction of the Student-Customer 

 
The reconstruction of the academic workplace and the reshaping of 

academic work manifest themselves in a university's strategic plan. In all 

workplaces, their strategic plans focus on sustaining a culture of service 

which meets the demands of students as well as public accountability for 

value and quality, albeit to varying degrees.  This is consistent with 

institutions from Warner and Crosthwaite's (1995) commercial-industrial 

classification. 

 

Interviewees at one workplace identify the strongly managerialist 

culture in which executive management has expressed strong views 

supporting the role of corporate management in higher education with 

the sector's new focus on managing a more market oriented 

environment through strategic management and planning. Their 

management first implemented strategic planning in 1991, involving five 

yearly strategic plans, one yearly actions plans for each faculty and 

division, and annual planning guidelines issued by the vice-chancellor. 

Key performance indicators and performance targets such as graduate 

satisfaction have been a catalyst in refocusing university administrative 

and teaching processes from a traditionally introspective view, focusing 

on academic and organisational needs, to a market orientation with the 

student-as-customer. The university’s indicators and targets have also 

been a tool in redefining the criteria for academic and organisational 

achievement from those of professional standards as determined by 

one's discipline to criteria derived from market indicators. The 

university’s performance targets serve to reorientate academics, in 

particular, towards market factors, rather than traditional professional 

orientations and allegiances.  
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As with any organisation, the university corporate plan is a tool for 

strategically positioning this university within its external operating 

environment in order to gain maximum competitive advantage. The 

University management espouses the need: 

... to meet the educational and service needs of a diverse and 
demanding student body and to demonstrate publicly the 
value and quality of what they provide.   

 
The corporate plan identifies management priorities as: the 

achievement of university-wide performance goals; the development of a 

service culture, constructing students as its primary clients; and the 

enhancement of the flexibility of its teaching and learning programs in 

place and time, as a client focused strategy. The corporate plan pivots 

around specific university-wide performance indicators and targets which 

reflect its strong market orientation.  For example, a set of teaching-

related performance based indicators determines the teaching quantum 

(e.g. fee paying overseas student commencing loads, fee paying 

domestic student commencing loads, summer semester enrolments, and 

course completions). Graduate satisfaction levels as measured by exit 

surveys, are considered a key indicator both in terms of planning needs 

as well as a marketing tool to secure a favourable rating in the widely 

published Good Universities Guide. This university’s corporate plan is a 

blueprint for the current wave of Australian public sector reform with its 

emphasis on performance outcomes and accountability. 

 

At this workplace, the corporate plan is also the foundation for the 

reconstruction of the student as its primary client.  The plan sets down 

objectives that focus on identifying and meeting student needs as the 

primary strategy for a competitive edge in the marketplace. It sets 

targets for securing data on student needs through the comprehensive 

use of client feedback. The corporate plan specifies timeframes for the 

biennial round of focus groups and student surveys, as well as 

timeframes for the implementation of web on-line student feedback to 

management, including a chat room with the vice-chancellor which offers 

direct input from students on service quality.  
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From this data, management develops perceptions about student 

needs and expectations. These perceptions are formulated into strategy.  

Strategy then drives the corporate plan which makes provision for these 

perceptions to be transformed into structural and procedural changes 

which incorporate student-customers into formal organisational 

processes.  For example, the plan specifies actions that will directly 

provide a legitimate role for student-customers in formal organisational 

processes, such as: the student complaints hotline; faculty awards such 

as "lecturer of the year" for "excellence in service to students"; direct, 

electronic feedback to senior university management; the incorporation 

of student participation on committees, university-wide. The plan also 

specifies structural and procedural change that is underpinned by 

management's perceptions of student needs and expectations. It is 

stated that change to university processes should result in: 

 ... student-centred, simple and flexible systems which ensure 
student awareness of, access to and satisfaction with 
services.  

 
The internationalisation of curriculum, the review of all courses to 

ensure alignment of delivery with student needs, and the increased 

provision of summer schools, construct educational delivery as a service 

encounter with student needs at the centre.  This is strategically 

targeting the overseas full-fee market.  Flexibility of delivery in both time 

and place, and value-for-money are core assumptions in the university's 

strategic planning process. This is reinforced by the plan's stated 

intention of maintaining a strong service culture university-wide. The 

corporate plan identifies: the need to include service in selection criteria, 

duty statements and performance reviews for both general and 

academic staff; the development of clear work practices/standards for 

service delivery staff; the promulgation of an annual brochure 

encouraging staff to achieve excellence in client service for students; 

and the use of the term "client service providers". 
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 Underpinning the university's strategic blueprint are two 

assumptions which university management makes about its customers’ 

needs and wants.  First, management perceives that student-customers 

want flexibility as determined by customer predilection.  Secondly, 

management perceives that student-customers expect value-for-money.  

Both perceptions underpin its marketing strategy of flexible delivery of its 

products.  

 

However, academic labour does not necessarily support the 

process of management constructing students as customers or the 

assumptions which it makes about the desire for flexibility and value-for-

money. 
The acts to commercialise [the university] by senior 
management are market driven, driven by students or at least 
by our perceptions of what students want  .. we are pandering 
to perceptions of student needs… there is a large amount of 
construction of the student-as-customer… working off 
stereotypes of students and of business, but in fact they don’t 
match reality (a lecturer). 
 
..the push for flexible delivery ... the impetus is from 
management with their customer focus … I’ve not heard of 
students demanding flexible delivery  (a senior lecturer). 

 

 It is clear that academic labour does not necessarily share 

management's view of the student-as-customer or the processes by 

which management constructs the student-customer. Interview data from 

across the fieldwork institutions identified that teaching academics with 

more than ten years service (usually in the 35 plus age group) generally 

express outright rejection of the student-as-customer, seeing the 

metaphor as a challenge to good pedagogy as well as professional 

academic authority.  However, younger academics are far more 

supportive of the student-as-customer concept, accepting the delivery of 

higher education as a market exchange and perceiving a more 

responsive role to student-customer demands as a moral obligation.  

Irrespective of how they view their own role, all academic respondents 
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consider that their students perceive themselves as customers of the 

institution, and more specifically, of the individual academic. 

 

5.3    THE INCORPORATION OF MANAGEMENT ASSUMPTIONS 
 ABOUT CUSTOMER WANTS AND NEEDS INTO FORMAL 
 ORGANISATIONAL PROCESSES – THE RECONSTRUCTION 
 OF THE EMPLOYEE 

 

The construction of the student-customer and the underlying 

assumptions which management makes about student-customers' desire 

for flexibility and value-for-money, the incorporation of this concept into 

strategic planning and its operationalisation and implementation has, of 

necessity, led to changes in the organisation of academic work with both 

intended and unintended consequences. 

 
5.3.1 Flexible Delivery:  A Marketing Strategy, a Pedagogy and a 
 Form of Work Organisation 
 

As discussed in Chapter 1, flexible delivery and flexible learning 

are defined by different institutions in different ways, according to a 

university's strategy, culture and structural arrangements.   

We take note of our standards and the benchmarks across 
Australia ... It’s important to be responsive to our environment 
and our corporate image is important ... we’re recognised for 
our contemporary views, quality students and good teaching 
... flexible delivery is now a performance indicator and critical 
to our position in the market. Study has to be portable and 
flexible delivery will cut down on attrition rates .. so it's an 
educational philosophy and a market position (an assistant 
dean). 

 
This academic manager sees flexible delivery as a marketing tool and a 

pedagogy. 

 
Of flexible learning: ... It's not about marketing, not about 
pedagogy but all about access, addressing social issues by 
giving access to a low socio-economic group [here in 
Australia]. ... If we can sell our courses to well developed 
institutions [offshore operations in China] we can get 
commercial gain which in turn permits us to provide our 
[domestic] students with face-to-face (a vice-chancellor at a 
different institution). 
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A vice-chancellor from another institution sees it as a commercial 

strategy to generate offshore revenue in support of his domestic on-

campus delivery.  An additional element, that of work organisation, can 

be identified in this formal definition from one university's teaching and 

learning marketing material, which flows through to policy and practice. 

 
Flexible delivery is: 
 
…… student centred modes of delivery based on student 
choice of access in terms of time and place.   
 
As identified by a senior academic manager in a teaching and 

learning unit, flexible delivery is operationalised through: 

 

Restructuring of time:  intensive block teaching (including weekend 

sessions for domestic students and week-long sessions for off-shore 

students through twinning institutions); the introduction of summer 

schools and their progressive evolution into a formal tri-semester annual 

system; the offering each semester of subjects for part-time students on 

an alternate weekly basis, thus reducing their attendance on campus to 

one night per week rather than two; a school liaison program which links 

school students into foundation programs. 

 

Restructuring of place:  traditional print based external teaching 

supported by CD roms videos and other audio-visual means; reading 

courses without face-to-face instruction but supported by electronic 

discussion groups and chat boards; lectures supported by computer 

based technology (e.g. Powerpoint presentations with copies of slides 

and supplementary material available through an on-line-teaching 

website); electronic access to enrolment and other administrative 

procedures; corporate specific courses delivered on site at the 

customer's workplace, and delivered in intensive mode. (While on-line 

subjects are found throughout the faculties, there is only one fully on-line 

course in the IT area.) 
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 Interviewees at the workplace identify that the restructuring of 

traditional patterns of academic work in line with perceived notions of 

customer wants for flexibly delivered products, has intended and 

unintended consequences for academic labour. 

 

A senior manager in the teaching/learning division of the university 

was asked to define flexible delivery.  First and foremost, the manager 

identifies flexible delivery as a client focused strategy to make learning at 

the university more convenient and accessible to students. The manager 

identifies it as a customer focused strategy which can be used as a 

marketing tool by the university to attract and retain its clients. The 

concept of flexible delivery as student centred learning is also justified in 

pedagogical terms as offering quality teaching/learning processes. In the 

course of the interview, the senior manager also raised the issue of the 

major changes to traditional academic work practices consequent on 

flexible delivery.  The senior manager believes that change has occurred 

in the areas of: increased academic workloads, particularly in the 

development phase of flexibly delivered subjects; the need to bring in 

other technical and professional staff because of the need for expertise 

in technology, curriculum design and presentation; the new role of 

management in co-ordinating the development and delivery of courses 

given that multi-disciplinary teams of academics and technical staff are 

now needed to develop and deliver courses; and team based-curriculum 

issues and the removal of sole responsibility for curriculum development 

from teaching academics. Overall the senior manager states that flexible 

delivery brings substantial changes to traditional academic work 

practices in terms of the nature of the production process, the move to 

multi-disciplinary teams for both production and delivery, and in 

particular, diminished control by academics over the teaching process.  

In that flexible delivery significantly changes the traditional academic 

tasks to be done, how they are to be done and alters the control of 

parties involved in those processes, it can therefore be construed that 

flexible delivery is a new, particular form of work organisation. 
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The bulk of the literature constructs flexible delivery in the 

pedagogical framework (Cunningham et al 2000).  Interview data and 

content analysis of university promotional and policy documents, 

supported by participant observation of the industry identifies flexible 

delivery as a pedagogy, a marketing tool and a form of work 

organisation.   

 

Confirmation of this new construct was given in an interview with 

Professor Roger King (former Vice-Chancellor of Lincoln University) who 

agrees that flexible delivery encompasses these three aspects: a 

pedagogy; marketing strategy; and a form of work organisation.  For 

Professor King, flexible delivery brings positive outcomes. 

Flexible learning leads to better administration and better 
communication ... Some universities have delivered through 
new commercial arms, some have tried to do it at the 
mainstream ... it has brought greater openness ... the 
technology is enabling rather than controlling (Professor 
King). 
 

It is a view shared by many of the academic managers who were 

interviewed.  The significance of this construct for this doctoral research 

is that it moves the debate from solely the educational sphere, to a wider 

debate about the consequences of customer focused strategies, both 

intended and unintended, for management and labour.  Flexible delivery 

becomes integral to organisational strategy (both marketing and 

pedagogical) as well as the organisation of work within the employment 

relationship.  Flexible delivery is therefore fertile ground for the 

phenomenon of the anomaly of customer influence in the employment 

relationship. As a marketing strategy, pedagogy, and form of work 

organisation it redefines new roles for the student-as-customer who, in a 

market exchange and service encounter, interfaces with academic 

labour (employees) over matters which were until now the domain of the 

employment relationship.  This anomaly will be explored further in 

Chapter 6 and analysed in greater depth in Chapter 7. 
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5.3.2 Customer Focused Structures and Processes: the 
 Reconstruction of the Academic Employee 

 
In order for management to construct the student-as-customer, 

university managements at all interviewees' workplaces have created 

sophisticated market research and TQM tools, and integrated them into 

formal organisational processes.   

 
I see them [students] as stakeholders so students therefore 
need to be architects of the courses.  We did initial focus 
groups and that influenced our suite of courses. But feedback 
from students is an ongoing mechanism (a vice-chancellor). 
 
In terms of our market research tools we conduct consumer 
research in the local schools because we're attracting local 
students ..  a third of students are the first in their family to 
come to university ... we also do an orientation week survey 
which we use to upgrade our operations ... but market 
research is not driving other processes but it is starting to   ... 
this is partly due to the fact that our strategic plan has not 
been fully operationalised yet.  We're only now starting to 
operationalise it  (a marketing and media manager). 
 

Interviewees report a range of organisational processes for 

systematically monitoring student-customer satisfaction and preference. 

These include:  systematically scheduled rounds of focus groups; annual 

"student experience surveys" of continuing students; surveys of all 

graduating students; student "complaints hotline"; student feedback 

chatboards run by student administration; a chatboard with the vice-

chancellor; student e-mail access directly to vice-chancellors, deans and 

senior university staff; student ombudsmen who act as grievance 

mediators but have the power to recommend disciplinary action against 

academic staff; student-customer surveys of an academic staff 

member's teaching; student-customer surveys of subject content and 

organisation; and call centres to monitor and quantify student enquiries 

for courses, general information and complaints. 

 

  The data collected through these formal organisational processes 

is then used as the basis for strategic decision-making (the incorporation 

of customer focused performance targets into strategic planning which 
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serves to reorientate general staff and academic labour to a market 

focus) and operational decision-making (incorporation of employee 

responsiveness to student-customers through quality assurance in 

administrative procedures, course design and curriculum).   Academic 

managers see this as the foundation for developing strong service 

cultures which reorientate staff to a market focus and enhance brand 

reputation. 

 
 Interviewees at one workplace identified their employer's “student 

as client” program which involves: the establishment of one-stop student 

centres, including call centres to handle the range of student and 

prospective student enquiries; upgrading of student information systems 

with each student having access to the extensive intra-net, incorporating 

on-line student feedback on service quality; the creation of the Student 

Ombudsman/Complaints Officer role to facilitate the resolution of student 

grievances and an improvement in student service in the university's 

administrative, teaching and learning processes; a more sophisticated 

marketing strategy; bi-annual focus group and questionnaire surveys of 

the student body to quantify student attitudes to and expectations of 

services; and as a direct outcome of such surveys, an extension of core 

opening hours from 8.30 am to 6.00pm during orientation periods.   

 
The extension of operating hours in response to perceived 

student-customer demand was evident in all but one workplace. 

In response to student needs we’re open longer hours for 
student admin (a dean at a different workplace). 

 
The extended hours at this workplace include changes to the 

roster to facilitate a wider spread of hours for administrative staff in the 

student services area  (earlier opening times and later closing times) as 

well as Saturday morning opening.  Such changes are reflected in 

enterprise bargaining outcomes discussed in the following section. 

 
 In addition to market research and customer relations, customer 

satisfaction surveys also have a second function – that of employee 

control in professional service work (Manley 2001).  Customer service 
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surveys sensitise professional employees to a market context for service 

delivery, redirecting their framework away from their professional 

affiliation and gatekeeper roles for their profession.  The strength of 

customer service surveys is strengthened when they are linked to 

performance appraisal objectives and overall performance management.  

Performance appraisal of academics and its linkage to overall university 

performance indicators and resource planning was first introduced into 

Australian higher education in the 1980s (Hort 1997; Doyle 1995).  It was 

a response by the sector to economic and social pressures for higher 

education reform, as strong government regulatory frameworks were 

replaced with market competition and consumer control (Meek and 

Wood 1997; Howarth 1991). In all but one of the workplaces, 

interviewees indicate that performance management is in place, albeit 

ineffectively implemented by academic managers with little, if any HRM 

training. The remaining institution is in the throes of implementing 

student-customer evaluations of teaching and a full performance 

management system for academic staff, subject to resource constraints 

as they operationalise their inaugural strategic plan. 

 

Interviewees at all workplaces consider the customer satisfaction 

surveys of their teaching to be structurally flawed. Academics consider 

them an inappropriate quality assurance measure which has been 

implemented by managerialist administration and which challenges 

traditional academic authority and reorientates academic labour to 

market imperatives (as discussed in Chapter 6). When linked to a 

performance management system, it is a control mechanism (designed 

by management and put into effect by student-customers), which 

redefines academic labour's worth and reconstructs them according to 

management's desire to align customers' perceived needs with 

academic labour's performance. 

 

Academics at one particular workplace are resentful of the 

student-customer survey. One of the questions which academics are 

strongly opposed to is: 
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How do you rank this lecturer compared to others? (on a 
Likert scale of 1-5). 
 
The student evaluation of teaching survey at this workplace is used 

by management as a performance appraisal tool and is more 

sophisticated than many employers would administer directly to their 

employees, with satisfactory ratings compulsory for tenure and 

promotion. It came about as an outcome of workplace enterprise 

bargaining in 1998 resulting in the introduction of a performance 

management process for academics which university management 

stated was a:  

… tool to reinforce the link between organisational goals and 
individual academic performance though human resource 
management practices such as probation, incremental 
advancement and promotion. 

 
 The introduction of performance management marked another 

milestone in the move to treat academic labour at this workplace more 

like other sectors in the Australian workforce.  It is a direct outcome of a 

corporate style of management with a mission of institutional reform 

under the banner of customer relations and based on an assumption of 

value-for-money. 

 
5.3.3 Enterprise Bargaining   
 

The link between customer focused structures and processes and 

the reconstruction of the employee can be seen in this current Enterprise 

Bargaining Agreement (EBA) clause at an interviewee's workplace.   The 

link is evident between: the implementation of corporate strategy and 

objectives; the development of customer service culture as a competitive 

tool; the assumptions about student-customer wants and needs which 

management brings to enterprise bargaining negotiations and which are 

subsequently reflected in EBA outcomes; the consequent changes to 

conditions of employment and the organisation of work. 

 
HOURS OF WORK 

5.4 To accommodate the increasing competition for students, 
declining government funding and the continuing and rapid 
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changes in communication and information technology, it is 
important that a degree of flexibility be available to the 
University to enable it to fulfil its organisational objectives and 
goals.  To this end, the hours of work arrangements for 
employees of the University must be organised in such a way 
as to meet the changing service needs of students and the 
expectations and demands of the University's other 
stakeholders. 
5.5   To meet these needs and to remain competitive with 
other providers of higher education both in Australia and 
overseas, the availability of the University's business and 
allied services in a number of sections will be extended to a 
seven day a week basis, subject to the conditions set out in 
this clause.  

 
 Employee/employer negotiations such as in the quotes above 

show that working conditions and work organisation lie at the heart of the 

employment relationship.  Prior to 1987 academic working conditions 

were set through central wage fixation by the Salaries and Wages 

Tribunal which determined conditions for many occupational groups in 

the public sector.  Determinations were made in line with cost of living 

increases. As a result of a national wage determination in 1987 by the 

National Wage Bench of the Tribunal, academics received a flat increase 

of $10 and $6 in March and October of 1987. There was to be a second 

rise of no more than 4% industry-wide subject to productivity offsets 

through work restructuring at universities and the introduction of flexible 

work practices.  This was to be known as the Second Tier. 

 

Two significant outcomes of negotiations in 1988 to achieve the 

Second Tier of the Agreement became the focus of the management of 

human resources (academic) in universities. First, was the determination 

that academics were actual "employees" of the universities in which they 

worked, thereby parties to a formal employment relationship and subject 

to managerial prerogative and authority. Prior to that, decisions were 

made by senior academics who had been considered academic peers 

rather than supervisory managers and whose decisions were on the 

basis of scholarship rather than market and performance targets.  

Secondly, the productivity offsets included the introduction of probation, 

dismissal and termination/redundancy procedures together with staff 
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development and review.  These HRM and IR processes had previously 

not been applied to academic work.  Indeed, as a precondition for their 

operation there was the need to actually define academic work through 

general position descriptions and award level classifications.  Review of 

these arrangements by the Industrial Relations Commission in 1995 

acknowledged the difficulty in implementing some of the procedures and 

modified the Second Tier Agreement to create the first industrial award 

in the industry. The Award was a major step in defining academic work 

according to the employment contract, and the organisation of work 

within it, rather than according to academic culture, custom and practice, 

and lifestyle. 

 

As Hort (1997) contends, this was the start of managerialist 

culture in Australian universities.  It brought a fundamental change to 

academic culture with its reorientation from scholarship to an 

employment contract. Senior academics who had traditionally worked 

with academic colleagues in a framework of collegiality and decision-

making based on scholarship and disciplinary standards, found 

themselves reinvented into academic managers whose role it was to 

directly supervise academic staff in the context of what was now clearly 

defined as an employment relationship. 

 

Centralised wage fixation ceased in 1992.  Under the then new 

framework of enterprise bargaining, university managements negotiated 

directly with employees (through their representative union) for trade-offs 

and concessions which would improve business flexibility and 

profitability, while retaining the award safety net.  Interviewees identified 

that the introduction of summer schools was one such innovation during 

this period. While summer schools offered university managements the 

increased flexibility to facilitate full-fee international students and 

increased marketability with accelerated progression, the NTEU union 

successfully negotiated rosters and workloads at one university 

workplace which limited an academic's teaching to two of the three 

sessions annually.  Implicit in the negotiations was the underlying 
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assumption of student-customer predilection for flexibility. The 

agreement has flowed through to successive enterprise agreements at 

that workplace.  

 

In 1996 with the election of the Howard neo-liberal government, 

The Australian Workplace Relations Act (1996) reinforced the shift from 

centralised to decentralised IR and collective to individual bargaining. It 

instigated change to enterprise bargaining provisions which permitted 

negotiation between employer and workforce without the participation of 

unions, and the introduction of individual work contracts (AWAs).  

Technically the award safety net was still in place.   

 

Interviewees at a workplace different from that outlined above, 

identified that during this period the NTEU was not so successful in 

negotiating the introduction of a trimester teaching system (3 x 13 

weeks) for postgraduate students overlaid on a traditional semester 

system (2 x 13 weeks) for undergraduates.  Academic labour at this 

workplace faces the prospect of potentially teaching for 42 weeks per 

annum of continuous teaching with only one non-teaching week during 

that period (although academic labour's resistance has manipulated 

subject offerings and timetabling in a struggle to regain ground). Until 

recently academic annual leave could only be taken over the four weeks 

in the Christmas/New Year period to facilitate the extended teaching 

year. One academic reports that even with the first teaching session 

commencing in late January, university management has a policy of 

opening the electronic forum for each subject prior to Christmas and for 

30 days after the conclusion of teaching for the trimester. This is 

perceived by academic labour as work intensification in the name of 

customer service: 

If the shop's open, someone has to serve at the counter (a 
lecturer). 

 
Faculty management at this workplace also implements close 

surveillance of the levels of interaction between academic labour and 

student-customers in the virtual classroom.  Reports are generated by 
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the IT division on the hits on each subject forum, expressing the student-

customers' and the academic lecturer's participation rate in cumulative 

and percentage terms. The reports quantify, but of course cannot qualify, 

the nature of the electronic communication in the virtual classroom. 

Nevertheless, it is used by management as a performance management 

tool. 

 

  The trimester system at this workplace was introduced by 

university management as part of their marketing strategy to attract full-

fee postgraduate students through accelerated progression, which their 

market research had indicated was attractive to the postgraduate 

market. Academics report that the outcome has in fact been slower 

progression with postgraduate students preferring to undertake one 

subject per trimester because of the intensive teaching/learning 

timeframe (= three subjects per annum), rather than the custom of two 

subjects per semester (= four subjects per annum). In effect 

management's flawed assumptions about customer wants and needs for 

flexibility have had significant impact on the organisation of academic 

work. 

 

Also during this period a greenfields site negotiated its first 

certified enterprise agreement (EBA). It is significant that the 

organisation of work is identified as an industrial issue with the 

enterprise agreement including a specific clause on the organisation of 

work for both academics and general staff.  This reflects the greenfields 

nature of the university's processes and the significance of work 

organisation as a current issue in university workplaces. 

Principle of Work Organisation 
(a)    Each staff member will have a recognised position. 
(b)  The organisation of work within the University will be 
team-based where appropriate with the general principle that 
staff members can be expected to undertake duties which are 
appropriate to their qualifications, expertise, competence, 
capacities and classification level...... 
(c)  The parties are committed to a consultative approach to 
the organisation of work and allocation of duties and the 
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identification of training needs and distribution of staff 
development resources. 
(d) The parties establish a joint Union/University committee to 
consult on these matters where this is requested by staff. 

 

Also significant in this new EBA is the move to a streamed 

classification structure to cover all of the university's full time, part-time 

and casual employees in the one agreement based on banding 

administrative, professional and technical staff streams. 

[We have a ] ... streamed classification structure.  The 
intention was to make the distinction between academic and 
general staff blurred... it came about because of the 
leadership of the Vice-Chancellor ... we think of ourselves as 
'pioneers' here but we're still working on continuous 
improvement (an HR manager). 

 
The streamed structure is consistent with the trend of treating 

academics more like other employees in the workplace. Technically the 

spread of hours for academic labour within this EBA is the same as the 

ordinary hours for technical and administrative staff, namely between 

6.00am and 6.00 pm Monday to Friday. 

 

As reflected in the current EBA at one workplace, enterprise 

bargaining is a strategic competitive tool in an increasingly competitive 

marketplace and links back to strategic planning and objectives. It is 

negotiated on the basis of management's assumptions about its 

organisation's internal strengths and weakness, its market position, and 

the espoused strategies needed to achieve organisational effectiveness 

and survival. Flexibility, quality and value-for-money are key components 

as reflected in the EBA: 

Through the provisions of this Agreement, the University is 
seeking to strengthen its competitiveness and to achieve 
improvements in productivity, efficiency, effectiveness, quality, 
flexibility and equity.  To enhance that competitiveness and to 
achieve these improvements, the key objectives of this 
Agreement are to: 
  
• achieve improved terms and conditions of employment 
 for  all employees of the University;  
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• achieve positive and productive partnerships between 
 the University and all of its employees and  stakeholders 
 in the pursuit of its mission and strategic objectives and 
 priorities;  
 
• strengthen the University's ability to attract and retain 
 high quality employees to the University;  
 
• enhance flexibility and streamline administrative 
 processes; and 
 
• maximise income generation within the University to 
 ensure its viability and to enhance its development and 
 growth as a national leader .... in Australia. 

 

However as one vice- chancellor commented: 

EBA processes localise conflict ... government policies are 
problematic for the [employment] relationship (a vice-
chancellor). 

 
The current round of enterprise negotiations for universities was 

only completed in late 2005 although agreements were due for 

renegotiation in 2003.  Industrial action was a symptom of protracted 

negotiations.  

 

In summary, in response to the question whether in his university a 

triangular employment relationship existed, a vice-chancellor stated: 
It's a romantic view to think that the employer/ employee/ 
student triangle does not exist  .. it will lead unions to pursue 
anti-flexibility strategies, perhaps more exaggerated over 
some issues than others  (a vice-chancellor). 
 

 
5.4 CONCLUSION    
 

A university's strategic plan is its blueprint for structural and cultural 

change.  Strategy-making and strategic planning are in line with the 

current wave of Australian public sector reform with its emphasis on 

performance outcomes and accountability. University managements 

response has been the construction of the student-customer.  The 

student-customer construct manifests itself in an organisation's strategic 

plan and serves to sustain a culture of service which will meet the 
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demands of student-customers as well as the demands for public 

accountability, value and quality.   

 

 At interviewees' workplaces, two assumptions which 

managements make about their customers' needs and wants underpin 

their strategic blueprints.  First, that student-customers want flexibility as 

determined by customer predilection.  Consequently, flexibility has led to 

changes in the organisation of work, namely the tasks to be done, when 

and how, with the pattern of work and conditions of employment 

negotiated around management's perception of customer wants.  This is 

reflected in enterprise bargaining processes and outcomes (e.g. 

negotiation of a tri-semester, opening hours of the institution and spread 

of working hours for academics are varied in response to intensive 

modes of delivery, including weekends and off-shore delivery at twinning 

institutions).  This is also reflected in the conditions of employment for 

academics who undertake individual contracts to flexibly deliver 

intensive courses customised for corporate clients (e.g. specified 

turnaround time on assignments and response times to student phone 

and electronic mail enquiries). 

 

 A second assumption which managements make about their 

student-customers is customer expectation of value-for-money. In 

support, managements incorporate performance and accountability 

measures into formal organisational processes, targeting customer 

satisfaction levels.  They thereby operationalise the student-customer 

concept, giving both legitimacy to customer expectations of service, and 

also providing the means by which student-customer expectations and 

needs can actually be met.  For example, managements introduce and 

develop: academic performance appraisal systems; a system of student 

evaluation of academic teaching which are more sophisticated than 

many employers would administer directly to their own employees, and 

for which a satisfactory student rating is necessary for tenure and 

promotion; customer focus groups and surveys; increased administrative 

reporting by academics on achievement of performance targets; 
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mechanisms for ready receipt of customer feedback and complaints, 

such as the student ombudsman role; curriculum changes to target 

particular markets (such as internationalisation of the curriculum and fast 

tracking of degrees); and a strong marketing/customer relations function 

within institutions. 

 
 In summary, to achieve a market reorientation in order to secure 

organisational survival university managements have constructed the 

student-customer and reconstructed the employee in their light, with a 

redefinition and reshaping of academic work in order to find fit with 

customer predilection. The change is precipitated by three factors.  First, 

is the move of higher education to a market relationship, with education 

as a commodity and delivered as a service encounter. Second is the 

introduction of formal organisational policies, structures and processes 

which both facilitate and monitor customer service and customer 

satisfaction levels and legitimise and operationalise the student-

customer concept in the workplace.  Third, academic work is reshaped 

through enterprise bargaining processes in which many of the conditions 

of employment, patterns of work, traditional responsibilities and tasks are 

negotiated around management's perceptions of student-customer 

wants. The effect has been to change the social relations of the higher 

education workplace   

The employers, employees and students .. the ground rules 
have changed (a vice-chancellor). 

 

The question arises, how are authority and vested interests of 

academic labour and student-customers reconciled at the chalkface?  

The fieldwork data in Chapter 6 focuses on the social relations of the 

workplace in the teaching / learning  interface at the chalkface. 

 147



Chapter 6 
  THE RECONFIGURED LABOUR PROCESS IN THE SERVICE 

ENCOUNTER – ACADEMIC LABOUR AND STUDENT - CUSTOMERS 
AT THE CHALKFACE 

 
6.1 Introduction 
6.2 Consumer behaviour at the chalkface:  the changing nature 

of the academic/student relationship   
6.3 Flexible delivery and "bells and whistles":  the impact of 

resourcing on consumer behaviour and the academic 
labour process 

6.4 Contested terrain: the scope of negotiations between 
academic labour and student-customers 

6.5 Electronic mail and the frontier of control 
6.6 "Circle the wagons and head them off at the pass":  

academic labour's resistance 
6.7 Conclusion 

 
 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 As discussed in Chapter 3, labour process theory contends that 

the macro socio-economic, political environment shapes workplace 

relations.  What takes places at the micro chalkface level is a reflection 

of the wider industry and organisational contexts where changes in the 

operating environment have led to higher education being transformed 

from a pedagogical interaction to a market exchange. In a market 

exchange producers (academics) seek use values plus a reaffirmation of 

their professional identity while consumers (students) seek exchange 

values whereby they can trade their credentials for a better job, higher 

standard of living and preferred lifestyle.  Conflict is inherent in a market 

exchange. One would therefore expect to identify constant negotiation 

and conflict at the chalkface between academic labour and student-

customers as they seek to exert control over the labour process in order 

to secure their vested interests. 

 

 The data in Chapter 5 identified that at an organisational level, 

university managements have constructed the student-as-customer 

through their policies and processes which have empowered students-

customers through consumer sovereignty. The data presented in this 
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chapter indicates that this empowerment has led to a flow-on effect to 

the service encounter (the chalkface). Academic employees identify that 

student-customers seek to negotiate with them over working conditions 

and elements of the labour process (the tasks to be done, when and 

how) which have traditionally been the domain of the employment 

relationship between academics and their employers. In this way, 

student-customers are seeking to exert power over the organisation of 

academic work and are brought into the domain of the employment 

relationship. 

 

In an analysis of the academic labour process in flexible delivery, it 

is important to place the emphasis on academics as workers rather than 

professional individuals (see Shacklock 1998; Sinclair, Ironside and 

Seifert 1996). One must not let the psychological dimension of the 

employment contract (loyalty and commitment to the profession, one's 

clients and one’s university) cloud the reality of academic work.  

Academics are employees, found in workplaces called classrooms (be 

they physical or virtual) where they are engaged in the work of teaching. 

They are workers. Teaching is work and that work is organised and 

subject to workplace controls, irrespective of academic professional 

status. In such a framework the key issues are: (a) management, and in 

this case student-customer influence over the worker; (b) work 

intensification; and (c) academic workers retaining autonomy in the mass 

higher education system with its standardised system of flexibly 

delivered and standardised products.  It is about control in the labour 

process of the tasks to be done, how they are to be done and when.  

 

6.2 CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR AT THE CHALKFACE :   THE 
CHANGING NATURE OF THE ACADEMIC / STUDENT 
RELATIONSHIP  

 
As discussed in Chapter 5, academics generally feel that the 

academic/student relationship has changed consequent on the 

increased marketisation of the industry and the commodification of 

knowledge. This has led to changes in the labour process and the 
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opening up of a new frontier of control - that of academic labour and 

student-customer. Interviewees from all workplaces identify a loss of 

"respect" (that is to say, control and authority) and the changing nature 

of the actual education production process and their role in it.  

The new culture has the potential to change the nature of 
academic work…less time, less resources to cultivate 
excellence .. we are spending less .. there is a change in the 
nature of traditional academic work .. a transformation 
experience for everyone towards an instrumental and 
commercial focus (the head of an academic department). 
 
Consumer behaviour is stronger since [I started in] ’88.  Any 
consideration that academics are people with reputations that 
should be respected, or status, or people with any authority 
has gone…students want what they want … they don’t see us 
as having a place in the hierarchy … we are just someone 
here to deal with their issues (a lecturer). 

 

Academics with more than ten years service usually perceive their 

role to be one of public service and public benefit, while younger 

academics identify with the market, implicitly support the morality of the 

market, and often indicate that they make a strong link between this view 

and their career prospects.  Are students customers?  The divide is 

usually along the lines of the length of service in the industry.   

Students are not my customers.  This is not a petrol bowser, 
but I know students see themselves as customers (a lecturer 
45+). 
 
They’re not my customers .. they’re my employer’s (a senior 
lecturer 55+). 
 
Research colleagues, staff, students and the community [are 
my customers].  No I don't think of them [students] as 
customers ….  perhaps clients (the head of an academic 
department 55+). 
 
Students are not my customers .. students are a product ...my 
customers are the organisations who hire the students (a 
lecturer 35+). 
 
No, they’re not customers. They are the product and we 
value-add (a lecturer 35+). 
 
I don’t see them as customers. Here at [the university] we 
operate on a model in which the role of academics and 
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students is a much deeper relationship … but we’re still 
market focused because we need students to bring in money 
.. No, they’re not my customers but students have told me that 
they are (a lecturer 40+). 
 
I’d like for them not to be customers and behave like students 
… I don’t like to think of them as customers because it 
complicates the relationship of student/teacher … it’s now a 
commercial relationship …but they’re customers of the 
university, not mine … the relationship is more professional 
than just customer/providers (a lecturer 45+). 
 
In this system what do you treat them as if they aren’t 
customers? (a senior lecturer 60+). 
 
University management forces you to treat them like 
customers.. but no, I think of them as a product  (a senior 
lecturer 60+ from the same workplace). 

 
These last two comments identify management’s construction of the 

student-customer. 

 
Younger academics with less than ten years service are more 

responsive to the student-as-customer metaphor. 

Yes, yes, they are customers ... we’re offering a product 
which is constantly reviewed in terms of quality (a lecturer 
25+).  

 
In the quote above the link is evident between management’s 

construction of the student-customer and management embedding that 

construct in organisational processes. 

 
Students are definitely your customers  .. students always 
come first ... it's part of my teaching ethos but also partly the 
customer driven focus of the place (a senior lecturer 30+).  
 
In a way [students are my customers] particularly MBA fee 
paying students, but we need to lead them in what they need 
to know… but there’s been a change in the last 10 years with 
them now telling you what they want to learn (a senior lecturer 
30+ at a different workplace). 

 
The comment above can be interpreted as a direct link to the rising 

importance to student-customers of the performativity of knowledge and 
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the devaluing of traditional academic authority as the gatekeeper to the 

discipline (as discussed in Chapter 4). 

 
There’s a push from management to think of them as 
customers, but I’m not happy with that.. I ran one course 
designed specifically for a client group [corporate group] and I 
did it on contract outside my teaching load. That’s when it hits 
you. The terms of my contract stated that I had to respond to 
e-mails within 24 hours and there was a one week turnaround 
on assessment (a lecturer 35+). 

 
From the example above, it can be seen that the academic 

employee was reconstructed by management into a stronger customer 

service role to fit management’s perceptions of their corporate 

customers’ heightened wants and needs. Clearly management 

negotiated conditions of employment based on their perceptions of 

student-customer wants and expressed these as specific conditions of 

employment in an individual employment contract. 

 
All interviewees across all workplaces state that they perceive that 

students consider themselves to be the academic’s customers. Some 

staff identify this as a consequence of students’ fee paying status.  Some 

link it to a decline in traditional academic authority. 

Students perceive that they are your customers (a senior 
lecturer). 
 
Students think of themselves as customers, definitely (a 
senior lecturer at a different workplace). 
 
More and more students see themselves as customers, 
particularly international students because of the fees, but 
domestic students more and more are demanding, and 
service focused (a lecturer). 
 
A lot of students think of themselves as customers, especially 
MBAs (a lecturer). 
 
Lots of students consider themselves my customers ... it leads 
to a lack of respect and increased bullying from them (a 
lecturer). 
 
... we don’t have the authority we used to have... students 
have more power (a senior lecturer). 
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Students have an inflated sense of authority (a lecturer in a 
foundation subject). 
 
... [it's] their general demeanor in class… life is now one of a 
series of consumables and this distorts their view of their 
education  (a lecturer in a foundation subject). 

 
This last comment reflects the trickle down effect of the marketisation of 

the industry to the chalkface, and the commodification of higher 

education. 

 
The focus for student-customers is on the performativity of 

knowledge - that is to say, education as information which will bring 

immediate and direct benefit. As discussed in Chapter 4, academics’ 

traditional authority has been their accepted right to define and judge the 

meaning and value of their product in terms of their practice’s aims and 

standards rather than those of the customer (Keat 1994; Fulton 1994).  

When the learners’ wants take over from what educators have in the 

past dictated as needs, there is a significant shift in the balance of power 

between educator and student, with the subjugation of traditional 

academic authority to the power of the consumer in what is now a 

market relationship. 

 [As an academic manager] ... I get feedback that students 
have an ‘instrumental’ and ‘customer’ orientation…. I ask staff 
to focus on the traditional relationship and experience, and to 
make it challenging and good enough for all levels… there is 
a wider spread in intellectual quality and orientation [of 
students] these days (an academic department head). 
 
It's just too hard ... learning is seen as a commodity, a 
purchase to be made and this has really changed academic 
work (a lecturer teaching foundation units). 
 
….[students ask] 'is this examinable?', If not, they’re not 
interested and switch off…. They just have an operational 
attitude focused on ‘the job’…they want a job not an 
education (a senior lecturer). 
 
In turning students into customers we devalue the knowledge  
(a lecturer in a foundation subject). 

 
 Interviewees across workplaces identify changes to the education 

production process, and consequently the academic labour process, 
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when students perceive themselves as customers.  The effort bargain, 

traditionally the domain of the employment relationship, is now a 

negotiation between academic employee and student-customer at the 

chalkface. 

When you commodify the product and make them customers 
you have changed the nature of the goods you are selling ... 
there is no effort on the students' part (a lecturer teaching 
foundation units). 
 
They want minimum effort for output at the end by putting the 
workload on the academic to produce powerpoint, websites 
etc (a senior lecturer). 
 
It's a game....students take the position of:  "I want to do the 
least I can" (a senior lecturer). 

 
 Many interviewees indicate that they feel additional pressure from 

students who are full-fee paying.  Academics identify student-customers 

exerting direct and indirect influence on the range and quantity of tasks 

and their timing.  For some academics work intensification as well as a 

loss of control, are the outcome. 

..both postgrads and undergrad students are demanding more 

.. expect to be given more…and have expectations that they 
will be given more (a senior lecturer). 
 
HECS and full fee paying students expect you to be 
available...you can be talking to another member of staff and 
they'll interrupt or call out in public in your time away from 
work (a senior lecturer). 
 
MBA and overseas students negotiate and assert themselves 
as customers (a senior lecturer at a different workplace). 
 
The fact that they [graduate school students] were fee paying 
had an impact  (the head of an academic department). 
 
Students are more aware of their needs and demands … they 
put pressure on academics to meet their needs (a dean). 
 
Students are becoming more demanding ...  there's more 
information being given out ... they want more of your time (a 
senior lecturer). 
 
They make demands, for example "I couldn't get on the 
website", and that's got nothing to do with me! (a lecturer in a 
foundation subject). 
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[Of summer schools]: The students were full fee paying .. and 
very many students were repeating [the subject] because it 
was a core unit, a petrol bowser.  Overseas students were the 
bulk and there was stronger consumer behaviour ... the 
course requirements were seen as peripheral to many of the 
students .. they thought that just being there and paying their 
money should get them a pass  (a lecturer). 
 
They tell me: “I’m paying for this” .. they’re more demanding 
with a focus on results which they think they are entitled to 
because they have paid money … it’s economic rationalism 
and it has destroyed education .. students see themselves as 
purchasing services which puts pressure on you over grades, 
particularly on junior staff (a senior lecturer). 
 
…I must admit .. I do give concessions on extensions and 
resubmissions if they’re full fee paying (a senior lecturer). 

 
 Just how this translates into overt consumer behaviour on the part 

of the student-customer varies from workplace to workplace.  There is a 

range of responses influenced by the relative strength and 

pervasiveness of a customer focused culture at the interviewee’s 

workplace and their organisation’s customer focused policies and 

practices.  As discussed in Chapter 7, overt consumer behaviour is 

influenced by the extent of management’s construction of the student-

customer.   

Students have said, although not frequently:  "I'm paying for 
this" (a senior lecturer). 
 
Students have said "I paid for this"... this is not overly 
exceptional (a lecturer in a foundation subject). 
 
Consumer sovereignty is always “the customer knows best” 
but is problematic for the teacher (another lecturer in a 
foundation subject). 
 
There's been an increase, an explosion in the last eighteen 
months.. a quantum leap in consumer behaviour and you 
have to see this in the broader context of massification, 
devaluation of elites, commodification and cuts  (a lecturer). 
 
A student entered a lift on the seventh floor of the faculty 
building and exited on the eighth floor. A lecturer, irritated by 
the time it took to get to the top floor reported: 
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I said to him, “Couldn’t you manage the stairs?” and he turned 
around and glared at me and said “I’m paying for this ride” 
and walked out (a lecturer). 

 
The experience was different for academics at another workplace. 
 

We do have walkouts, but they’re not obtrusive.. and there’s 
always background talking but it’s a matter of mutual respect 
in the relationship and managing the dynamics  .. good 
communication, listening to others ...  we still have the right to 
exclude them from class (a lecturer). 
 
Students do believe that they have rights, but no one has 
actually said that to me (a senior lecturer). 

 
Interviewees at one particular workplace are highly critical of the 

mandatory use of formal student surveys of teaching performance.  It is 

felt that this performance management tool is based on consumer 

behaviour and reactions to individual grades rather than an accurate 

reflection of academic labour's performance.   

There's flaming [bullying] in evaluations ... There's problems 
with the tool.. and its always a question of when you apply the 
tool.. they tend to be reactive (a senior lecturer). 
 
The [student survey] score is whether or not the student has 
been serviced enough - maximum input from us, minimum 
effort by them .. It's a reaction to personal factors such as 
their marks (a lecturer in a foundation subject). 

 
In the broader context of this research the student-customer 

surveys of academic employees’ teaching performance constitute 

performance appraisal of academic employees and draw customers into 

the domain of the employment relationship: the evaluation of the 

academic employee’s work, traditionally the domain of a supervisor or 

manager; and the incorporation into academics’ performance 

management of student satisfaction performance targets.  Satisfactory 

performance as determined by the customer performance appraisals is 

mandatory for job tenure and for promotion, although voluntary in other 

circumstances. It also contributes to the redefinition of the value of 

academic work, according to customer satisfaction criteria. 
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Student satisfaction surveys have become an enterprise bargaining 

matter in all workplaces. With the exception of one university which was 

in the throes of implementing a student evaluation system, interviewees 

report that student satisfaction surveys are separated into one 

measuring satisfaction with the subject (mandatory to administer at 

management’s request) and another measuring satisfaction with the 

academic’s teaching (voluntarily administered).  However, interviewees 

note that the mandatory subject survey contains questions within it which 

ask about the quality of teaching and give direct assessment of the 

academic’s teaching. 

Students negotiate over the timetable, the quality of 
accommodation, the quality of academic staff members 
lecturing (.. there’s EB agreement for control over subject but 
not teaching evaluations)… our graduate students are a major 
percentage and we can’t afford to have people teaching who 
don't delivery quality product (a dean). 

 
Customer satisfaction surveys are now an integral part of university 

TQM and marketing processes.  They act as a conduit between student-

customers and management, and legitimise student-customers’ wants 

and needs in the service encounter. Student evaluations of teaching give 

effect to student-customers’ indirect control over academic employees 

by setting the agenda for management. Student evaluations of teaching 

also give effect to student-customers’ direct control over academic 

employees as staff respond by self-censorship and increased 

responsiveness to student-customer demands. Failure to do so may 

bring labour into conflict with both student-customers and management. 

 
6.3 FLEXIBLE DELIVERY AND “BELLS AND WHISTLES”: THE 

IMPACT OF RESOURCING ON CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR AND 
THE ACADEMIC LABOUR PROCESS 

 
The fieldwork data indicates that flexible modes of delivery are 

maladapted to subjects with large enrolments of 750 or more.  Customer 

demands fuelled by the expectations created through a university's 

marketing function, cannot be met resulting in overt consumer behaviour 

which has a direct impact on the academic labour process.   In the words 

of one respondent, the "bells and whistles" on client service go off from 
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executive management and the customer relations function, but 

resources are not forthcoming to meet the increased expectations on the 

part of student-customers.  

… Client speak can be rhetoric … the bureaucratic 
mechanisms don’t produce change …no real cultural 
change…not matched by resources. The bells and whistles 
rhetoric leads to consumer behaviour which changes the 
nature of work and collegial decision-making ... there are 
greater resource constraints and performance pressures on 
staff (the head of an academic department). 

 
This is mirrored by comments from the head of department's  academic 

staff. 

We can’t meet their expectations.. we need more resources (a 
lecturer). 
 
Size is an issue in terms of how you deliver ... It's relevant in 
terms of their feeling of how involved you are ... students like 
personal contact  ... size changes the process ... there is more 
customer behaviour in large classes (a senior lecturer). 
 
Size matters .. the 230 that I'm teaching now is a small group, 
interactive and students find a better way of learning  ... the 
admin process remains the same, but students are more 
involved ...  less likely to walk out ... they'll still complain but 
they are more intrinsically motivated and will form a 
mentor/student relationship with you ... there are no requests 
for a review of grade in [this subject] because there's more 
interaction and relationship building so they're less likely to 
complain (a lecturer). 
 
Consumer behaviour is still explicit in the smaller units but can 
be dealt with .. you can meet their needs and you can deal 
with their behaviour (a lecturer). 
 
In the large faculty core units lecturing is unpleasant, 
demanding, not academically fulfilling, pedestrian and relies 
on textbook explanations (a lecturer). 
 
[In the large foundation units] .. tutoring is much better [than 
lecturing] because of the smaller class sizes .. it's more 
stimulating and challenging (a lecturer). 
 
The mass nature of the [foundation subject] changes the 
teaching process because of the organisational constraints .. 
it has to be a one hour lecture to be able to fit everyone in 
[repeated five times in the week] so it’s full of chalk and talk. 
In smaller units you can pace yourself and hold something 
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over until next week if you wish. You can establish closer 
rapport with students in smaller classes (a lecturer). 
 
You’re still in control and directing the process when there’s 
20 – 200 [students] (a lecturer). 
 
There are massive class sizes.. lots of noise.. but nothing has 
changed with small groups, you can still interact (a senior 
lecturer). 
 
[Things that have an impact]:  ....the size and numbers play 
an important part ...  there are diseconomies, not economies 
of scale when classes become too large (a senior lecturer at a 
different workplace). 

 
Academics report a convergence of three factors:  the massification 

of the system and the large class sizes; their inability in large classes to 

meet student-customer expectations because of resource constraints; 

and the consequent rise of consumer behaviour as student-customers 

seek to secure their interests. They identify that the combination of these 

factors changes the academic labour process in large foundation 

subjects, identified to be around 750+ enrolments.  It is not a matter of 

teaching “more” in a large class, but teaching differently, as customer 

behaviour manifests itself in consumer behaviour. As a result, 

academics in several workplaces report that in subjects of up to 1700 

enrolments student-customers seek to exercise power directly over the 

academic labour process and the organisation of academic work in the 

service encounter.   

 

The theme of academics being unable to meet student-customers’ 

expectations, as created by management, is echoed by academics at 

several workplaces. 

I see my job as a service role so therefore I am affected by 
the students’ perceptions of the goods and services which 
they are purchasing from me..for example, work experience, 
life experiences … all the expectations created by [the 
university] by the marketing function ….marketing is a source 
of expectation… I then have to negotiate at the coalface as to 
what I can actually do with the resources available (a senior 
lecturer). 
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Flexible delivery is being projected but the actual process 
involves attendance at sessions and lectures ..the PR people 
sell them [students] the goods based on flexible delivery and 
not flexible learning…flexible learning is not about flexibility of 
choice and delivery.. it is about student centred 
learning…there’s a need to clarify the expectations between 
the material given to students and what is being asked of 
academic staff (a senior administrator from a different 
institution). 

 

By contrast, resource rich units, such as postgraduate subjects with 

small enrolments of less than 20 and even undergraduate units with up 

to 200 students, easily adapt to flexible modes of delivery.   

Smaller classes are more rewarding, interactive, better 
pedagogy, involved, foster small group discussions and the 
use of case studies .. in larger classes you can only offer the 
material, perhaps a synthesis of it but you don't have their 
views (a senior lecturer). 
 
Flexible delivery is more responsive with more emphasis on 
learning rather than teaching .. it’s all about interaction … 
students need to develop independent learning skills and 
flexible learning gives them a deeper and independent 
learning…intensive delivery [block teaching periods] is 
enriching but exhausting but it facilitates learning at the 
highest level and is better than interaction on a weekly mode 
.. and it’s more motivating for staff  … underlying it is that it is 
customer driven because students are our core business (an 
associate professor teaching small postgraduate classes in 
flexible mode). 

 

The pedagogical justification of student choice and student 

centred learning integrate well with the notion of consumer sovereignty.  

The level of resourcing (full time academic staff/student ratios; the 

availability of suitable library material; direct one-to-one access through 

electronic mail technology) means that student-customer wants are 

readily met, with minimum conflict in the service encounter between 

academic employee and student-customer. In fact, academics report 

that flexible delivery enhances the labour process, offering labour great 

flexibility in time and place of delivery which they view as a positive 

change in the organisation of their work. That is to say, within the market 

exchange the vested interests of both academic labour and student-
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customer can be reconciled provided that the level of resourcing is 

adequate to meet customer expectations thereby minimising conflict.  

 

 However, in large resource poor units, the massification of higher 

education means not only work intensification based on volume, but 

academics report an actual change in the labour process emanating 

from student-customers seeking to exert control over the organisation of 

work in order to have their wants as consumers met.   

We have fewer resources, less respect and less general 
satisfaction (a senior lecturer). 
 
When you’ve got fee paying students there is pressure from 
management .. but there’s a real gap between management 
and its expectations and the resources provided (a senior 
lecturer in a different workplace). 

 
The phenomenon of customers exercising control over the 

organisation of academic work is therefore not homogenous throughout 

an institution.  However in large, relatively resource poor units, the 

massification (Marginson 1995a) of higher education means not only 

work intensification based on volume, but also academics report an 

actual change in the labour process. This change emanates from 

student-customers seeking to exert control over academic labour in 

order to have their individual wants satisfied.  

 
 
6.4 CONTESTED TERRAIN:   THE SCOPE OF NEGOTIATIONS 
 BETWEEN  ACADEMIC LABOUR AND STUDENT -
 CUSTOMER   
 

As customers, students seek to negotiate directly with academics 

over a range of issues which impact on the labour process and the 

organisation of academic work.  Several issues such as the timetabling 

of classes and consultation hours (the academic’s weekly work roster), 

the provision of additional information both in electronic and hard copy 

form (effort bargaining), and electronic availability of academics 24/7 

through technology (work roster and work intensification) are traditionally 

the domain of the employment relationship and bargaining between 
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academic employees and their employing institutions.  Other issues over 

which student-customers seek to negotiate go to the heart of traditional 

academic authority and control (for example, the award of grades, the 

number and timing of assessment items and subject content). 

Overseas full fee paying students have cultural expectations 
about negotiating with you and will get into haggling and 
bargaining over half a mark (a senior lecturer). 
 
They negotiate over tutorial allocations. They have work 
demands particularly from employers who are more 
unreasonable........ 
......over the provision of materials, in response to their 
customer demands and what other units and lecturers offer 
.....over marks. There is a direct response, aggressive and 
demanding. 
.... over special consideration .. the guidelines are up for 
negotiation 
..... over information on the exam  ... which pages to study 
..... over your availability in terms of consultation (a lecturer 
teaching foundation units). 
 
They want to negotiate over content, assessment (the number 
of items and weighting) …. They negotiate over timing (the 
timetable and when you get work back to them) and challenge 
over grades….most of the international students will 
challenge, especially Indians, but only good ones will 
challenge if Australian… it’s all part of the culture here at [the 
university] … 65% of the student population is from overseas 
and full fee paying (a senior lecturer involved in teaching 
postgraduates). 
 
They basically want to negotiate over grades and extensions 
... not usually on timetabling… and I’m expected to provide 
power points as a matter of course, and put unit outlines on 
the web … but this is more a marketing strategy for 
prospective students (a lecturer involved in large core units). 
 
Students negotiate over consultation hours which are different 
from what I’m offering, different break times during the class 
and different tute rooms, changes to assessment, their 
workloads, the length of assignments, the marking criteria so 
it has to be laid out exactly ... they want more time to do 
assessment … they want more and more detailed information 
and to be taken every step of the way.. they want you to be 
available by phone, fax and e-mail every day and weekends.. 
they negotiate over grades and marks for assignments, 
resubmissions .. they will want to negotiate over everything (a 
lecturer teaching foundation subjects). 
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First, academics report that students seek to directly negotiate with 

them over the mode of delivery.  It is significant that at one workplace 

students complained to faculty management that the content contained 

in an examination question had only been covered in tutorials, which 

were not compulsory to attend.  The material had not been delivered in 

lectures, did not appear on the on-line teaching site and was not covered 

in the electronic powerpoint presentations of the lecture. Students 

claimed that this was contrary to the spirit of student choice of time and 

place and were successful in getting faculty management to over-rule 

the academic’s position and obtain special consideration in the 

examination.  In effect the student-customers had reinterpreted the 

concept of flexible delivery to mean that unit content had to be 

duplicated in different delivery modes.  Academics report that the 

decision has impacted on the organisation of academic work in two 

ways: academics now need to duplicate material in their delivery (and of 

necessity provide powerpoint presentations for all subjects), thereby 

increasing their workload; they also sense that the frontier of control had 

moved in favour of student-customers.   

Students may choose that they do not want to come to 
lectures which means that we have to double up on web sites 
and have to present information in several forms ... you can't 
rely on just giving it in lectures anymore (a senior lecturer). 

 
Secondly, students negotiate directly with academic labour over the 

timing of when materials will be available in different modes. This is an 

issue across workplaces. Interviewees at one faculty report that all face-

to-face lectures are required to be delivered by powerpoint technology, 

with copies of the lecture slides available to student-customers in either 

hard copy or in electronic format.  The timing of when that material is 

made available is a major focus of on-going negotiation between 

academics and student-customers.  In the resource poor units with up to 

1700 students enrolled, the sheer magnitude of the task requires 

academics to package the lecture slides together with tutorial activities 

and additional readings, and make them available for printing at least 
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four weeks prior to each semester.  In terms of the academic labour 

process, this poses a major intrusion in to what would normally be a low 

point in the semester work cycle and an opportunity for research and 

consultancies. In smaller subjects, student-customers vigorously 

negotiate with academics to have the material 'up front' (preferably at the 

commencement of the semester or at the very least one week in 

advance) thereby obviating the need to attend lectures, if they so wish.  

Some academics resist promulgating powerpoint lecture content prior to 

lectures, as a means of increasing the incentive to attend lectures.   

They demand it ... that everything be on powerpoint and don't 
give us anything extra .. they don't like you to change the 
process  ... powerpoint makes it less interactive and less 
interesting for us (a senior lecturer). 
 
Students see the slide as paramount .. [and] get angry when 
old slides are left on the web (a lecturer in a foundation 
subject). 
 
Powerpoint has changed the teaching process in that 
students demand slides before the lecture and that takes 
away their responsibility for notetaking (a lecturer). 

 

Thirdly, students negotiate directly with academic labour over the 

very content of the material.  In that summaries of lectures have often 

been prepared in advance on powerpoint slides, lecture delivery which 

varies the order of slide presentation or the content of the slides, is met 

with resistance from student-customers. This is expressed covertly in 

lectures by disgruntled murmuring, shuffling of papers and a general lack 

of co-operation.  Lecturers' control over the content is weakened by 

student-customers' resistance to changes to either format or content 

from the pre-prepared powerpoint slides.  While some academics resist 

student-customer influence on their presentations, many academics give 

in to the pressure and abrogate their traditional academic right over 

"what" and "how" to present it. This goes to the heart of consumer 

sovereignty undermining traditional academic authority and freedom. 

 

Fourthly, academics report that students negotiate directly with 

them over value-for-money.  At one workplace, there has arisen a 
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common practice of students leaving lectures and workshops while still 

in progress. The manner of their departure is verbose and designed to 

clearly express to the academic lecturer and fellow classmates their 

judgement as a consumer about the worth of the material being 

presented.  Walkouts are overt consumer behaviour which is directed at 

the traditional authority of the academic.   

There's an expression of disrespect and their opinion about 
value-for-money through walkouts in lectures, coming late or 
not attending ... it's rude behaviour and an explicit 
presumption of students being customers (a lecturer teaching 
foundation subjects). 
 
Walkouts are more prevalent than [when I started] in ’88. 
There’s an aggressive approach by students over marks, 
talking in lectures and there have been isolated occurrences 
of students claiming that lecturers had to comply because 
they were paying our wages .. international students in 
particular have the attitude of “my dad’s paying”… consumer 
behaviour affects you but you become hardened to it (a 
different lecturer teaching foundation subjects). 

 

 A common strategy of resistance from academics is the use of 

humour to neutralise the undermining effects of the behaviour and 

reassert authority (for example, congratulating those students who 

remained because a question on the content would be included in the 

final examination).   

Consumer behaviour affects you but you become hardened to 
it  .. [when there’s a walkout] I just make a joke about it with 
the rest of the group [a lecturer in a foundation subject]. 

 
On the issue of value-for-money, students also complain if classes 

are cancelled or run short of their allotted time. In this sense the 

teaching/learning process is driven by market criteria rather than by 

academic freedom in the content and presentation of the knowledge. 

 

Fifthly, under the banner of consumer rights and customer service, 

academics report that student-customers negotiate directly with them 

over access, irrespective of the consultation hours and response times 

formally set by the academic through either face-to-face consultation or 

through the communication technology.   
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They'll call any time, irrespective of stipulated consultation 
times (a lecturer teaching foundation units). 
 
They want flexibility of consulting times and increasingly they 
want consultation outside scheduled working hours.. Why do I 
comply? Because I’m an educator (a lecturer). 

 

Academics identify this as an intrusion into their time, an 

interruption to their workflow and a disrespectful challenge to academic 

authority. 

 

On some of these issues of negotiation with student-customers, 

academics report that they feel that their management is pressuring 

them to be compliant.   

Pressure for soft marking comes from funding and 
competition pressures ... we all feel it … it’s the culture but not 
policy … you know that if you maintain standards you are just 
going to give yourself more work and pressure, and be driven 
into a fight with the bureaucracy ... It’s a subtle influence … 
informal pressure from management … I didn’t experience it 
so much when I worked for [another university] but I think it’s 
quite common across the industry (a senior lecturer). 
 

There's pressure on you for completion rates of first year 
students  ... we are told that students should be able to pass, 
... but there are differences in assessment techniques, for 
example multiple choice tests (a lecturer teaching core units).   

 
When the academic went to the examination meeting with the final 

grades fitting the faculty grade distribution model she was told by her 

academic manager: 

 ... "you've done better!" .... Implicit in the distribution scores 
and exam review is the assumption of students as 
customers.. the emphasis is on students passing ... implicitly, 
anyone who has submitted all the assessment should pass .. 
and it's been explicitly stated that a graduating student sitting 
a supplementary exam should pass (a lecturer). 
 
In relation to a university's customer focus:  ... there's explicit 
pressures placed on academics....first, consultation ...you 
must have 6 hours per work on 3 separate days in the week 
to ensure adequate coverage for students, and there must be 
evening consultation, even though they have access to you 
24/7 through the technology ... Second, grades have just 
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been released earlier than the schedule.. The published 
release was 11 July but then they [management] required 
them to be available on 8 July in the name of customer 
service ... that meant additional pressure ... there's no 
extension of those dates for academics and it compares 
nicely with the student focus on special consideration for 
them... I had a Saturday exam and the grades had to be in on 
the Tuesday .. I had to work the weekend.  And once the 
results have been published there's even more 
paperwork....And then there's pressure to sit with students to 
look at the exams with them [for those challenging grades 
which she indicated could be as many as 50-60] because the 
grades have been released earlier ... it interrupts with 
teaching preparation (a lecturer in a foundation unit). 

 
Over time, issues that are open for negotiation eventually become 

custom and practice and part of the formal work organisation. 

It's now expected by management that academics will make 
their powerpoints available. It’s no longer an issue for 
negotiation (a lecturer). 

 
In summary, direct negotiation at the chalkface of this array of 

issues brings the student-customer into the domain of the employment 

relationship, negotiating on the organisation of work.  Direct negotiations 

take place between student-customer and academic labour over: the 

mode of delivery; the timing of when materials will be available in 

different modes; the content of the learning materials; students’ 

perceptions of value-for-money; and over access to academic staff for 

assistance and advice. All these things are elements of work 

organisation, namely what is to be done, by whom, when and how.  

Direct negotiation between student-customers and academic labour over 

work organisation is a feature of commercial-industrial universities. 

 
 

6.5 ELECTRONIC MAIL AND THE FRONTIER OF CONTROL  
 

As illustrated in this section, in the context of the student-as-

customer, flexible learning technologies (e-mail, chatboards, voice-mail, 

forums) potentially undermine traditional academic authority because 

they obscure social cues and social distance (for example, the tone of e-

mails and lack of etiquette).  Interviewees report that the technologies 
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also potentially permit student-customers to impact on the organisation 

of work in terms of: work intensification consequent on the increased 

contact and demands from students; the nature of tasks such as 

students raising trivia and drawing academics into administrative tasks; 

and timeframes whereby students expect immediate responses and also 

send tasks via e-mail during weekends and public holidays when 

academics are technically on leave from their employer. The use of 

technology also permits bureaucratic monitoring of teaching quality. 

Management pressures us to use on line teaching.  The on 
line teaching site is simply another criteria for management to 
see that we are doing something (a lecturer). 
 
[With on-line teaching] … your lecture notes are no longer 
private (a deputy vice-chancellor). 

 

The technologies in general, and e-mail in particular, potentially 

facilitate student-customers exercising influence over the organisation of 

work – both the workload as well as the task scope, as well as the 

timeframe. All are traditionally the domain of the employment 

relationship. 

 
 In the resource rich units, electronic mail is used by academic 

labour to customise consultation and feedback through electronic 

discourse with individual students.  Electronic mail is deemed to be 

pedagogically sound in that it caters for individual differences, and an 

intrinsically rewarding act of teaching in that the one-to-one interaction 

contributes to social bonding between academic and student-customer.  

It also eases constraints for both academic and student-customer of both 

time deadlines and place.  The nature of the electronic communication is 

generally academic in content and mutually respectful in tone. 

In the smaller subjects there’s very little e-mail traffic (a 
lecturer). 
 
It’s fairly rare for students to contact me by e-mail  . I get 
probably one a week .. students prefer to drop in … [the 
university] has an informal culture because we’re such a small 
campus .. e-mail doesn’t place extra demands on the lecturer 
… that’s all a load of crap (a lecturer). 

 

 168 



 However, in resource poor units, academics report that they use 

electronic mail as a means of standardising communication en masse 

through group mail lists.  Academics consider electronic mail to be: a 

burden which imposes itself on academics' time and constitutes work 

intensification; a means by which student-customers' requests draw 

academics into administrative tasks; and a technology which changes 

the relative power relations between academic and student.  Electronic 

mail changes the organisation of academic work, namely the tasks to be 

done, when and how. For example: 

As far as I'm concerned, students express themselves as 
customers, demanding services through e-mail ... full fee 
paying students in particular identify themselves to put 
pressure on you (a lecturer). 
 
E-mail is a big issue.....I get between 20 to 50 a day..... there's 
flaming but it's not happening often and I always respond to e-
mail in a non-aggressive way.... I'm grateful that the chatboard 
isn't being used to voice complaints [which she indicated was 
often the case] (a senior lecturer). 
 
The trivial nature of e-mails means that you just become 
another resource (a lecturer). 
 

 Electronic mail facilitates horizontal linkage of academics and 

their student-customers, drawing in individuals from the periphery of the 

organisation. This is consistent with what Dunlop and Kling (1991) 

identify as a change in the relative power relations consequent on the 

exchange of information electronically.  Electronic mail creates new 

social relationships, particularly with its power to link organisational 

members horizontally and draw individuals in from the periphery of the 

organisation, but also it has the power to transform existing 

relationships. 

 

Academics report that they use group electronic mail lists to 

promulgate academic and administrative information, often on the basis 

of a weekly bulletin.  One academic reported that on average 20 

students send individual replies to the subject co-ordinator who is the 

initiator of such a group e-mail. The 20 replies are usually trivial in nature 
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and student-customers expect immediate action by the subject co-

ordinator.   

I run a weekly e-mail bulletin to try and combat the multitude 
of questions on an individual basis  ... I get dozens of e-mails.  
I include a summary of FAQs and the key points for the week 
lecture, and there's added content for my benefit, to make me 
feel like an academic....But it's a problem when I send out the 
weekly group e-mail because I get 20-30 automatically clicked 
back to me... and I get dozens of requests for copies of the 
summaries at exam time, and my response is that they are all 
on the website (a lecturer). 

 
 This academic has since abandoned the practice of weekly group 

e-mails.  In effect, the academic's use of the communications technology 

as a teaching tool was transformed by student-customers into an act 

which sought to occupy both the academic's time and labour to meet 

their individual needs. An unintended consequence is that academics 

describe the electronic communication process as a dehumanising 

experience – of becoming just another resource in the network, rather 

than a professional with status and power based on the traditional role of 

gatekeepers to their discipline. 

 

 Another academic teaching in a large foundation subject reported 

“disgust’ with her e-mail contact with students. There had been a mid-

semester test that week and within 24 hours she had received over 100 

e-mails from students complaining about specific questions, the length of 

the paper or the actual content. Five e-mails complained about the use 

of the term “inextricably linked” in one of the multiple choice questions.  

It read something like: Phenomenon A is inextricably linked to 
(a), (b), (c) or (d). The complaint was that lecturers had not 
covered the management concept of “inextricably linked”!   … 
I’m keeping a record of just how many e-mails and ‘walk ins’ I 
get weekly and I’m going to take them to [the head of school] 
because I don’t feel that management know the time involved 
or the stress… many e-mails are discourteous or even rude (a 
senior lecturer in a foundation unit). 

 
This senior lecturer is resentful that through the technology student-

customers had, in this instance, turned her professional academic role 

into a “customer complaints officer”.  However she states that she knew 
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that if she didn’t contain the complaints, students would have raised 

them with her manager and “interfere” with that relationship (namely, the 

academic manager/academic employee relationship which is the 

employment relationship).   

 

In one large undergraduate subject, as many as 50 electronic mails 

per day are received from student-customers by the subject co-ordinator.  

Academics express the view that the student-customers' ease of access 

to them through the technology promotes contact from students who 

would not normally seek interaction with their lecturer.  The net effect of 

horizontal linkage through the technology is work intensification 

consequent on both the volume of messages received (banking up 24 

hours a day, 7 days a week and over holiday periods) and the student-

customer expectations of immediate reply. 

The frequency of contact with students is definitely increased 
through the technology (a senior lecturer). 
 
Teaching the faculty core unit I get 30-40 per day during the 
teaching week: (a lecturer in a foundation unit). 
 
Of e-mail:  ... it's over the top. I get 50-60 a day and spend at 
least 2 hours a day on them   ... they're mainly frivolous in 
nature but the technology makes it easier to access you  ... 
they're probably unwilling to access you personally, one to 
one, so they use e-mail and require a personal response (a 
different lecturer in a foundation subject). 
 
The content of most e-mails are trivial with the information 
available elsewhere  ...  I think it's a combination of lacking 
maturity and wanting to be told in person ... it's about needing 
personal contact, plus they think of you as just another 
resource, a primary resource (a lecturer in a foundation 
subject at a different workplace). 
 

....flaming hasn't appeared but then most student e-mails are 
of a trivial nature... it's all part of the game (a senior lecturer at 
a different workplace). 

 

 Another feature of electronic mail is increased upward delegation 

(Dunlop and Kling 1991).  For example, a student-customer dissatisfied 

that his electronic mail communication had not been responded to within 
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24 hours by his lecturer, forwarded that communication together with a 

complaint to the academic's supervisor.  The academic was employed 

as a casual, only in attendance on campus two days per week.  The 

student-customer used the communications technology to exert control 

over the academic through her supervisor, yet in a pre-scheduled face-

to-face meeting with the lecturer, only a matter of hours after the 

complaining electronic mail was sent, the student-customer did not raise 

the matter with the lecturer concerned. The technology facilitated upward 

delegation and altered the relative power relations between academic 

labour and student-customer, with the student-customer in effect acting 

as the employer's agent of control. 

 

 It is significant that it is not just the volume of electronic mail 

which is generated by students daily, but also the tone and content of 

that correspondence which seems to change as class sizes grow larger.  

The electronic mail technology does not simply facilitate efficient 

transmission of the message, but impacts on the message itself. This is 

consistent with research that identifies that communications technology 

causes other organisational phenomena (Sproull and Kiesler 1991; 

Dunlop and Kling 1991; Perolle 1991a,b).  In that it physically removes 

the academic and student from each other, it desensitizes the student to 

the social context cues of status and power, and the social norms of 

respect, social distance and unequal power that would normally prevail 

in a teacher/student interaction.  

 

Academics in the larger, resource-poor subjects report that 

electronic mail communication is relatively more frank, with student-

customers often using language which "demands" action from the 

academic to satisfy their wants.  Academics report cases of "flaming", 

the phenomenon of communicators not only using stronger language to 

get their message across, but also being more impulsive in their 

decisions and actions. 

I've had two or three flaming .. full of anger .. really bullying (a 
lecturer). 
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..the tone is demanding, informal and often not even a term of 
address, and it's always urgent.. they want you 'to respond to 
this now'... and there have been complaints about casuals not 
responding to e-mails (a lecturer in a foundation unit). 
 
I will try to model behaviour when I address e-mail .... I will 
respond to poor etiquette e-mails by pulling them up on things 
like tone and spelling  ... they're more casual in writing and in 
spelling, and very demanding about the response time ... they 
may send a message 3 or 4 times in 24 hours (a different 
lecturer in a foundation unit). 
 
They say, 'you told me to do x, and I only got a low mark' ... 
you can't pursue understanding through e-mail (a lecturer). 
 
They come through as a tone of customers not as students, 
for example, I got: “where are the notes you lazy lecturer” and 
“You’re here to service us”  (a lecturer). 

 
There is an example of flaming (bullying) in e-mail correspondence 

sent to a lecturer in a foundation unit. The scenario is that the lecturer 

had gone home at lunchtime due to illness and had not been available 

during the nominated consultation hours later that day when the student 

called. Sick leave is an entitlement under award conditions of 

employment between an employer and employee. The e-mails from the 

student are threatening in tone and content. 

 

Sproull and Kiesler (1991) maintain that electronic mail 

communication may lead to increase self-centredness.  This is evident in 

the content of much of the electronic mail communication between 

academics and student-customers. Electronic mail generated by 

student-customers in the large, resource poor units is primarily focused 

on what academics described as trivial administrative matters such as 

asking for the submission dates for assignments (which are already 

promulgated in both hard copy subject outlines and on the subject 

websites).  Academics estimate that less than 20% of all electronic mail 

generated by student-customers deal with academic content or process, 

with the greatest volume dealing with trivial administrative matters which 

they state place unreasonable demands on academics' time and draw 
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them into administrative trivia.  Academics report that the majority of 

requests are for information which is available either on-line or in hard 

copy format for student-customers. 

... a large percentage is trivial and is in the unit outline (a 
senior lecturer). 
 
Student e-mails generally raise trivial issues, for example, 
“The book isn’t in the library.. why not?” and how to tackle  a 
particular piece of assessment (a senior lecturer at a different 
workplace). 
 
Several academics explain the increased frequency, trivial content 

and frank tone of electronic mail from student-customers in resource 

poor units, as an expression of student-customers' need to establish 

themselves as an individual with their tutor.   

... there were hundreds of e-mails from students ... ease of 
access was a factor ... silly things but they want a personal 
thing with you .... they're wanting contact (a senior lecturer). 

 

Expectations are created by an institution's marketing and TQM 

functions about the quality of service, and the communications 

technology offers the potential for customised service delivered faster 

than ever before. However, there is a poor fit with the level of resources 

(academics' time). The unintended consequences are student-customers 

at the chalkface of the service encounter, seeking to directly exercise 

control over academics' time and the nature of their work.  There is not 

only work intensification in terms of volume, but also upward delegation 

from student-customers and the intrusion into academic work of 

administrative trivia. Academics report that the academic labour process 

is transformed by the mix of: large enrolments; student expectations of 

service which cannot be met with the level of resourcing; and the 

communications technology of electronic mail and chatboards. It is not 

just a matter of an increased volume of work consequent on the large 

enrolments but the academic labour process at the level of the service 

encounter is transformed into a frontier of control and resistance as 

student-customers seek to directly impose their demands for service 
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commensurate with their expectations. An unintended consequence is 

increased stress for academic labour.  
 
 

6.6   "CIRCLE THE WAGONS AND HEAD THEM OFF AT THE  
  PASS": ACADEMIC LABOUR’S RESISTANCE  
 

At the heart of most labour processes (including academe) is the 

counterbalance between control and resistance. “Circling the wagons” (a 

phrase introduced by an interviewee) is common across all workplaces 

and describes the act of anticipating consumer behaviour and devoting 

time and effort to developing systems and policies which will minimise 

conflict.  It is just one form of academic labour’s resistance. 

 

The first act of resistance is the defensive tactic of deploying the 

traditional subject outline in a pre-emptive strike. In all workplaces 

academics report that the subject outline has developed into 7 to 25 

page documents detailing all policies and procedures which the 

academic/student-customer exchange might encounter. They contain: 

definitions of plagiarism and detailed procedures as to how the matter 

will be dealt with; policies on the use of non-sexist language; specifics in 

minutiae about marking and grading processes, including statements 

about the right of the Faculty to amend grades according to grade 

distribution guidelines;  specific marking criteria and rationale for same; 

guidelines and standards on academic writing and referencing (which 

academics identify is a point of contention in reference to grades); 

definitions of critical analysis versus description (again, another issue for 

grades); sample exam papers to standardise expectations of format and 

the degree of difficulty; copies of the standardised assignment feedback 

sheet which students will receive; and attendance policies.   
.. the unit outline ... you have to cover yourself ... things have 
to be explicitly written or you don't have a leg to stand on (a 
senior lecturer). 
 
I use a marking criteria sheet which can standardise enquiries 
and gives you protection when it’s in the unit outline (a 
lecturer). 
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The process is considered by academics to contribute to work 

intensification, however it is worth the effort in order to “head them off at 

the pass”. 

 
A second defensive strategy was the double-dip customer 

satisfaction survey.  One subject co-ordinator in a large foundation 

subject has the practice of surveying grievances held by students 

enrolled in the subject, in the middle of the semester in order to deal with 

any complaints or problems at that point in time, rather than having them 

reflected in the student evaluation surveys at the end of the semester. 

This involves the co-ordinator’s attendance at up to fifty tutorial groups 

(day and evening) across four campuses during a two week period mid-

semester. 

 
A third defensive strategy involves assembling the troops in a 

defensive formation. A different co-ordinator of a large foundation 

subject which has up to 25 casual staff teaching, calls regular staff 

meetings to ensure consistency of approach to ensure solidarity against 

student demands, that is to say the student-customer "bush lawyers" 

who it is assumed will attempt to exercise control on the basis of their 

interpretation of policy and rules.   

 

These scenarios identify defensive tactics as a form of protection 

against, and resistance to, potential student-customer influence and 

conflict – “circling the wagons” and “heading them off at the pass”. 

However, in doing so, academics spend more time on customer focused 

matter and less on traditional academic work. This changes the 

organisation of work, namely the tasks to be done and contributes to 

work intensification. 

 
Defensive strategies targetting the communications technology are 

common and take a variety of forms.  Some academics report that they 

limit electronic access to them by refusing to “boot up” everyday, and opt 

for selective days on which they will reply to student-customer queries.    
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I got e-mails throughout the weekend before the exam .. they 
had an expectation that I was working over the weekend.. I 
didn't answer them this time around, in protest, because I've 
given as much as I can and I'm protesting against 
expectations on me… and management can't find fault with 
them … they support students and not academics (a lecturer 
in a foundation unit). 
 
I was a zealot for IT. I got 300 e-mails a week ... I was on lots 
of staff lists, but I’ve since cut it out and withdrawn   … it’s just 
too time consuming and I needed to reduce my workload (a 
lecturer). 
 

The academic now uses the on-line teaching technology to minimise 

work by giving group, rather than individual responses. 

 

Several academics have discretely turned off their telephone voice-

mail, unbeknown to their managements.  

I try not to answer the phone.. I take it off the hook ..I don’t 
turn on the voice-mail.. and only answer some messages.. I 
turn on the light and leave the office for four or five hours 
(senior lecturer). 

 
A dean reported that one academic employee in the faculty was still 

refusing to use a computer.  

 

Labour’s resistance is also seen in their manipulation of the 

student-customer satisfaction surveys. While there is general resentment 

of student assessment of teaching, academics identify their tactical 

timing of when they administer the surveys.  One academic administers 

the survey during a tutorial which she has structured as light-hearted, full 

of fun and laughter and usually involves the distribution of sweets and 

chocolates. She believes that this significantly increases her score. 

[Of student evaluations of teaching] ...Yes, I use it.  It's 
mandatory at the International School.... unreliable students 
are unable to make a value judgement ... personally, I don't 
put much store in them.. and you don't give them on the 
weeks assignments are handed back  (a lecturer). 
 
I refuse to do them on the core faculty units because of the 
large sizes (a lecturer). 
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I administer them before essay marks come back and several 
weeks after the difficult mid-semester exam (a lecturer). 
 
I always do it in week 12, irrespective.. you don’t do it in week 
13 because you end up with a neutral response from all the 
students coming to the last class for exam tips, but haven’t 
been there for the semester (a lecturer). 
 
Students evaluating teaching is a joke .. students don’t 
approach it in an objective manner … they’re very subjective.. 
I try to administer the surveys in week 12 to capture as many 
as possible  (a lecturer). 

 
Several academics are open about the impact of student-customer 

satisfaction surveys on modifying their behaviour. 

[in relation to student evaluations and their impact on 
teaching] I’m more sensitive during the semester to resolve 
any issues (a lecturer). 
 
I use them on larger units .. they definitely influence what I’m 
prepared to do for them in a semester (a lecturer). 
 

One might also include here the opening scenario to the thesis – 

that of the young associate lecturer concerned about failing students in 

the light of the imminent student-customer evaluation. These comments 

give insight into the subtle influence of the management designed 

customer-satisfaction survey on modifying academic behaviour and 

influencing the organisation of work. 

 

Another resistance strategy involves the minimisation of emotional 

labour by withdrawing all face-to-face student consultation and restricting 

student-customer access to electronic communications only. Two 

academics state that this is a tactic designed to minimise emotional 

labour by restoring traditional academic/student social distance and 

power relations through replying to student communications on their 

terms in a frank, formal and concise manner. 

I don’t have consultation hours.. it’s by appointment only .. it’s 
my way of keeping them away from the door … and anyway 
I’ve got e-mail (a lecturer). 
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 The resistance from this academic to pressures on the labour 

process demonstrates an interesting cycle of control and subsequent 

resistance which is central to labour process theory. The academic is 

under 35 and strongly identifies students as her customers, stating that 

she is comfortable using the word “customer” in the classroom. She 

initially took on all of the tasks in the large foundation subject (co-

ordination of casual staff, telephone and electronic communication with 

students, lecturing and marking). However, the magnitude of the 

workload inhibited her with what she saw as the imperative in her career 

cycle – research and publications.   

... the co-ordination role is horrific. It requires a substantial 
amount of effort far beyond the three hours co-ordination load, 
and the bureaucratic system makes you an administrator 
which really impacts on your research capacity (a lecturer in a 
foundation subject). 

 

She transferred many of the traditional tasks onto the web through 

an on-line teaching facility for the subject. It contains administrative and 

assessment information, a subject forum or chatboard, general on-line 

assessment and on-line debates which are assessed.  In doing so she is 

able to then isolate the management of the subject from the “hack” work.  

A casual assistant lecturer is employed to “filter” the teaching work 

through the technology.  The assistant lecturer handles all forum 

teaching and on-line assessment, and all student contact which has 

been restricted by the subject co-ordinator to the on-line site.  The 

subject co-ordinator will not accept voice mails or e-mails from students 

in the undergraduate subject and insists that any questions must be 

dealt with on the forum. She no longer offers set consultation hours with 

consultation by appointment only which is restricted to consultation in 

her course co-ordinator’s role (not subject co-ordination).  She says that 

in this way she reduces her face-to-face teaching load by 50% but even 

with this strategy in place she spends about one day per week 

responding to the technology.  It is a significant restructuring of work 

organisation as a strategy to shield the academic from direct student-

customer contact and to refocus on the recently elevated career 
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imperative of research output. The consequence is a two-tiered system 

of academic labour along core/periphery lines with differential conditions 

of employment applying to the permanent full-time lecturer and casual 

associate lecturer. 

 

 This fracturing of academic teaching tasks was also reported by 

academics at another workplace.  As with the workplace above, casual 

associate lecturers are employed to do the “donkey” work with the large, 

resource poor units and insulate the permanent core lecturer from 

student-customer contact.   

With the mass undergrad unit of 1800, it takes me ten hours a 
week of donkey work to get through so we’ve put on an AL to 
handle e-mail and chatboards (a senior lecturer). 

 

Consequently, interviewees at both workplaces feel associate 

lecturers, usually casual or short term contract workers, are now 

expected to have more skills and take on more responsibility than 

previously, even though the conditions of their employment contract are 

inferior to that of the permanent core.  As one academic puts it, “they 

[management] want more for less”. 

There’s a greater amount of responsibility earlier on [in one’s 
career] (a head of an academic department). 
 
It’s different from when I started eight years ago. These days 
you get course-co-ordination first up ..you go straight into 
subject and co-ordination roles … there used to be more 
mentoring  …  and it’s not helped by a staff freeze   … and we 
rely heavily on casual staff (a lecturer).     

 

 The strategy of fracturing the teaching tasks, outlined above, is an 

example of a defensive strategy turning to offense.  Similar tactics are 

also evident in academic labour’s adaptation and manipulation of flexible 

delivery at an operational level to meet their own needs. At the 

commencement of this doctoral research in 1999, academic labour 

tended to see flexible delivery to be an imposition on their traditional 

work pattern and many academics expressed dissatisfaction with its 

impact on work intensification and weekly/semester rosters. 
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Flexible delivery has meant a wider spread of hours, both 
nights and weekends, and block teaching in order to enable 
the full-time worker-customer to attend.  It’s all customer 
driven (a senior lecturer). 
 
Flexible delivery involves setting up web sites and chatboards 
... there's a Saturday class offering in place of weekly contact 
... it increases your workload ... you can't take a day off ..... 
and in all of this there's little scope for negotiation  (a senior 
lecturer). 
 
Customer focus means that we run full-time [day classes for 
full-time students] and part-time [evening classes for part-time 
students] for the same subject in the same semester and we 
run them more often .. all the time, which means that you 
teach day and night in the same semester (a lecturer in a 
foundation subject). 

 
However, by 2004 it was noticeable at one workplace that labour’s 

resistance had reshaped flexible timetabling to their own advantage, 

irrespective of student-customer needs. 

  ..the form of work organisation permits academics to have 
longer unbroken work periods (a senior lecturer). 

 
Academics report that in the light of the new research imperatives 

and their career priorities they have a need for intensive block periods 

for research, free of teaching.  Some academics have scheduled their 

semester subjects over intensive block periods, “nine to five” over five 

consecutive days rather than the traditional thirteen week semester 

period. The requisite face-to-face hours are clocked up and the 

academic is free to pursue research tasks for the remainder of the 

semester, with the exception of assessment marking.  A variation of this 

may involve weekend undergraduate classes, “nine to five” over three or 

four weekends. The scheduling is entirely at the discretion of the 

academic, although several academics at this workplace are critical of 

their colleagues’ schedules believing them to be poor pedagogy. The 

dissenting voices are from academics with more than twenty five years 

experience, at the withdrawal phase of their career cycle and close to 

retirement, and who hold a strong view of the importance of teaching in 

the academic role. 
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A variation of this is evident at another workplace where one 

academic who is actively pursuing a career through research output, has 

scheduled his undergraduate classes for completion by the mid-

semester holiday break, and employs casual labour to mark all 

assessment. He openly states that this is a tactic to operationalise 

flexible delivery to free him from teaching and permit him to focus on the 

new research imperative which will prime his career. 

 

Both of these scenarios identify the labour process cycle of control 

and resistance over the organisation of work. However it is noteworthy 

that not all workplaces have the same degree of academic freedom to 

operationalise flexible delivery.  In one workplace, the traditional 

academic manager / academic labour negotiation over rosters has been 

replaced by timetabling software. 

The timetable software programme means that there’s no 
longer any negotiation between worker and manager over 
when you teach …  and the computer doesn’t recognise lunch 
hours (a senior lecturer). 

 
6.7      CONCLUSION 

Chapters 4 and 5 have established that at the industry and 

organisational levels, flexible delivery has been transformed from a 

pedagogical interaction to a market exchange. This has led to tensions 

in the service encounter between academic and student-customer, 

tensions which are inherent in a market exchange.  

 

Chapter 6 has explored those tensions at the chalkface. The data 

identifies the employer and potentially the customer, reconstructing the 

employee (academic labour) and the organisation of academic work 

according to assumptions about customer wants (flexibility and value-for-

money) and the notion of consumer sovereignty. Consumer sovereignty 

potentially displaces traditional academic authority and autonomy with 

implications for the organisation of work and the frontier of control.  
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An unintended consequence of the student-as-customer has been 

the rise in consumer behaviour at the chalkface, and the direct 

negotiation between academic labour and student-customer over issues 

of work organisation (the nature of the tasks and when they are to be 

done).  

 

A student ombudsman addressing staff at one university cited 

research from Australian Tertiary Education Management (ATEM) that 

student behaviour in universities is changing and that there is a rise in 

the incidence of incivility across universities in Australia towards 

academic and general administrative staff.  A common attitude which he 

observed in student complainants was:  “I am paying good money for 

this and therefore I think that I can dictate academic workload, demand 

better notes and better consultation.. that I can set the standard of 

behaviour”  (Forum on Civility in the Classroom 8/6/01).  The Director of 

Student Administration of that same university identified common uncivil 

behaviours of students: “expecting instant everything, and instant service 

as well”; “saying “I’m paying” because they are”; and also “the raising of 

expectations by client services … and it’s hard to deliver especially when 

resources are going down”.  The Director identified students “talking over 

staff, being demanding, being aggressive, throwing forms, yelling, name 

calling, entering staff space such as jumping over counters, alleging 

incompetence, refusing to listen, and aggression coming from the 

student’s partner”. Staff responses included crying, anger, shaking and 

longer term avoidance strategies.  

 

This public forum on incivility in the higher education classroom 

identifies and summarises the unintended consequences of the current 

educational market exchange in some Australian universities:  the 

mismatch between student expectations created by a university’s client 

services and marketing functions and the diminishing level of resources 

at universities’ disposal to meet those needs (this data has identified 

marked differences in consumer behaviour in resource rich and resource 

poor subjects); the rise of consumer behaviour from students in a market 
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exchange based on notions of consumer sovereignty; the consequent 

negotiation at the chalkface between labour and customer over issues 

which have traditionally been the domain of the employment relationship; 

and labour’s tactical response, in the long term going on the defensive 

and putting in place strategies for avoidance and resistance.  The 

actions of sovereign student-customers open a new frontier of control for 

labour. 

 

As one academic puts it: 

 
The main changes to work since the 1980s have been 
changes to the governance system and the decline of 
Academic Board … full fee paying students, student 
performance appraisal and flexible delivery … teaching 
doesn’t count here any more, there’s just an emphasis on 
research. There’s the rhetoric and the reality, but it’s clear that 
you don’t want to put too much time into teaching …. And 
there’s been a profound change in the student relationship … 
the students have changed. They’re mostly international, have 
no work experience and not well read…  It’s all about ‘market’ 
and ‘size’ and the standards have dropped … Students are 
more demanding and take your time, and then we get them to 
assess us! …And it’s changed in terms of the massification … 
numbers are so important.  And it’s changed because there’s 
no pay off for spending any more time on teaching so you 
might as well use the technology to reduce your effort (a 
senior lecturer).  

 
These issues are further developed in Chapter 7 where an analysis 

of the fieldwork data leads to a reconsideration of the traditional bipartite 

employment relationship (employer / employee) and suggests the 

inclusions of the element of customer control (employer / employee / 

customer). 
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Chapter 7 

THE INTERSECTION OF PRODUCT AND LABOUR MARKETS:  THE 
INFLUENCE OF CUSTOMERS ON THE LABOUR PROCESS 

 
7.1 Introduction 
 
7.2 Pre-conditions for strong service cultures in the Australian 

higher education industry: structural reform and cultural 
change  
 

7.3 The managerialist strategy of customer focus as an integral 
element of organisational re-engineering:  
7.3.1 The link between managerial strategies, 

organisational structures and processes, and 
outcomes for the academic labour process 

7.3.2 The construction of the customer: assumptions 
about consumer sovereignty, value-for-money and 
flexibility 

7.3.3 The reconstruction of academic employee roles,  
and changes to the organisation of work and the 
conditions of employment 

 
7.4 The service encounter as the new frontier of control:  the link 

between the social relations of work, work organisation and 
control  

 
7.5 The reconfigured tripartite model of the employment 

relationship:  the employer, the academic employee and the 
student-customer 

 
7.6   Conclusion 

 
 
7.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The fieldwork data presented in Chapters 5 and 6 confirms that at 

the level of the service encounter, customers open up a new frontier of 

control for academic labour. The thesis argues that customer relations 

are no longer merely the output of the employment relationship but  

processes within it, with the anomaly of customer influence on the labour 

process reshaping the employment relationship to a tripartite model. The 

actors in this model are the employer, the academic employee and the 

student-customer.  While the logic of the argument is laid out in detail in 

Figure 7 below, this chapter analyses the fieldwork data to structure and 
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explore that argument. It will progressively analyse each element of that 

model: the industry; the organisation; and the service encounter. 

 
Figure 7:  The Marketisation of Higher Education                       
 
                THE MARKETISATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At an industry level 
                                                     Changes to the global economy 
                                                                           
                                Massive structural change in Australian higher education 
        
      Broad pattern of financial change                    Broad pattern of operational change 
       = treatment of universities more                     = university organisational processes 
         like large private enterprises                        more like those of large private enterprises 
       
At an organisational level
 
The social relations of the higher education workplace are transformed from a pedagogical  
interaction (social relationship) to a market exchange (market relationship) with the  
commodity of higher education delivered as a service encounter. 
 

 The construction of the ‘student-as-customer’ by the employer, with the introduction of  
formal organisational structures and processes which legitimise the student-customer and  
monitor customer service and customer satisfaction levels. 
 

 The reconstruction of the employee by the employer by reshaping academic work with both 
 the conditions of employment (legal contract) and the organisation of work (patterns of work,  
traditional responsibilities and tasks, control and decision-making, wage effort bargain)  
reshaped in response to management’s assumptions about customer needs and wants. 

 
      Assumptions by management that the customer wants 
                                                 
                      Flexibility                   Value-for-money 
(as determined by customer preference)  (as defined and evaluated by the customer) 
       
       
At the level of the service encounter
 
Reconstruction of the academic employee by the STUDENTS-AS-CUSTOMERS as they 
negotiate directly with academic labour at the chalkface over effort bargaining, control and 
decision-making, the tasks to be done, when and how. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
     
                                                                    
        
 

RESOURCE 
RICH subjects are 
easily adapted to 
flexible modes of 
delivery 

RESOURCE POOR subjects (750+ enrolments) are 
maladapted to flexibility and consumer sovereignty 
with the anomaly of customer power arising as 
student-customers seek to negotiate directly with the 
academic over: timing of when materials will be 
available; subject content; value-for-money as 
determined by consumer perceptions; access to 
academics = the organisation of work

THE ANOMALY OF CUSTOMER 
INFULENCE IN THE EMPLOYMENT 

RELATIONSHIP 
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7.2 PRE-CONDITIONS FOR STRONG SERVICE CULTURES IN THE 
AUSTRALIAN HIGHER EDUCATION INDUSTRY: STRUCTURAL 
REFORM AND CULTURAL CHANGE  

 

Australian universities are adopting new forms of organisation as  

a response to higher education policy reforms instituted by the 

Commonwealth Government (DEST 2003; HEWRR 2005).  While the 

context of consumption and the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism 

contribute to changing higher education consumption patterns and the 

introduction of new technologies, both of which are identified by 

academics as affecting the academic labour process, the primary agent 

for changes to work organisation is the push from government for 

financial and operational changes.  

 

Catalysts have been globalisation and the concomitant competitive 

pressures for economic reform across many Australian industries.  

Successive Commonwealth Governments have responded with policies 

which, paradoxically, have increased the power of government 

regulators as well as the impact of market forces through macro and 

micro economic reforms affecting the private and public sectors, 

including universities. As a consequence Australian universities and 

academic labour have been subject to economic rationalism and 

instructional industrialism as part of radical financial and operational 

change in the industry. A consistent theme from interviewees is 

organisational change and market-like behaviour consequent on 

increased competition in the sector, or as two vice-chancellors put it  

(see Chapter 5): 

Diminished funding has led to competition and marketisation 
... marketisation is inevitable.... 
 
 It would have to be Nirvana to be able to escape and resist 
the invasion of marketisation. 

 
Shifts in Commonwealth Government funding policies as noted 

above, have led to broad patterns of financial change for universities, 

including the greater diversification of institutional funding through 

increased entrepreneurship. As one Dean stressed, universities have 
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become isomorphic, emulating successful organisational models in the 

private sector in structure, strategy and culture.  The issues of the 

dot.com URL debate discussed in Chapter 5 are one such example 

although strongly resisted by that university's academic labour. 

 

The Commonwealth Government has also devolved greater 

financial authority to institutions, albeit over declining resources, under 

the banner of public accountability and entrepreneurship. At an 

organisational level, centralised management has further devolved 

financial responsibilities down to departmental level. The fieldwork data 

illustrates the frustration of academic managers at school/departmental 

level having to negotiate with academic labour and student-customers 

over limited resources.  In the case of the student-customers, academic 

managers and academic labour report that the "bells and whistles" of 

their university's marketing function creates expectations in student-

customers which simply cannot be met with the resources now available. 

It is a strategy which Yeatman (1990:172) describes as: 

... subtle strategies of containment of the claims of the ‘highly 
empowered discursive producers’, the higher education 
professional educators.  By devolving responsibility and 
accountability for declining resources to faculty level, senior 
academics are forced to make the difficult political decisions 
and negotiate their way through the consequences. 

 
Financial change and resourcing are key issues in the social 

relations of the university workplace.  Three processes are evident. First, 

the management of declining resources leads to managerial 

preoccupation with salary costs, quality control and the development of 

competitive commercial strategies such as client service. As such, 

strategic planning and resource management become a key focus of 

how university managements address client service (translated into the 

jargon of KPIs, viz. key performance indicators) as they link the KPI not 

only to work practices but also to individual performance (Gibson et al 

1999).  For strategic objectives, as well as for the individual employee, 

client satisfaction is now a key KPI in all interviewees’ workplaces, as it 
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is seen as an indicator of an institution’s competitive edge in the market 

place.  

 

Secondly, at the chalkface where resourcing is inadequate to meet 

student-customer expectations, academic labour must negotiate directly 

with customers over resource allocation and on effort bargaining, 

traditionally an activity confined to the employment relationship between 

employer and employee. The fieldwork data clearly identifies that 

academic labour at the chalkface must negotiate the consequences for 

the organisation of their work as student-customers seek to negotiate 

directly with labour in order to have their expectations of service and 

resources met.  In support of the fieldwork data is O’Keefe’s (2006) citing 

of recent e-mail traffic between student-customers and academic labour 

in a number of Australian universities. 

“It is the second times for me doing this unit. I tried doing my 
best in the final exam last week. However I am still not felling 
confident with my answer. Is it possible to get an extra point to 
pass this subject? Maybe I can do other two extra tutorials, 
because I only come to 10 tutorials? Or maybe you can give 
me an extra assignment to pass?” 
 
“I think in the final exam, I cannot done it very well because I 
do not know that this is right or wrong answers, so I’m so 
worries about that. So, if I fail this subject again, do you have 
any special exams to test my knowledge again after 15 July? 
It is very serious situation. Hope you can understand my 
problem.” 

 

 Student-customers are clearly negotiating directly with academic 

labour in order to gain flexibility with assessment which has ramifications 

for academic workloads – not only dealing with the stream of e-mails but 

also additional assessment items if required. The end result is work 

intensification. 

 

Thirdly, financial policy has also been used by the Commonwealth 

Government as the vehicle for IR reform of the industry, requiring 

specific operational changes at the organisational level and a 

consequent restructuring of the employment relationship between 
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employing institution and academic. Since 2005 with the introduction of 

the Higher Education Workplace Reform Requirements 2005 (HEWRR), 

funding of universities is tied to governance and IR workplace reforms 

such as the introduction of individual workplace agreements (AWAs) as 

an alternative to the collective bargaining processes (EBAs) currently 

used throughout the sector. The tying of specific IR reforms to an 

institution’s funding, coupled with broader financial restructuring of the 

industry based on a university’s outputs as measured by the government 

prescribed KPIs, will have significant impact on the organisation of 

academic work.  

  

However, not all industrial relations changes have been so closely 

tied to specific government legislative changes. The union blueprint for a 

competitive economy Australia Reconstructed (1987) flowed through to 

award restructuring and the Second Tier Principle of 1988 which 

introduced significant work restructuring and flexible work practices (in 

effect paving the way for flexible delivery through summer schools, 

intensive teaching blocks, trimesters and offshore teaching). 1995 saw 

the making of the first higher education industry award which was a 

major step in defining academic work with the determination that 

academics were "employees" therein subject to managerial prerogative 

and bringing the organisation of work within managerial control. This 

brought academic labour into line with other groups of workers in the 

sector. Underpinning these changes was a focus on the management of 

academic labour, which had previously operated in an autonomous craft-

based work model (Tancred-Sheriff 1985). Subsequently they were 

increasingly subject to various forms of HRM and IR processes (viz. 

performance appraisal, discipline procedures, redundancy, probation, 

dismissal). Hort (1997) contends this was the start of managerialist 

culture in Australian universities.   

 

Declining government funding and government pressure for more 

accountability as well as more entrepreneurial activity, particularly in the 

area of research and external income generation have also affected the 
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development of managerial strategy, the academic labour process and 

importantly, the way in which academics see their own role.  For 

example, the centralised control of much research funding through the 

Australian Research Council (ARC) and National Health and Medical 

Research Council (NHMRC) has led to intensified competition for funds.  

An institution’s competitive edge is now seen to be the research output 

and qualifications of its staff, with the consequence that many staff, 

previously recruited under the binary system on the basis of teaching 

skills, have been pressured to obtain doctorates. This was a bitter issue 

for one particular interviewee, a senior lecturer in her late fifties with 35 

years service with the same employer, and who was being denied 

promotion on the basis of her qualifications. She has no doctorate 

although she is a prolific researcher. She had been recruited by her 

university under the binary system, prior to position descriptions for 

academic work, when her qualifications were deemed to be adequate.  

As previously cited in Chapter 6: 

The main changes to work since the 1980s have been 
changes to the governance system and the decline of 
Academic Board … full fee paying students, student 
performance appraisal and flexible delivery … teaching 
doesn’t count here any more, there’s just an emphasis on 
research. There’s the rhetoric and the reality, but it’s clear that 
you don’t want to put too much time into teaching …. And 
there’s been a profound change in the student relationship … 
the students have changed.  

 

There is a direct link here between government pressure for more 

entrepreneurial activity and the way in which academics see their own 

role.  As Miller notes (1995:44) it is a change in the academic labour 

process which has provided "opportunities for some and increased 

stress for many”.  Quoting a dean in an Australian university: 

Flowing from the new system was pressure for more staff to 
be more active in research and the need to generate our own 
funds … to engage in entrepreneurial activities and develop 
fee-paying courses.  (Miller 1995:48). 

 
The doctoral research fieldwork was conducted in two phases, from 

1999 - 2001 and again in 2004.  Academics in 2004 reported major 
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changes to the labour process with inexorable pressure for research 

output as measured by recently introduced annual output benchmarks in 

all their university workplaces. This was not an issue in the earlier round 

of interviews - the intervening factor being the 2003 funding reforms tied 

to research performance (DEST 2003), introduced by the 

Commonwealth Government.  In order to meet Government 

benchmarks, university managements have imposed info-normative 

controls whereby an academic's failure to meet the required annual 

research output (KPI) results in penalties. These may take usually the 

form of additional teaching which is seen as a penalty. The changed 

perceptions of academics and their role, coupled with the development 

of market oriented managerial strategy have implications for the nature 

of the academic labour process - both academics' perception of their 

role, and the operational balance between research, teaching and 

administration.  

 

There are links between government policy decisions to restructure 

the industry to be globally competitive, the impact at an organisational 

level and the subsequent effect on the academic labour process. One 

such link is evident between government pressure for more bureaucratic 

controls over academic labour (a major feature of governance reform in 

HEWRR) and the cultivation of managerialism. 

 

Managerialism, a private sector corporate management approach 

based on strategy, is a primary catalyst in changes to the academic 

labour process (Gardner and Palmer 1992; Hort 1997;  Currie and 

Newson 1998). However, as Miller (1995:50) points out the adoption of 

and commitment to managerialism is not uniform throughout the higher 

education system, although this research clearly identifies it as a key 

force in universities  deemed to fit the commercial-industrial model 

(Warner and Crosthwaite 1995) where it plays an important role in 

organisational culture, strategy and employment relations.  Peter Knight 

(in his foreword in Warner and Crosthwaite 1995:ix) affirms the need to 

consider employment relations in universities in the context of the values 
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and cultures of higher education generally, and the strategies of the 

institution in particular.  Bergquist (1992:3) reaffirms this, maintaining 

that organisational culture provides the framework for the context of 

production in higher education, a context interwoven with an institution’s 

traditional academic culture, educational imperatives and commercial 

imperatives.  For example, the traditional collegial attitude to academic 

employment, still found amongst academics in the long-established 

sandstone universities (Warner and Crosthwaite's universitas 

institutions) is that academics are, in fact, the institution that employs 

them. This view is expressed by older academic interviewees with 

experience of the Australian higher education system prior to unification. 

This potentially gives rise to an elite perception by those staff of their 

relative importance to the institution and a consequent dissatisfaction of 

other staff such as administrators and general staff in the light of what 

they consider to be devaluation of their worth by their employer.   

However, just as academic labour's value and performance is now being 

re-evaluated according to efficiency and effectiveness criteria, so too the 

value has increased of the administrators and general staff who have 

specialist skills such as marketing and educational design which can 

enhance "product" (as one Dean described it).  It is indicative of a shift 

from traditional academic collegial cultures to managerialist cultures with 

strong commercial and customer service values. 

 

Most associate the development of managerialism with government 

policies pressuring for reform and significantly, the Dawkins' structural 

changes of the late 1980s in the form of the abolition of the binary 

system, which moved Australian universities to a central role as a tool of 

economic reconstruction. Smyth (1995) suggests that this is one of the 

reasons that higher education is under pressure, with universities 

assuming a central position in the Australian economy because of their 

role as an economic agent in providing skilled labour. This ties in with 

the convergence between state and university suggested by Lourens 

(1990). The structural changes of amalgamations and multi-campus 

universities had a major effect on the nature and organisation of 
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academic work (Miller 1995:43). In the interviews, older academics with 

experience of both the binary and unified systems raise this as a major 

catalyst for the changing nature of the labour process - the shift from a 

teaching to research focus; amalgamations leading to multi-campus 

teaching and its effects on rosters and travelling; and the disparate 

allocation of resources across multi-campus universities. This is 

reinforced by Miller (1995). In his study comprising one hundred 

interviews with senior academics across Australia, Miller cites similar 

factors as contributors to pressure on academic labour, viz.:  the unified 

national system; adverse economic conditions; an instrumentalist 

approach and pressures; and amalgamations.  

 

However Dawkins' (1988) abolition of the binary system brought not 

only structural change but also cultural change with the move from a 

collegial to a corporate managerial model in institutions and the 

associated values of increasing efficiency and cost saving consequent 

on amalgamations.  The unified system has had a major effect on the 

nature and organisation of academic work (Miller 1995:43) with the 

legacy of the Dawkins reforms criticised for promoting a particularly 

narrow managerial ideology which is quite unsuitable for universities and 

which has displaced traditional collegial culture as evidenced in the 

dot.com debate.   

Managerialism gradually comes to dominate collegiate 
cooperation in the organisation of both teaching and research 
…Research endeavours are increasingly applied to the 
requirements of government or industrial demands.  The don 
becomes increasingly a salaried or even a piece-work 
labourer in the service of an expanding middle class of 
administrators and technologists (Halsey 1992:13) 

 
Hort (1997:11) argues that managerialism, with its focus on 

productivity, efficiency, effectiveness and accountability has clashed with 

traditional academic culture, with its focus on intellectualism, criticism, 

collegiality and autonomy. She maintains that academics have been:  

... transported to a new place.  From ‘liberal education’ and an 
interest in ‘knowledge for its own sake’, they have been 
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moved to a place within society in which they must fulfil 
instrumental and strategic roles (Hort 1997:19). 

 

This is no more evident than in the biting comments from academic 

labour in the dot.com debate (see Chapter 5) where the tension between 

academic labour and the remnants of collegial culture and values "face 

off" with managerialist ideology. 

 

However some interviewees, notably vice-chancellors and other 

defenders of managerialism in Australian higher education maintain that 

the supposed dichotomy between collegiality and managerialism is 

inappropriate, irrelevant and futile:  

…..with contemporary university management seen as a 
complex amalgam of administration, academic decision-
making, financial management, strategic planning and 
marketing collectively taking place in a large organisation with 
multiple stakeholders and subject to ongoing shifts in priorities 
and demands.  To say that an approach to such complexity is 
either managerial or collegial adds little.  One must suspect 
that at times people who wrap themselves in the flags of 
collegiality and academic freedom do so less from 
disinterested motives than from a wish to protect their own turf 
and avoid reasonable scrutiny  (Coaldrake 1996:2).   

 
This doctoral research would suggest otherwise. The rise of 

managerialist culture with the shift in power from educator to 

administrator and the concomitant decline of collegial culture and the 

"donnish dominion" (Halsey 1992) have had significant effects on the 

academic labour process, many of which have been unintended 

consequences and which to date, have not been identified and given full 

consideration (Stewart 2004:30). In the context of an organisation, 

culture provides meaning and defines the reality of a given workplace for 

those who work in it.  Be it organisational culture or occupational culture, 

it offers a collective sense of purpose.  Therefore the dominant culture 

within an organisation will provide the context for production at a 

particular workplace, that is, for the labour process. In those institutions 

where corporate managerialism has supplanted traditional collegial 
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culture, there have been monumental changes for labour, particularly in 

regard to management control strategies (Gardner and Palmer 1992).  

 
Managerialism operates on operational principles (efficiency and 

effectiveness criteria) rather than cultural principles of custom and 

practice, which one would normally associate with a traditional collegial 

culture. Irrespective of the rhetoric of democratic university workplaces 

and collegial cultures, increasingly powerful managerialist regimes are 

characterised by a receding locus of control to university administrators 

who adopt bureaucratic control systems and operationalise them through 

info-normative controls with a focus on target setting and benchmarks 

(Tancred-Sheriff 1985). Braverman (1974) would identify this process as 

the means by which management's abstract right to decide how work is 

to be organised is translated into the actual performance of work.  By 

imposing info-normative controls on what was previously autonomous 

craft-based work, managerialist governance imposes a control system 

by which the labour process is reshaped in accordance with 

management's strategic priorities.  The performance benchmarks and 

targets serve to redirect and re-evaluate academic labour's value and 

performance in line with the new imperatives of marketisation and 

pedagogy delivered as a service encounter. The link between 

managerialism and the employment relationship is made by Malcolm 

Rimmer (in Hunt and Provis 1995:86) who maintains that the 

fundamental tensions in the employment relationship still endure: 

 ... although we are inclined now to rate efficiency above 
equity more than we did in the past.  This is consistent with 
the new managerialism and its efficiency and effectiveness 
criteria (1995:86). 

 
While the imposition of info-normative controls is constrained by the 

organised (e.g. dotti.con "communal upchuck" – that is to say vomitting) 

and disorganised resistance from labour (individual acts of resistance 

such as leaving the office light on and going shopping in the CBD for 

several hours), exposure to market forces and competition generates 

inexorable pressure on university managements to extend info-
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normative controls over academic labour.  Managerialist info-normative 

controls are promoted by government policies such as HEWRR and  

justified on the basis of the need for universities to develop isomorphic 

adaptive strategies of survival: to make universities more like other 

organisations, and academic labour more like other workers.   

 

Academic freedom is one of the casualties. It is at the core of the 

organisation of academic work as one would expect with autonomous 

craft work in which the artisan/s retains decision-making over all aspects 

of production be it at an individual or collegial level.  Bergquist (1992:42-

43) notes that academic freedom is one of the dominant norms of 

collegial culture, offering academics the right to upset the existing power 

structure in the name of social change.  It is interesting to contrast the 

elements of independent work and individualism of collegial culture with 

the team work emphasis of managerial culture in interviewees' 

workplaces.  

 
Managerialism embraces and fosters a service culture.  Analysis of 

the strategic plans of interviewees' workplaces supported this. It should 

be remembered that interviewees were selected from universities which 

Warner and Crosthwaite (1995) would identify as befitting a commercial-

industrial model institution, rising from polytechnic/college of advanced 

education roots.  It was expected that these workplaces would be more 

likely to exhibit market-like values and behaviour, and from an 

examination of corporate plans and employee interviews, this is the 

case. It is consistent with Schein's (1985) analysis of organisational 

culture which encapsulates the process identified in the introduction to 

this chapter, namely the effect of broad structural and cultural change 

spreading throughout the higher education industry, and cascading 

through to managerial responses of adaptation at the organisational 

level, and on down to the level of the service encounter between labour 

and customers.   

 Organizational culture is a pattern of basic assumptions that 
a given group has invented, discovered or developed in 
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learning to cope with its problems of external adaptation and 
internal integration, and that has worked well enough to be 
considered valid, and therefore, to be taught to new members 
as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation to 
those problems (Schein 1985:9). 

 
A key element of this definition which was found to be a strong 

theme in the interviews, is that culture is learned behaviour directed at 

coping with the problem of rapid change in universities' external 

operating environment through adaptation and internal integration of the 

perceived successful ways of doing business. This is no more clearly 

evident than universities embracing and integrating the "cult[ure] of the 

customer" (du Gay and Salaman 1992) into the basic assumptions of 

how universities must now operate. It has already been established that 

universities are isomorphic in their emulation of private enterprise 

organisations, both in structure and culture. In keeping with this, the 

basic assumption of customer service providing a competitive edge in an 

increasingly competitive marketplace has been inculcated into the core 

values of the academic interviewees' workplaces.  It marks a point where 

occupational culture is fragmented by managerialist culture, as product 

markets and labour markets intersect. 

 

  A further factor fragmenting occupational culture (see Nixon 1996)  

associated with the input/output managerialist approach is the increasing 

use of sessional, part-time and casual staff in response to 

management's pre-occupation with staff salaries, although it would be 

argued, contrary to a focus on quality control. The fieldwork data 

suggests that flexible delivery is a key catalyst in this process. A trend 

across the industry, evident at each workplace, is the creation of tutor 

positions attached to the large resource poor units, to efficiently and 

effectively deal with the high volume of electronic communication (e-

mails, chatboards, voice-mail, SMS) generated by student-customers. 

The academic labour process is effectively split between a full-time 

career academic in the core, who withdraws access by student-

customers and assumes a co-ordinating/lecturing role, thereby leaving 

the "donkey work" to a contract tutor in the workforce periphery who may 
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be the sole point of contact for several thousand students in the subject. 

Such positions are usually "teaching only", without tenure or accrued 

benefits of academic study leave, higher degree support, research 

support, career development or travel. They are in effect customer 

service officers, handling customer enquiries. The values attached to 

these peripheral roles fulfilled by casual and part-time academic labour, 

are those of compliance with administrative directives in order to meet 

student-customer needs. This is the pathway to securing their job 

security at the expense of academic freedom and participation in 

collegial decision-making.  The organisation of academic work is 

effectively fractured into the high status career academic operating in the 

security and resources of the core, and the under-class of contract 

academics employed on very different assumptions of skills and 

expectations of benefits, both monetary and non-monetary rewards. 

Flexible delivery through communications technologies is a catalyst for 

the re-organisation/fracturing of the academic labour process in this way.  

One interviewee who was co-ordinating a large foundation subject 

expressed concern that her school-level management had a policy that 

her contract tutor (on a twelve month contract to deal with the e-

communication in the large undergraduate subject) was not included in 

the annual two day residential school retreat conducted at a convention 

resort (operational review and strategic planning, and to act as a staff 

reward) which was taken as a statement of contract labour's value as 

adjudged by operational criteria. This is consistent with Sinclair et al’s 

(1996) study of British schools where the introduction of less qualified 

classroom assistants was a radical departure from the traditional 

organisation of schools on the basis of teams of professional teachers 

operating as colleagues.   

Rather than promoting flexibility through professional team 
work, the logic of recessionary pressure and market 
vulnerability leads to the fragmentation of the workforce into a 
rigid hierarchical division of labour.  The flexibility required by 
managers struggling to minimise their labour costs and to 
maximise their share of the market for pupils is quite different 
from the flexibility adopted by professionals seeking to 
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strengthen their pupils’ learning experiences (Sinclair et al 
1996:654).  

  
This emergence of an academic under-class based on the 

organisation of work (beyond the traditional permanent versus contract 

academic worker) defies the notion of a single academic occupational 

culture, implicit in the collegial versus managerialist debate.  Hort 

maintains that such a single academic unified culture can be identified 

from the literature with a group of core values including:  

.... intellectualism, the centrality of learning, criticism of ideas 
and of society, academic freedom, autonomy and collegial 
decision-making (Hort 1997:12).  
 
However, these core values are not part of the occupational culture 

of the under-class of academics created by flexible delivery.  Becher's 

classic Academic Tribes and Territories (1989) supports the view of a 

fragmented academic culture but contends that it is consequent on 

different disciplines which reflect different educational values, teaching 

orientations and lifestyles, and as such, he argues for distinct faculty 

cultures (1989:33).  Such a view is supported by Meek (1995) who 

deems the discipline, not the institution or occupation, to be the primary 

focus of academic culture and Bergquist (1992) who identifies four 

cultures in American higher education:  collegial, managerial, and the 

newer cultures of developmental and negotiating culture.  So there is 

precedent in the literature for maintaining a fracturing of a single unified 

academic culture. Australian researcher Taylor (1996) reaffirms diversity 

within the academic occupation, this time based on the diversification of 

teaching modes with an emphasis on flexible delivery options and the 

use of technology, and academic teaching practices. Taylor identifies 

three groups within academic labour which exhibit different values, 

approaches and agendas which are reflected in their choice of teaching 

modes.  However, the key word here, as with all of the above models, is 

"choice".   

 

The interview data which identifies the academic under-class 

suggests that it is contrived and implemented by management as a 
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means of efficient and effective resource deployment. Management 

reshapes the academic labour process to reduce the relatively high 

costs of academic labour and to achieve a customer service focus.  The 

employment relationship (both the legal contract of employment with its 

prescribed conditions, and the day-to-day organisation of academic 

work) are the means by which management controls contract academic 

labour to achieve this cultural and structural shift in the academic labour 

process in order to meet its operational needs and perceptions of 

customer wants.   By creating the academic under-class as customer 

service officers employed solely to meet the needs of large numbers of 

student-customers enrolled in foundation subjects,  management is 

using a maladapted response of Taylorism in the electronic classroom to 

meet the expectations of student-customers of customisation and 

individual service.  Although the focus for management is on operational 

needs, the unintended consequences for labour which are neither 

acknowledged nor explored by management or unions, are the further 

fracturing of academic collegial culture, this time on the basis of flexible 

delivery, with the unintended consequence of the creation of an 

academic under-class. 

 

In summary to this point, globalisation has triggered structural 

change across the Australian higher education sector.  Successive 

governments have used the budgetary mechanism as an alternative 

market mechanism to place pressure on the sector for: broad financial 

change with greater diversification of institutional funding through 

increased entrepreneurship; and, operational change in organisational 

climate, organisational re-engineering, governance and managerialism.  

As a consequence, universities and academic labour have been brought 

into line with economic rationalism and higher education's new primary 

role of economic agent. The reforms have demanded enhanced 

competition and increased public accountability, hailing the catchcries of 

accountability, flexibility and customer focus.  
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Figure 8 below summarises these changes.  It is the first element of 

the Marketisation of Higher Education model (see Figure 7) presented 

earlier in this chapter and captures the industry level response to 

globalisation and broad structural change in the Australian economy.  In 

keeping with Burawoy’s method it has a macro-level focus which offers a 

context for understanding the anomaly of customer influence in the 

employment relationship. The remaining two elements of the model, 

namely the organisational response to marketisation and the effects at 

the level of the service encounter, are now discussed. 

 
 Figure 8 :    The Industry:  The First Element of the Marketisation Model 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At an industry level                       
Changes to the global economy → Structural change in Australian higher education 

 
(1) Government retreat from the welfare state led to diminished government funding bringing:  

universities and academic labour in line with economic rationalism; and the emergence of 
instructional  industrialism in which higher education's role changed from that of socialising 
equalizer to economic agent. 
 

(2) Broad structural change in five major areas:  the massification of higher education; the  
marketisation of the sector and ensuing competition between institutions; changes to    
higher education consumption patterns; the commodification of education consequent on    
marketisation; and the administration and management of institutions (managerialism). 

↓      ↓ 
Broad pattern of financial change      Broad pattern of operational  
         change 
Greater diversification of institutional funding   Massification of higher education and 
through increased entrepreneurship                 sector-wide restructuring in line with 
      wider public sector reforms demanding  
      enhanced competition and increased 
      public accountability (the catchcries of 
      accountability, flexibility and customer 
      focus) 

 
    =  treatment of universities more                = university operations more like    
        like large private enterprises                 like those of large private 
          enterprises 
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7.3 THE MANAGERIALIST STRATEGY OF CUSTOMER 
 FOCUS AS AN INTEGRAL ELEMENT OF ORGANISATIONAL 
 RE-ENGINEERING 

 
7.3.1 The link between managerial strategies, organisational 
 structure and processes, and outcomes for the academic 
 labour process 

 
The second element of The Marketisation of Higher Education 

model (see Figure 7) focuses on the organisational level.  It analyses the 

strategic responses to the marketisation of the industry by university 

managements as the strategic directions which they set for their 

institutions. 

 

 From managerialism comes competitive strategy.  The focus of this 

research is the impact (especially the unintended consequences) of 

management strategy, specifically customer strategies, on the 

employment relationship.  All interviewees identify customer focused 

strategies in their workplaces as significant factors in shaping the nature 

of their work, and in particular, influencing the relative power between 

academic labour and the student-customer.  Although significant in the 

workplace, the customer is rarely a dominant theme in the IR literature.  

It does however appear, for example, on the effects on employees of 

customer care and quality improvement programmes, and also in studies 

of emotional labour. Knights, Noble, Willmott and Vurdubakis (1999b) 

explore how aspects of consumption form part of the conditions of work 

for employees; viz.  managers’ understanding of the consumer, and how 

this is translated into particular configurations of technology, 

organisational structures and the organisation of work.  This is consistent 

with what du Gay and Salaman (1992) see as the trend since the late 

1980s towards placing customer relations at the centre of organisational 

restructuring and practice.  Although focusing on internal organisational 

relations (purchaser/provider) they identify "the culture of the customer" 

as a key element, which in effect replaces established, stable 

bureaucratic systems of control with managerialist control systems 

geared to market-like behaviour and outcomes. 
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This discourse has fundamental implications for management 
attempts to define working practices and relations, and 
ultimately, has impact on the conduct and identities of 
employees (du Gay and Salaman 1992:615). 

 
Interviewees tend to support this view.  Academics with more than 

ten years service, usually in the 35 age plus bracket, consider their 

university management's construction of the student-as-customer as 

being external to their own internalised disciplinary and pedagogical 

values and as being imposed upon them as part of their university 

management's strategy of developing client focused cultures as an 

adaptive strategy of survival.  They are sceptical of the merit and likely 

success of such strategies and resentful of the change which it brings to 

their control over the labour process and to the daily routine of work 

itself. It is within this group that the starkest difference in work 

organisation can be identified between what was custom and practice 

based on collegial cultures and teacher-centred work organisation 

prevalent during the binary system era, to the student-customer centred 

focus of the 1990s and beyond, as fashioned by management.  It is also 

within this group that one finds the greatest resistance to flexible delivery 

as both a marketing strategy and a form of work organisation. 

 

One might expect such a response from this age group which has 

experienced significant change in the labour process, through the 

development of Australian higher education since the 1970s from an 

elite to a mass system. The change to a mass system has brought three 

critical factors into play which have changed the academic labour 

process, partly as a result of managerial strategy to develop stronger 

service cultures.  

 
 In the first instance the change to a mass system brought with it a 

shift from subject-based teaching to student-centred learning, namely 

moving away from academic producers, that is, moving from subject to 

students.  
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These shifts redefine the authority of the teacher’s role to that 
of a facilitator who provides academic services, of which the 
once hegemonic function of passing on discipline-based 
knowledge is only a subordinate part (Scott 1995a:162). 

 
 They are justified by the need for a greater sophistication and 

complexity of administrative systems to cater for mass university access 

(for example, credits, modular course design, distance education) and 

the justification for tighter control of academic output through prescribed 

objectives and quality assurance schemes (Scott 1995a). The previous 

emphasis on student learning as an outcome of the labour process and 

external to the organisation of work agreed upon by employer and 

employee, subtly shifted to afford students a predominantly more central 

role, although still external to the formal employment relationship. 

 

The shift from subject to student also heralded a changing attitude 

to the value of knowledge and of the knowledge disseminator. As 

previously discussed, it was to be later identified as the “performativity” 

(Usher et al 1997) of knowledge however at the point of unification of the 

system, it was taking an embryonic form of challenging traditional 

academic authority as gatekeepers to their discipline. Academic 

interviewees are resentful at their perceived loss of power and their 

changing role from academic to facilitator of academic services – “just 

another resource". 

The older idea of learning by doing has been subsumed into 
the novel idea that all worthwhile knowledge arises, and 
useful skills develop, within a terrain of (often contested) 
negotiation rather than as the result of a process of 
authoritative transmission (Scott 1995a:162). 

 
The mass system, accompanied as it was by initial co-contributions 

through HECS and later, full fees, formally empowered students as 

customers.  Passmore (1997) and Gaita's (2000) concerns about the 

ability of the new "en-masse" student entering university to make 

intellectual decisions and choices was discussed in Chapter 1. It is 

generally recognised by academics that many of their students require 

increased: 
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.... guidance and counselling, which can empower students 
but can also be used as a discreet means of academic 
surveillance (Scott 1995a:162). 

 
Hence the introduction by university managements of student 

ombudsmen roles, student chat boards, formal electronic subject forums, 

formal student consultation hours and a range of electronic 

communications technology linking student to academic. 

 

 These examples provide a clear indication that "managerial 

strategies are the conceptual linkage between structure, action and 

outcome" (Dent 1991:113).  In terms of the data presented in this 

doctoral research, managerial strategies of customer service are the 

catalyst for structural and procedural change with the intended outcome 

of quality customer service, customer retention and thereby, 

organisational survival. However this research identifies unintended 

consequences in the outcomes for academic labour.  While the intention 

of management may be the development of product markets as an 

integral strategy of organisational competitiveness, there is of necessity, 

an intersection with the internal labour market and a transformation of 

custom and practice, and the power relations which lie at the heart of the 

organisation of work. Management strategies do not immutably 

determine outcomes.  They are merely a game plan to mediate between 

the demands of capitalism and the market economy, the aspirations for 

growth and survival of the enterprise, and the labour process. 

Organisational theory (Hofstede 1991; Schein 1985; Strauss et al 1963) 

reinforces the unlikelihood of organisational change in any bureaucracy 

being implemented with predetermined precision according to blueprints, 

or implemented without resistance from labour, perhaps both 

management and employees. Also, it cannot be assumed that 

management acts as a unified body, with the same intent, commitment 

and strategic direction and it certainly cannot be said that labour is 

necessarily the focus of its corporate functional strategies. The disparate 

and pragmatic nature of managerial decisions is evident in one university 

workplace which introduced trimesters to accelerate progression, only to 
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find that students reverted to enrolling in one subject rather than two in 

each session thereby decelerating their graduation. Flexibility on the 

assumption of student choice for accelerated progression was the intent 

of that university's management, however the consequence of work 

intensification fell on academic labour. 

 

From the fieldwork data there is a curious paradox that on the one 

hand management strategies are technically directed to achieving pre-

determined outcomes through a highly controlled process, but on the 

other hand they do not necessarily determine outcomes. This is for 

several reasons. First, blueprint outcomes for client satisfaction are 

rarely achieved, with resistance from academic staff and academic 

management a significant factor in ameliorating strategy at the 

operational level. For instance, the fieldwork (see Chapter 6) identified 

academics who refuse to use a computer, switch off their voice-mail and 

leave their office for hours at a time to pursue personal business. The 

human factor in resisting organisational change is well documented in 

the literature. 

 

Secondly, the isomorphic assumption of a 'win-win' situation with 

the "cult[ure]" of the customer (du Gay and Salaman 1992) is 

unwavering from university managements.  It is assumed that elevating 

students to the status of customers will result in a competitive edge for a 

university - a 'win-win' (as evidenced in mission statements and KPIs).  

On two fronts this assumption is significant to this research.  At the very 

least there needs to be 'win' (enterprise/employer), 'win' (customer) AND 

'win' (employee) - recognition that when education is governed by 

consumer orientation and consumer satisfaction, higher education 

processes become reconstituted as a relationship between producer 

(employing institution and academic labour) and consumer.  This brings 

major structural and cultural change to the conventional academic labour 

process with higher education then delivered as a service encounter 

between academic labour and student-customers. The market 

relationship is the reality, although strongly resisted by older academics 
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several of whom emphatically state that students are their employer's 

customers, not their own.  On another front, 'win-win' and the isomorphic 

assumptions about how universities must emulate the market model of 

private enterprise operations is incongruous with the social processes in 

which the production of knowledge are embedded (Rooney and Hearn 

1999; Marginson 1995a, 1995b). As social processes, the creation and 

dissemination of knowledge are unsuited to a market model in which the 

production process focuses on input/process/output rather than the 

actors within it. In the social processes of education, the 

input/process/output model operationalised by managerialism creates an 

adversarial relationship rather than the traditional 'win-win' pedagogical 

outcomes of mutually beneficial and co-operative learning. An 

adversarial hostility towards students from academics who feel 

inadequately resourced by management for the task, is a theme 

throughout the fieldwork data.  There is the potential to undermine the 

social foundation on which the production and dissemination of 

knowledge are built, in the name of customer service through info-

normative systems which seek to control academic labour.    
 

There is a third way in which unexpected outcomes and unintended 

consequences may arise from managerial decisions. The management 

strategies of the unified system, with their focus on inputs/outputs signify 

an important shift for universities as elite institutions to organisations 

competing to find fit with their organisational environment through a 

greater response to student demands. As identified in the fieldwork (see 

Section 6.3), in the mass, resource poor foundation subjects across 

institutions inputs are invariably inadequate for academic labour to meet 

student-customer desires which leads to the unintended consequences 

of poor client satisfaction outcomes and pressure academics. While the 

focus of management's strategy is improving client satisfaction and 

retention justified on the basis of increasing profitability by reducing the 

cost of customer defection, there are significant unintended 

consequences for academic labour, with school/department level 

management either unwilling or unable to secure the level of resources 
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which would facilitate academics meeting the increasing demands of the 

student body.   This can be understood in terms of: 

... the primary orientation of the managerial strategies [are 
geared]  towards the objectives of cost reduction, increasing 
flexibility, improvements in quality and the enhancement of 
management control  (Dent 1991:113).   

 
 It is in this scenario, where resourcing is inadequate such that 

student-customers negotiate directly with labour for effort and resources, 

that one can identify customers as management’s agent of control over 

labour (see Section 6.4 of the fieldwork data).  Although not 

homogenous throughout the industry (commercial-industrial model 

institutions) or even within institutions (mass foundation subjects up to 

2,000 students), it is nevertheless an anomaly of customer influence in 

the employment relationship, which is clearly an unintended 

consequence of the development of client service cultures.  Customer 

focused managerial strategies seek to re-engineer the organisation 

through structural, procedural and cultural change to build competitive 

advantage (see Section 5.3.2 of the fieldwork data).  However, with the 

construction of the student-as-customer there are unintended 

consequences for the labour process as consumer sovereignty and the 

labour process intersect (see Section 6.3 of the fieldwork data). 
 
7.3.2 The construction of the customer:   assumptions about 

consumer sovereignty, value-for-money and flexibility 
 
Management makes assumptions about its customers which are 

then expressed in particular technological forms and in the organisation 

of work (Knights et al 1999b).  This is the link between consumption, 

production and the labour process and is an ongoing point of tension in 

Australian higher education between producer (academic) needs versus 

consumer (student) desires (Lourens 1990). As illustrated in the 

fieldwork (see Section 5.3.1) it is a major theme of the doctoral research 

data and important to an understanding of flexible delivery as a 

marketing strategy (consumption), a pedagogy (production system) and 

a form of work organisation (the labour process). An unintended 

consequence of the new customer focus of Australian universities which 
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has gone largely unrecognised, is the interplay between consumption, 

production and the academic labour process which is developing into the 

foundation of a newly emerging form of the employment relationship, in 

which customer relations and employment relations intersect. The 

intersection is evident at both the organisational level (employer-

academic employee relations) and at the level of the service encounter 

(customer-academic employee relations).  

 

This construction of the customer represents a general 

reconfiguration of social relations in the academic workplace.  By 

constituting students as customers, academic managers make 

assumptions about their student-customers.   

 

The first assumption that managements make is that student-

customers value convenience and flexibility as primary factors in the 

choice of their institution, consequent on longer working hours and the 

pursuit of careers and family.  For higher education "convenience and 

flexibility" are translated by management into the technological form of 

flexible delivery. Of necessity there are changes to the organisation of 

academic work with a changing academic work pattern in response to 

customer preference, negotiated through enterprise bargaining 

processes and individual contracts. The fieldwork data (see Section 

5.3.1) identifies the introduction of trimesters, summer schools, intensive 

block periods of delivery, weekend delivery and off shore teaching 

blocks with partner institutions.  While on-line delivery has the potential 

to free academic labour from a physical presence in the classroom to 

labour's advantage, it is also being used by management as a tool of 

work intensification, with academics reporting management's insistance 

for continued on-line teaching, even during periods of official sick leave 

or overseas sabbatical leave.  Increasingly the contemporary academic 

shop is open 24/7. 

 

The second assumption, which managements make about their 

student-customers, is that they expect better value-for-money. Value-for-
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money is a perception adjudged by the customer based on individualistic 

and profit maximising criteria.  It gives rise to consumer sovereignty and 

consumer behaviour which are legitimised through a university's formal 

organisational processes.  The fieldwork data (see Section 5.3) identifies 

as integral to the operations of commercial-industrial universities: 

performance targets and measures of customer satisfaction levels at the 

strategic organisational level which flow through to the appraisal of 

academic labour at an individual level; customer focus groups, surveys 

and intra-organisational conferences and workshops on "the student 

experience"; student-customer evaluation of subjects and more 

specifically of an academic's teaching, with one university currently 

trialling compulsory teaching evaluations at one of its campuses 

(previously as part of enterprise bargaining negotiations at most 

universities student evaluation of teaching was a voluntary act although 

required for tenure and promotion); the internationalisation of the 

curriculum to facilitate integration of overseas full-fee paying students; 

the student complaints officer role of student ombudsman in several of 

the workplaces; and direct student-customer access to senior 

administrators through chatboards and e-mail.  On this last point, the 

fieldwork highlighted technology's potential to change the power balance 

of existing social relationships through linking people horizontally, (that is 

to say enabling students who are at the periphery of the organisation to 

become more visible and involved in decision-making), and through 

facilitating upward delegation by students to management.  It has been 

deemed to be the “end of the ivory tower” (O’Keefe 2006) with e-mail 

now providing a direct conduit from student-customer to academic.   

As more fee-paying students populate the nation’s campuses, 
teachers are becoming besieged by their so-called customers. 
And with lecturers’ email addresses displayed prominently on 
the web page biographies, they are seen as fair game … Fee 
payers bring a new kind of pressure and 
expectation…”Students are now our clients… and they are 
frequently expecting increasing service and quick response 
(O’Keefe 2006:30). 
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 Student-customers want value-for-money and e-mail technology 

offers one tool for pressing their claims. 

 

Pliskin, Romm and Markey's (1997) account of how e-mail was 

used as a weapon in an industrial dispute by Israeli academics reaffirms 

the power of e-mail to alter the balance of power in the employment 

relationship. Where the pursuit of value-for-money and consumer 

expectations of quality intersect, there is another dimension of change to 

the labour process.  E-learning product development leads to a blurring 

of the demarcation between traditional academic and non-academic 

work, between academic labour, educational designers and technology 

experts.  Whereas once the design, content and delivery of a subject 

were the sole domain of academic labour, academics now work under 

the direction of administrative specialists who have skills to enhance 

"product", thereby making it more attractive and acceptable to student-

customers not only in pedagogical terms, but more importantly in 

marketing terms. There are implications for the traditional academic 

labour process, in the name of quality and value-for-money.  

Interviewees at one workplace identify the increasing scrutiny of their on-

line study guides by educational designers in the administration, who 

change content, format and may often require major alterations to the 

study materials prepared by the academics. Similarly, academics at one 

workplace report that e-forums are controlled by the Forum Master, an IT 

administrator in the on-line learning centre.  The Forum Master controls 

the opening and closing of the forum (the academic's virtual classroom) 

attached to a subject (usually closed 30 days after the conclusion of the 

formal teaching period although students still have and expectation of 

service from the academic); monitors each subject forum and where 

considered there is a tardy response from the academic teacher to a 

student enquiry, contacts the academic directly and instructs them to 

respond; and generates semester reports to academic management on 

the frequency of access and postings by academics teaching a particular 

subject (info-normative control). These are expressed in terms of raw 

frequencies (e.g. of 162 postings, the academic teacher posted 45% of 
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messages, students posted 55%) and give no indication of the content, 

comprehensiveness or quality of the teaching direction given by the 

academic. On the basis of this data, academics report that at that 

particular workplace management is considering performance managing 

academics' on-line contribution to their subject by setting minimum % 

targets for academic-student interaction, to be monitored by the Forum 

Master and reported to management.  

 

On-line teaching has in effect fractured the traditional academic 

authority over the content and delivery of material which goes to the 

heart of the academic labour process, as well as facilitating the 

surveillance of an academic's e-classroom. It is a weakening of 

academic labour’s traditional power in the labour process and the 

introduction of info-normative controls consequent on management 

reconstructing the academic employee to find best fit with organisational 

strategies of survival based on customer satisfaction. It is consistent with 

Braverman’s (1974) belief that “the application of technology, speed-up, 

Taylorism, fragmentation and routinisation strategies intensify labour, 

increase productivity and extend the control of most non-manual 

occupations in ways which parallel the experience of manual workers” 

(Smith, Knights and Willmott 1991:3).  It is also consistent with Jones' 

(1999) research into call centres where it was found that the new 

technologies were justified on the basis of improving the quality of 

product, however this was achieved by improving the quality and 

quantity of management information on what staff do and the rate at 

which they work thereby facilitating increased management control and 

monitoring of labour and the work process.  It is clear that in higher 

education, there is the potential through the new on-line delivery for the 

technology to provide data on academic employee responsiveness to 

customer demands (e.g. response times to electronic student-customer 

queries and the actual content) such that managers can "more closely 

police those in their employment" (Jones 1999:7). 
 

 213



In summary to this point, the construction of the student-as-

customer leads to significant operational change. As consumers of 

education, students (both domestic and international full-fee paying) are 

assumed by university managements to be profit-maximising, more 

discriminating, more demanding and less loyal. Therefore in a 

competitive higher education industry management must develop 

“product” which will attract student-customers as they shop around. 

Management makes the key assumptions about its customers that they 

want flexibility and value-for-money which are key design and marketing 

features of “product”. However, the pursuit of value-for-money, as 

adjudged by the customer, leads to formal organisational structures and 

processes which legitimise and operationalise consumer sovereignty in 

direct competition to traditional academic authority. The pursuit of 

flexibility, as determined by customer preference and choices, leads to 

changes to academic work patterns and to the nature of the work itself.  

 

The outcome of constructing the student-as-customer is in essence 

what Marx called “commodity fetishism” - the confusion of social 

relationships with exchange relationships. The key element in relations 

between universities becomes competition, while the key element 

between universities, their employees and their students becomes 

customer choice.  This interpretation is in line with Ball’s (1993;1994) 

analysis of power relations in United Kingdom schools.   

 
7.3.3 The reconstruction of the academic employee roles, and 
 changes to the organisation of work and the conditions of 
 employment 
 

In effect, production systems are reconfigured to the user’s needs 

rather than those of the producer with academic work being reshaped for 

best fit with management’s assumptions about the need for flexibility and 

value-for-money. Consequently, the academic employee is 

reconstructed by management to align with the new organisational 

imperative of customer focus and customer-friendly and market-

responsive production systems. The conditions of academic employment 
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as negotiated in the legal contract of employment, are negotiated directly 

by employer and employee (or their representatives) but incorporate 

customer wants of flexibility and value-or-money as the basis for 

negotiation.  Both the conditions of employment (legal contract) and the 

organisation of academic work (patterns of work, responsibilities and 

tasks, control and decision-making, wage-effort bargain) are therefore 

reconfigured in response to management's ambit claim for flexibility and 

value-for-money from academic labour. These assumptions form the 

boundaries within which employer/academic negotiations must abide.  

Formal enterprise negotiations and informal negotiations over the 

organisation of work and their outcomes, are influenced by customers, 

albeit indirectly through management’s assumptions about how to meet 

their needs to secure their custom and indeed secure organisational 

survival and growth.   

 

It is curious that while flexible delivery is readily identified by 

universities as a pedagogy and marketing strategy there is less 

recognition by administrations that it is also a form of work organisation 

which profoundly affects the labour process. Managements formally 

negotiate flexibility through agreements but do not recognise the 

profound unintended consequences of it as a form of work organisation. 

The interview data identifies: the extension of university trading hours to 

incorporate a wider span of hours on weekdays and the inclusion of 

weekends;  the extension of university teaching weeks with the 

introduction of trimesters;  mandatory off-shore teaching duties (if 

required by management) in support of flexibly delivered courses at 

partner institutions; mandatory student evaluations of teaching  

(facilitated by electronic survey of student cohorts through e-mail);  the 

negotiation of teaching only contracts for low level tutorial staff servicing 

electronic forums and communications; and the introduction of 

performance management for academics incorporating mandatory 

satisfactory performance in teaching as well as minimum research 

output.  The outcome of negotiations is therefore a change to hours, 

remuneration and the control of work which swings the balance of power 
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towards consumers and away from producers.  This is consistent with 

Knights et al’s (1999b:10) contention that this swing has occurred and is 

more or less permanent. 

 

Figure 9 below consolidates the second element of the 

Marketisation of Higher Education model (Figure 7), namely the strategic 

responses by university managements to the pressures of marketisation 

– the organisational level response. As discussed above, industry-wide 

change places pressure on university management to effect operational 

change at the organisational level based on the ‘win-win’ paradigm of 

customer focus.  The consequence of management assumptions that 

their customers want flexibility and value-for-money is the reshaping of 

academic work for best fit with the new strategic direction.   
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Figure 9 :   The Organisation: The Second Element in the Marketisation Model 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At an organisational level     
Operational change at the organisational level  → The reshaping of academic work for  
                                                                                      best fit with an organisation's  
                                                                                      strategic directions 
 
(1) Increased market-like behaviour: 
• Strategic marketing of a university’s “products”, based on assumptions made by  
        management about the market and customer wants. 
• “Product” development including flexible modes of delivery and full fee paying courses.  
  E-learning product development leads to a blurring of the demarcation between  
  academic and non-academic work, between academic labour/educational designers/ 
  technology specialists. 

 
(2) Treatment of academics more like other groups of employees:  an emphasis on the  
        strategic performance indicators of efficiency and effectiveness, contrasting with 
        academic values grounded in the academic disciplines and pedagogy; personal  
        performance appraisal contrasting with traditional self-regulation; managerial input  
        into curriculum development and workload models; and increased administrative  
        reporting by academics. 

 The reshaping of academic work to fit the organisation's strategic directions through  
  the negotiation of enterprise specific agreements to reflect workplace specific working      
  arrangements in order to facilitate strategic plans. 
 

=  The social relations of the higher education workplace has been transformed  
     from a pedagogical interaction (social relationship) to a market exchange  
     (market  relationship) with the commodity of higher education delivered as a  
     service encounter. 
 

Assumption by management that the customer wants 

      Flexibility                         Value-for-money 
(Flexibility is determined by customer                             (Value-for-money is adjudged by the  
preferences and choices)                customer) 
 
Leading to changes in the organisation of academic         Giving rise to consumer sovereignty and      
work: flexible modes of delivery and a changing              consumer  behaviour which are legitimised 
academic work pattern in response to customer            through an organisation's formal  
preference are negotiated through                         processes (e.g. performance targets and 
enterprise bargaining processes and individual             measures of customer satisfaction levels; 
contracts                                                                            student-customer evaluation of teaching;   
                increased administrative reporting from  
                academics; student ombudsman role; student-
                customer focus groups and surveys;  
                internationalisation of the curriculum). 
 

=      The construction of the 'student-as-customer' by the employer with the  
         introduction of formal organisational structures and processes which  
        legitimise the student-customer and monitor customer service and  
 customer satisfaction levels. 

 
= The reconstruction of the employee by the employer by reshaping academic  
 work with both the conditions of employment (legal contract) and the  
 organisation of work  (patterns of work, traditional responsibilities and  
 tasks, control and decision-making; wage-effort bargain) re-shaped  
 in response to management's assumptions about customer needs and wants. 
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7.4     THE SERVICE ENCOUNTER AS THE NEW FRONTIER OF 

 CONTROL: the link between the social relations of work, 
 work organisation and control 

 
For a service sector organisation, the service encounter is critical to 

securing competitive advantage. It is the "moment of truth" (Bitner 

1990a, 1990b) which can make the difference to customer satisfaction 

and retention rates and hence, profitability.  At the core of the service 

encounter is the need for the organisation (through its customer service 

officer employees) to provide the customer with what they consider the 

customer wants.  For interviewees’ institutions this requires those 

institutions to conduct market surveys, focus groups and feedback 

mechanisms as identified in the fieldwork data in order to identify 

customer preferences which can then be inculcated into a customer 

focused culture, policies and practices which target customer 

satisfaction.  This is indicative of the move to the delivery of education 

(processes and products) geared to consumer satisfaction with its focus 

moving from teaching (academic producers) to learning (student-

customers). This triggers a significant shift in the balance of power 

between educator and student in the service encounter, with the 

subjugation of academic authority and autonomy to the power of the 

consumer.  

 

From the interview data (Section 5.2.1 the Dot.com debate and 

Section 6.2) it is evident that academics keenly sense this shift at the 

chalkface.  Academics under the age of 35 generally embrace the 

morality of the market and its integration into universities, however even 

they still strongly resist market-like behaviour from student-customers 

and, like their older academic colleagues, experience a sense of loss of 

"respect", that is to say a loss of authority and control.  As previously 

cited in Chapter 6: 

Consumer behaviour is stronger since [I started in] ’88.  Any 
consideration that academics are people with reputations that 
should be respected, or status, or people with any authority 
has gone…students want what they want … they don’t see us 
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as having a place in the hierarchy … we are just someone 
here to deal with their issues. 
 
Consumer behaviour is interpreted by academics at the chalkface 

as incivility and disrespect in the university classroom, and a direct 

challenge to their authority.  It is a source of tension and even hostility 

between labour and student-customer in some university workplaces 

and highlights the fact that any workplace is a site in which conflict is an 

underlying principle and shapes day to day activity (Braverman 1974; 

Burawoy 1978; Belanger, Edwards and Haiven 1994).  It is beyond the 

scope of this research to measure the intensity of the academic 

employee-student-customer relationship, only to say that at one 

commercial-industrial model workplace two academic interviewees state 

that "they make me feel like a prostitute" while others are more 

ambivalent to the student-customer concept, often an attitude related to 

the nature of their teaching workload (small/large groups) and their 

length of service in the profession. 

 

 However, interviewees across workplaces identify behaviour such 

as walk-outs in lectures, the challenging of grades, inappropriate tone, 

content and frequency of electronic communications and verbal abuse 

as uncivil behaviour and a direct challenge to their authority (see Section 

6.2).  In 2001 a forum conducted at the workplace of some interviewees 

recognised this issue as an increasing problem for academic and 

administrative staff on the front line of the service encounter (Forum on 

Civility in the Classroom 8/6/01). Incidents at that workplace of verbal 

abuse, physical intimidation, the destruction of staff property and assault 

were cited. It was chaired by the university's Student Ombudsman and 

identified the phenomenon of increased incivility in the classroom as a 

national phenomenon which was on the increase (approximately 2-5% of 

the national student population, however in the context of mass higher 

education, particularly for business faculties, the numbers were 

significantly disruptive).  Such consumer behaviour is well documented 

in the marketing services literature, and to be expected where service 

failure occurs. 
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... the prevalent belief that competition increases efficiency 
and standards of living has resulted in a focus on industry 
structure that has placed intense competitive pressures on 
both domestic and global organisations. In seeking 
competitive advantage, corporations find that they must not 
only be concerned with the creative positive elements related 
to consumer satisfaction but must focus on the critical 
problems associated with dissatisfaction, service failure and 
recovery – when service failure occurs and consumers feel 
that they have been harmed wrongly they are likely to assess 
the severity of the outcome and attribute a degree of 
responsibility to the organisation, leading to feelings of 
injustice and negative reactions, such as dissatisfaction, 
disloyalty and negative word-of-mouth. Whether this escalates 
into actual conflict (e.g. verbal complaint or physical 
retaliation) depends largely on the consumer’s interpretation 
of the situation through an analysis of severity and an 
assessment of blame and responsibility (Dunning and 
Pecotich 2000). 

 
 When higher education is delivered as a service encounter, blame 

and responsibility for service failure are directed at the academic 

employee by the student-customer which brings them into direct conflict.  

This is evident in the student/lecturer e-mail correspondence discussed 

in Section 6.5.  The tone and content convey the anger and hostility of 

the student-customer and the lecturer’s feelings of intimidation and 

stress.   

 

The Student Ombudsman's approach to classroom incivility was 

to explore strategies at the level of the service encounter for staff dealing 

with verbal and physical abuse from students, and interestingly, abuse 

from their partners.  However, while the connection was made between 

the introduction of HECS fees (creating customers in a commodified 

higher education system) and consumer behaviour, it was not extended 

to an understanding of the implications of such behaviour on the labour 

process, both in terms of emotional labour expended by employees and 

the issue of control over the labour process itself.  While it is recognised 

in general terms that  " .... the employers, employees and students .. the 

ground rules have changed” (a vice-chancellor previously cited), the 

consequences for academic labour at the chalkface of those changed 
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rules have not been fully considered.   It is a recurrent theme from 

interviewees,  that their managements do not know, and in some cases, 

simply do not want to know of the impact of customer focused strategies 

on the quality of working life.  Two interviewees were keeping work 

diaries of the daily number of e-mails, forum messages and walk-ins, 

then forwarding this information weekly to their academic manager. 

There had been no response from management at the time of interview 

which further aggravated academic labour (see Section 6.5). The 

tensions between interviewees and their administrations is a clear theme 

in the interviews, particularly on the issue of resource management with 

academic labour having to do "more with less", as determined by info-

normative controls and resource allocations determined by university 

administrators. This again highlights the fact that the workplace is a site 

in which conflict is an underlying principle which shapes day to day work 

organisation (Braverman 1974; Burawoy 1978; Belanger, Edwards and 

Haiven 1994).  With the move from a collegial to a managerialist culture 

in interviewees' workplaces, there is clearly a priority to tailor the 

production process and focus on consumers' needs in order to meet 

performance targets.  The affect of this on the academic labour process 

goes largely unrecognised by university managements, still working from 

the 'win-win' customer service paradigm.  

 

One university workplace espouses a strong commitment to 

flexible delivery which it defines as "student choice of place and time" 

through the use of the new communications technologies. Therefore 

self-service education, anywhere, anytime is seen as providing better 

service to the customer, and assumes a closer relationship with the 

customer. While this may be the case in resource rich subjects, 

particularly at postgraduate level, the distance between the customer 

and academic actually increases with flexible delivery in large, resource 

poor undergraduate subjects and in fact, degrades the quality of 

experience for both academic labour and student-customer. The 

fieldwork data (see Section 6.3) highlights academic interviewees' 

perceptions of flexible delivery as a very supportive technology in groups 
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of less than four hundred students, however, they also identify that an 

unintended consequence can be its use for surveillance and control as 

an aggressive weapon against academic labour. Therefore it must be 

said, that management's assumption about customer preference for 

flexibility and the consequent strategy of flexible delivery fail to achieve 

the desired customer satisfaction for all customer groups. The strategy 

of using communication technology to enable "product" and processes to 

be streamlined to become a low cost producer while creating a large 

volume of business (Knights et al 1999b:17) is strategically sound, 

however it fails when customer expectation of high quality service are 

not met. For the customer, the expectation of flexibility is not always 

matched by the resourcing made available to academic labour, while for 

academic labour, the reality of flexibility in under-resourced areas is: 

The flexible teacher of the 1990s is one who is prepared to 
undertake a flexible (expanding) workload, to work flexible 
hours as decided by management, to become a generic 
teacher instead of a specialist, and to accept a flexible 
contract of employment” (Sinclair et al 1996:654). 

 
 For labour, strategies directed at flexibility and value-for-money 

have a direct impact on their conditions of employment (hours, workload, 

physical location, determination of output through benchmarking and 

target setting) and on the labour process itself (control over tasks, 

decision-making, effort bargaining) while also exposing them to 

customer retaliation when service failure occurs.  These are all critical 

elements of both the employment relationship and the overall quality of 

working life for academic labour.  This is a significant theme from 

interviewees across institutions, particularly those teaching large 

undergraduate subjects who express a need to "circle the wagons" 

against what they perceive to be the marauding hoards of student-

customers in a mass higher education, commercialised system and their 

increasing demands for academics' time and effort, previously the 

domain of negotiations between employer and employee. As an 

outcome of the shift from a pedagogical exchange to a market 

exchange, student-customers reconstruct academic labour in order to 

have their expectations of service met, expectations raised by 
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management's "bells and whistles" marketing spin but which are unable 

to be fulfilled because of resource restraints.  In such circumstances 

student-customers seek to negotiate directly with academic labour at the 

chalkface and exert direct control over the service encounter (see 

Section 6.4).  As such, the service encounter becomes the new frontier 

of control which consolidates the relationship of the student-as-customer 

and the role of academic labour as customer service officer.  Clearly the 

social relations of the service encounter defines the academic employee 

in terms of the customer's perceived needs and wants. These conditions 

come into play when management makes assumptions about its 

customers, expresses them in particular technological forms which 

shape and monitor the organisation of work (Knights et al 1999b), and in 

the case of flexible delivery, provide direct 24/7 access to academic 

labour for student-customers.   

 

 This is captured in Figure 10 below, which consolidates the third 

element of the Marketisation of Higher Education model found in Section 

7.1 of this chapter, namely that of the social relations between academic 

labour and student-customers in the service encounter at the chalkface.  

Specific factors within the three elements of the Marketisation Model, 

that of industry response, organisational strategic response and 

elements of the service encounter (from the macro industry to the micro 

workplace) combine to create the anomaly of customer influence in the 

employment relationship. This anomaly is a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for the reconfigured tripartite employment relationship found at 

Figure 1 and Figure 12. 
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Figure 10 :  The Service Encounter: Third Element of the Marketisation Model  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At the level of  the service encounter    Reconstruction of  'the academic employee'  
by the STUDENT- AS-CUSTOMER .  As student-customers seek to have their expectations  
met (expectations raised by management's hype and which are unable to be fulfilled because 
 of resource constraints) they negotiate directly with academic labour at the chalkface over  
effort bargaining, control and decision-making, the tasks to be done, when and how. 
 
RESOURCE RICH subjects are      RESOURCE POOR subjects are maladapted to 
easily adapted to flexible modes  flexibility and consumer sovereignty. Resource  
of delivery.   poor means that customer expectations cannot be  
Pedagogical justification of  met and academic labour must negotiate directly 
student centred learning  with student-customers. The anomaly of customer 
integrates well with the notion    power arises as the customer seeks to  
of consumer sovereignty.   exercise power directly over the academic 
Resource rich means that  employee in the service encounter (Drawn from       
customer expectations are  the fieldwork data student-customers negotiate   
easily met, with minimal  over: mode of delivery; timing of  when material  
conflict in the service   when materials will be available in different modes;  
encounter between academic subject content; value-for-money as determined by  
employee and customer.  consumer  perceptions; access to academics.) 
 
                                                         
         
 

THE ANOMALY OF CUSTOMER 
INFULENCE IN THE EMPLOYMENT 

RELATIONSHIP 

 
 
7.5 THE RECONFIGURED TRIPARTITE EMPLOYMENT 
 RELATIONSHIP: THE EMPLOYER, THE ACADEMIC 
 EMPLOYEE AND THE STUDENT-CUSTOMER 

 
 In summary, from the fieldwork data it is evident that the anomaly 

of customer influence and power in the employment relationship are 

evident in both aspects of the relationship, namely in the conditions of 

employment and in the organisation of work.  Although not homogenous 

throughout the industry, or even across faculties in institutions there are 

nevertheless pockets within institutions where customers exercise 

influence on the conditions of employment and the day to day 

organisation of work.  These are usually in circumstances of service 

failure, where student-customer expectations are not met due to 

resource constraints. 
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The legal contract negotiated by employer and employee/s or (their 

representatives) through collective bargaining processes, incorporates 

implicitly perceived customer wants of flexibility and value-for-money as 

the basis for negotiations. Having established organisational processes 

to glean student-customer and prospective student desires, university 

managements seek to negotiate conditions of employment with 

academic labour that are favourable to their perceived interests of 

student-customers and therefore favourable to organisational survival 

and growth. In this sense, customers exercise indirect control.   
 

In that survival in a highly competitive higher education industry is 

strategically linked to customer focus (consequent on broad patterns of 

financial and operational change driven by government), management 

seeks to serve student-customers’ interests in an attempt to secure their 

custom.  This flows through to the substantive outcomes and conditions 

of employment for academic labour achieved by legitimising the student-

customer through formal organisational processes and the development 

of corporate culture which leads labour to internalise the student-

customer concept.  These processes include: performance appraisal of 

labour by student-customers using more or less sophisticated customer 

surveys; student-customer complaints and appeals processes; 

enterprise bargaining in which management seeks to secure delivery 

standards and flexible working arrangements to meet their assumptions 

about customer preference for flexibility and value-for-money; and 

procedural flexibility from academics to tailor academic standards to 

different customer groups (for example where there is a direct clash 

between academic labour seeking to maintain a universal academic 

standard and the employer's commercial contracts with offshore partners 

or corporate clients). This last element goes to the heart of the 

contradictions inherent in higher education in its marketised 

environment:  university education with its traditions of truth and social 

justice versus the imperatives of commercialisation. Interviewees identify 

open employer-employee conflict over academic labour's right to 

determine academic standards, particularly at the level of the individual 
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student.  It cuts to the quick of the labour process of craft-based, semi-

autonomous work in which the academic has traditionally been the 

guardian of disciplinary knowledge and standards of scholarship.  

 

The soft marking issue is a symptom of the re-engineering of 

processes and culture as a response to the interests of different 

customer groups.  This research has not addressed this issue directly in 

view of the likelihood of problems with ethical clearance from Griffith 

University and of course, the inevitable refusal of universities for access, 

given the national scandals of soft marking reported in the Australian 

media since the 1990s.  However, it is an issue raised by interviewees 

who express concern at the advocacy of academic managers on 

students’ behalf and the consequent pressure on labour from their 

academic managers to be flexible in their assessment standards. 

Interviewees cite cases such as: direct advocacy by management to 

pass a failing final semester, full-fee paying international student; 

pressure by management to pass students who have come to the 

university as part of a commercial contract with a corporate client for the 

university to design and deliver a training package for their employees; 

the over-riding by academic management of an academic's decision not 

to offer supplementary exams and assessment in particular cases; and 

management's disapproval of failure rates, irrespective of the height of 

the scholastic benchmark and their chastising of academic labour for 

their failure.  Academic interviewees feel that management (heads of 

school and deans) often take a position in support of consumer 

sovereignty, in direct challenge to academic authority and autonomy. 

The inculcation of consumer sovereignty into cultural norms, coupled 

with the experience of academic labour leads labour to either internalise 

the value of consumer sovereignty or apply self-censorship. Interviewees 

indicate that in the context of increasing academic workloads they are 

likely to tailor assessment processes and their own decision-making on 

individual student cases, to serve their own interests, namely to defer to 

student demands lest they be caught up in direct conflict with their 

management and involved in lengthy, and difficult appeals processes 
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without the support of their management.  In this way new cultural norms 

are established which legitimise consumer sovereignty and integrate the 

customer into decision-making frameworks. Organisational processes 

are thus implemented by management through values of consumer 

sovereignty which directly affect the authority and scope of academic 

work. 

 

 The fieldwork data also confirms that the anomaly of customer 

influence and power in the employment relationship is evident at the 

level of the service encounter where student-customers may seek to 

control the day to day organisation of academic work, thereby 

reconstructing academic labour to better fit customer expectations of 

service. While the traditional day to day negotiations over work 

organisation between employer and academic employee continue 

(particularly in regard to securing academics’ commitment to customer 

service through the development of customer service skills as measured 

by performance appraisal processes), a new frontier of control has 

opened up with student-customers seeking to negotiate directly with 

academic labour in order to foster student-customers’ interests.  Where 

resourcing is inadequate to meet student-customer expectations of 

service student-customers seek to secure value-for-money by 

negotiating directly with academic labour over the traditional domains of 

the employment relationship:  the tasks to be done, how and when 

(workload, task scope, timeframe and process); decision-making; and 

the wage-effort bargain. In effect, student-customers seek to exercise 

direct control over the labour process. 

 

 This presents an anomaly which the traditional bipartite 

employment relationship between employer and employee is unable to 

capture - the phenomenon of customer influence on the conditions of 

employment and/or the organisation of work.  In keeping with the logic of 

Burawoy's Extended Case Method which flows throughout the fieldwork 

and analysis of this research, it is a question of identifying this 

anomalous situation which highlights the weakness of the theorising of  
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employment relationships and then developing them to rebuild rather 

than reject earlier theories.  This occupational case study of academic 

work does not attempt to extrapolate outward to generalisation, however, 

in keeping with extended case method and its focus on the impact of the 

macro on the micro (rather than generalisation of the micro to the macro) 

it has identified an anomaly, albeit in one pocket in one industry, which 

cannot be explained adequately using current models. The mere 

identification of the anomaly of customer power in the employment 

relationship achieves the purpose of this exploratory research.  

 

The research into this occupational case study of academic labour 

therefore warrants the development of a corollary to existing 

employment relationship theory, to identify and explain the anomaly.   

 

Therefore, this doctoral research argues: 

1. That the intersection of customer relations and employment relations in 
strongly customer-focused higher education organisations potentially 
has unintended consequences for the employment relationship between 
employing institution and academic labour, consequences which have 
previously not been recognised. 

 
2. That in circumstances where customer service culture is strongly 

espoused but where resources are inadequate to meet customer 
expectations, the anomaly of customer power in the employment 
relationship may occur as customers seek to negotiate and secure their 
interests as is their want under consumer sovereignty. 

 
3. That where the anomaly of customer power in the employment 

relationship does occur, customer relations is no longer merely an output 
of the employment relationship but a process within it. 

 
4. That where the anomaly occurs, there is a tripartite employment 

relationship model between employer-employee-customer.  
  
 That is to say, it is not to the exclusion of the traditional employer-

employee bipartite relationship, but in addition to that relationship. Many 
customers seek to secure their interests through a direct relationship 
with the employer which indirectly flows through to employees through 
management policies and practices, substantive conditions of 
employment and cultural norms. Customers also seek a direct 
relationship with academic labour through negotiation over the day to 
day organisation of work. 
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5. The outcome is a reconfigured model of the employment relationship 
(found below at Figure 1):  The Tripartite Employment Relationship 
between employer, employee and customer with the customer assuming 
the role of partial-employer. 
 
 
Figure 1:  The Tripartite Model of the Employment Relationship  
 
 
 
                                                                                                                       
KEY 
Customers seeking control through direct 
negotiation    
 
Customers exercising indirect control through 
organizational structures    
 
Traditional bipartite employment 
relationship     
 
 

 

  

Employer   Employee 

Customer 

TRIPARTITE EMPLOYMENT RELATIONSHIP 

 The corollary proposed by this doctoral research would therefore 

suggest that customers have the potential to influence the employer-

employee bargaining agenda to a considerable extent as well as act as 

agents of control for management.  As agents of control, student-

customers: directly negotiate with academic labour to enforce 

management imposed service standards and policies which are in 

themselves an outcome of organisational strategy which has been 

significantly determined by customer predilection;  and, legitimately, 

directly participate in employee performance appraisal through formal 

organisational processes (student evaluations of teaching, direct access 

to senior management through university chatboards and forums, 

complaints hotlines, student ombudsmen). 

 

 In this sense, the customer’s role has been transformed from the 

receiver of goods and services to an instigator and enforcer, aligned with 

management, and legitimised through formal organisational processes 

which locate the customer at the core of production, and also integrate 

the customer within the locus of organisational decision-making.  
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Customers are legitimately empowered as players within the 

organisation, rather than external to it and merely the focus of its output.  

Just as management is a control agent within the organisation, so too 

customers can be agents of control over labour.  

 

Call centre studies identify how management uses customers to 

control and police employees (Jones 1999). As such, customers assume 

the role of partial-employer, a term which is an outcome of this research.  

The new role can be understood within the context of the 

commercialisation of higher education in a consumer society, in which 

the services marketing literature identifies that the student-customer has 

already transcended traditional academic and administrative university 

structures to “take greater control of the purchase experience…and 

decide the extent to which they would like to be involved in or 

responsible for the development or delivery of the product” 

(Mieczkowska, Hinton and Barnes  2001).  In other words, management 

legitimises and defers to consumer sovereignty thereby effecting a shift 

in power from producer to consumer which in turn effects the 

transformation of the traditional employer-employee bipartite 

employment relationship.   

 
The concept of the customer as a partial-employee and their impact 

on service delivery processes in service-based organisations is well 

established in the marketing services literature (Mills 1986; Manolis, 

Meamber, Winsor and Brooks 2001). It refers to: 

 …situations where a customer replaces a more traditional 
employee (ATMs, self-serve gas stations), or situations where 
the customer serves as a strategic partner by providing 
resources, particularly information, that are critical for the 
performance of the service exchange (consulting, health care, 
physical fitness training) (Halbesleben and Buckley 2004). 

 

 However, we should not interpret this as diametrically opposed to 

customers assuming what is seemingly the antithetic role of partial-

employer. To the contrary. One might interpret the literature as 

recognition of the changing and varied roles of the customer in effective 
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service delivery as they are shifted from an external to an internal 

organisational role.  There is a need to re-examine the traditional service 

provider organisation-customer relationship. This in itself opens the door 

for interpretation of the customer’s role in yet another internal context, 

that of the employment relationship.  This is reinforced by marketing 

services literature specific to higher education that argues that students 

“take on a variety of different roles ranging from customer to end 

product” (Young 1998:13; Hoffman and Kretovics 2004).  This thesis 

argues that macro-environmental shifts have evolved the customer role 

into yet another dimension, that of the partial-employer, as an agent of 

control over the labour process which is now evaluated according to 

customer preference, as shown in Figure 1 above.   

 

 In essence the concept brings together the three dimensions of 

the labour process identified in the literature considered in Chapter 2:  a 

focus on the labour process itself and the conditions under which labour 

is used to produce goods and services (Braverman 1974), the social 

organisation of the labour process (Burawoy 1978; 1979), and the 

control of the labour process (Edwards 1978; 1989). 

 

However, this is not to suggest that academics are powerless in the 

new employment model.  Academic labour is increasingly constrained, 

monitored and evaluated but nevertheless retains some power in the 

wage-effort bargain. Acts of resistance identified in the fieldwork identify 

academic labour's success at retaining/regaining control of elements of 

the labour process, given their scope for independent action as part of 

the traditional craft based feature of responsible autonomy. As Miller 

points out:  

... the wage/effort bargain faces the anomaly of academics 
retaining apparent control over flexible attendance 
requirements and generous study leave, on the implicit 
understanding that the managerialist targets of increased 
staff/student ratios, increased publications and more data 
collection will be met (Miller 1995:54). 
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The price of autonomy is the pressure to produce, which is 

regulated by info-normative controls (benchmarks, targets, output 

measures) and workplace culture, and translated into diminished 

working conditions. It is an anomaly in western management where 

trends lean towards greater devolution of responsibility and decision-

making to autonomous work groups, that the higher education sector is 

imposing a more hierarchical authority model, the dissolution of collegial 

decision-making bodies and making inroads into academic labour's 

traditional responsible autonomy. 

 

7.6 CONCLUSION 
 
 The academic labour process is sandwiched between the impact 

of client focused strategies on the teaching process (inputs), and 

management's predetermined measurable outcomes geared to meeting 

performance indicators (outputs). Inputs and outputs potentially 

reconfigure the social relations of the workplace as market relations and 

employment relations intersect. Where this intersection occurs, the role 

of the customer (traditionally external to the organisation), is transformed 

to that of internal player, who no longer is the external focus of the 

employment relationship but a party within it.  This is most likely to occur 

in circumstances of service failure, where customer expectations created 

by management's marketing function simply cannot be met in the service 

encounter due to resource constraints. Facilitated by the increasingly 

ubiquitous communications technologies, customers will then seek to 

negotiate directly with labour (reconstructed by the employers and 

customers as customer service officers) to secure outcomes favourable 

to their own interests.   

 

As such, student-customers assume the role of an agent of control 

over labour. This is the anomaly of customer power in the employment 

relationship which transforms the traditional bipartite model (employer-

employee) to that of a tripartite model (employer-employee-customer).  

Underpinnings of the new employment relationship in higher education 
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are:  the clash between traditional academic authority and consumer 

sovereignty (given the legitimacy of consumption in a consumer society); 

production systems moving from producers’ to consumers’ needs 

(moving from teaching to learning with significant impact on the 

organisation of academic work and the labour process); and “new modes 

of control at and extending beyond the point of production”, in the name 

of customer care and service (Knights et al  1995b:5).  
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Chapter 8   
THEORY REVISITED: CONCLUSION 

 
8.1   Overview of the doctoral research 
8.2    Implications of the doctoral research 
   8.2.1   Implications for Australian higher education 
        8.2.2   Implications for the current wave of industrial   
          relations reform 
   8.2.3   Implications for academic labour 
8.3   Reflections on Burawoy’s Extended Case Method 
8.4   Further research 
8.5   Conclusion 
 

 
8.1 OVERVIEW OF THE DOCTORAL RESEARCH 
 

The doctoral thesis begins with a review of research into the 

complexities of the employment relationship when the delivery of higher 

education is transformed from a pedagogical exchange to a service 

encounter. In keeping with Burawoy’s Extended Case Method (1988; 

1991), the thesis identifies the anomaly of customer power within the 

employment relationship. It then explores an occupational case study of 

academic labour that offers an opportunity to examine important issues 

concretely and to develop a new corollary to existing theory.  It is argued 

that as higher education emerges from the sheltered cloisters of public 

sector privilege and is exposed to the full force of globalised markets, its 

adaptive strategies for survival of commercialisation and massification 

have reshaped the nature of higher education learning and the academic 

labour process itself. As Burawoy (1991) contends, the effects of the 

macro (broad socio-economic, legal and political change) on the micro 

(workplace relations and the labour process) are always profound. 

Within that framework of reasoning this thesis has explored the notion 

that consumption has replaced production as the means of signifying 

social difference, with consequent trickle-down effects on the role of the 

producer. Universities and the labour within them have been revalued 

according to market principles and consumer preference. Education is 

now something to be consumed by students as customers. Knowledge 
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which was once valued for what it is, now has value for what it does - 

"performativity" (Usher et al 1997) of the product.  

 

This doctoral research points to directions Burawoy’s framework 

provides for analysing the employment relationship. It is shown that 

students as customers potentially assume a role within the employment 

relationship itself leading to a tripartite model. Control and resistance 

exercised between employing institution, student-customer and 

academic labour distinguish the tripartite employment relationship from 

the previous bipartite theoretical models.  This examination facilitates the 

subtleties and differences of the employment relationship which has 

previously been viewed as homogenous. However, some caveats are 

necessary. The customer as partial-employer (an original concept coined 

in Chapter 7) will be evident in a minority of organisations, specifically 

those responding to strong competitive pressure through customer 

focused strategies (structural, cultural and financial). While the model 

proposed in this research is an ideal type, actual practice at an 

organisational level will continue to reflect past practices, structures and 

cultural norms.  The occupational case study detailed in Chapters 5 and 

6 illustrates particular instances of this model found in business faculties 

of commercial-industrial model universities (Warner and Crosthwaite 

1995) where tensions arise between academic labour, student-

customers and university administration when the level of resourcing is 

inadequate to meet customer expectations.   

 

This chapter explores the implications of this doctoral research for 

Australian higher education, and for the current wave of IR reform 

instigated by the Commonwealth Government. It also considers the 

limitations of the research, the impact of findings, reflections on 

Burawoy’s Extended Case Method, and suggestions for future research 

and development of the model. 
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8.2 IMPLICATIONS OF THE DOCTORAL RESEARCH 
8.2.1 Implications for Australian Higher Education 
 

The implications for higher education of a tripartite model are the 

potential destruction of the internal foundations on which the production 

of its products rests (Meek and Wood 1997). This doctoral research 

argues that by elevating the student to the role of customer, the 

interaction necessary for the creation and dissemination of knowledge is 

distorted and the role of academic labour is changed.  At the heart of the 

change is a mismatch (as represented in Figure 11 below). It is a 

mismatch between the traditional characteristics of knowledge (now the 

product) and the economics of industrial production (commercialisation 

and marketisation of the industry).  It is also a mismatch between the 

traditional characteristics of knowledge (the product) and the means of 

production (the social relations of the workplace in which customers are 

active within the employment relationship and whose wants and needs 

are the focus for reshaping the labour process).  The doctoral research 

finds that these elements and the dynamics between them, provide the 

conditions for the transformation of the higher education industry which 

are necessary but not sufficient conditions for the tripartite employment 

relationship. 
 
Figure 11:  Product, Production and Labour in a Transformed Australian  
      Higher Education Industry  
 
A  is incongruent with B  (traditional knowledge and knowledge production ≠ the 
    economics of industrial production) 
A  is incongruent with C        (traditional knowledge and knowledge production ≠ the 
    customer as partial-employer) 
C and B are congruent        (economics of industrial production ≡  the customer as 
    partial  employer) 
 
B and C come to dominate A, leading to a revaluing and reshaping of A from the 
traditional characteristics of knowledge to performativity as a product, as defined by the 
customer.  
 
This also leads to a revaluing of the knowledge producer, academic labour. 
Consequently, as gatekeepers to the traditional knowledge, academics find their power, 
status and role revalued according to market criteria leading to changes to the labour 
process. 
 
A (knowledge as a product) + B (the economics of industrial production) + C (the 
customer as partial-employer)   =  transformed Australian higher education system 
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Nevertheless, the transformation of Australian higher education is 

now a fait accomplis. Although previously stable and bureaucratic 

institutions, universities have been immutably driven to a market-

orientation and are now subject to market fluctuations and engaged in 

commercial relationships. The student-as-customer is now entrenched in 

the culture and processes of market-oriented universities. The focus of 

this doctoral research is to recognise and understand the consequences 

of these changes on the employment relationship between employing 

institution and academic. The doctoral research establishes that a 

tripartite relationship between employer/employee/student-customer is a 

feature of market-oriented commercial-industrial model universities. 

University managements need to acknowledge its existence if there is to 

be agreement between labour and management on mutually beneficial 

procedural and substantive outcomes of the tripartite employment 

relationship.  Without a shared understanding of the implications of the 

tripartite model on the day-to-day organisation of work and academic 

labour’s conditions of employment, management will be unable to secure 

the long-term effort bargain in the face of resistance from labour.  

University managements need to secure the flexibility and 

responsiveness from labour that the model affords if they are to achieve 

their strategic objectives which are a pathway to their organisational 

survival in a more competitive marketplace. This is at risk if 

managements continue to focus on outputs to the exclusion of seeking 

to understand and manage the changing nature of the higher education 

production process and academic labour’s role within it. 

 

However, Australian universities must still be more responsive to 

environmental change if they are to survive in a global marketplace.  

Due warning is taken from the disastrous performance of European 

universities in the 2004 global rankings, with critics laying the blame for 

their poor performance on their near total reliance on the public purse. 

With the exception of Cambridge and Oxford, the first European Union 

university (outside Britain) was ranked thirty-ninth (Anon. 6/10/04:32).  
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Irrespective of whether or not one accepts this cause and effect, or 

indeed, the ranking data itself, the reality is that Australian universities 

like their overseas counterparts must be responsive to the increased 

competition, the decline of government funding and changing 

demographics. At a more fundamental level, universities must also be 

responsive to the shift to a consumer society. This is a fundamental 

underlying assumption of the tripartite employment relationship model.  

The employment relationship is influenced by the context of the 

consumer society in which it operates. 

 
The phenomenon of the tripartite employment relationship is about 

customer expectations in a consumer society: expectations created by 

aggressive marketing strategies in which student wants and needs 

become paramount; expectations legitimised by the application in 

universities of TQM, which accepts the student-customer's subjective 

perception of quality as the cornerstone of structural and procedural re-

engineering; and the consequences for academic labour when student-

customer expectations cannot be met due to inadequate resourcing. The 

consequent conflict at the chalkface over resources and expectations 

between academic labour and student-customers is a problem for 

business faculties across Australian universities. Table 1 and Table 2 

below highlight the high staff/student ratios for business faculty 

academics. As academic interviewees identify, it is a particular problem 

for commercial-industrial model universities where enrolments may 

mean teaching subjects with up to 2,000 students.   
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Table 1:  Enrolments by Broad Field of Education, 2003-2004 
   Source:  DEST Higher Education Report 2005 
  

 
 
Table 2: FTE for Full-Time and Fractional Staff with a Teaching Only or a       
  Teaching and Research Function by Academic Organisational Group, 
  2003-2004 
 Source:  DEST Higher Education Report 2005 
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The figures identify large numbers of business studies enrolments 

and a disproportionately low staff establishment (full-time equivalent 

FTE).  High staff/student ratios for business faculty academics are the 

norm in Australian universities. It has already been identified that the 

tripartite model is likely to occur where resourcing is inadequate to meet 

customer expectations. High staff/student ratios are one aspect of this. 

 

While this research has focused exclusively on Australian higher 

education, the application of both marketing and TQM in universities is a 

global phenomenon. It is not only Australian academics feeling the pain.  

Examples from the United States include:  the dean of a large business 

school stating that “our goal is to become more like Wal-Mart in 

satisfying our customers"; a senior university administrator declaring in a 

meeting that “if the customers are not happy with a menu, then that 

restaurant goes out of business. It’s that simple, and it works that way for 

universities”; a student accosting a professor and saying, ”I’m a paying 

customer and I don’t like the fact that your class is sold out”; and an 

article in Canadian Business Magazine assessing the “worth” of an MBA 

by its financial payoff, the amount of time taken for the cost of the degree 

to be recouped (Driscoll and Wicks 1998:52). 

 

This is the language which academic interviewees identify at the 

heart of cultural change in Australian universities. While the language 

seems quite defensible, if indeed not desirable, with its assignation of 

customer status to students, the metaphor is in fact very problematic for 

our universities (Schwartzman 1995). Marketing and TQM both 

legitimise and give effect to the student-customer metaphor which this 

research identifies as being unable to sufficiently account for the 

complexity of the academic labour (teacher)-student interaction.  

University marketing functions use the student-as-customer metaphor to 

divert organisational will and resources into efforts to satisfy customers 

at a profit, coupled with a willingness to alter dimensions of a product or 

service to better satisfy customer needs. There is nothing sinister or 

conspiratorial in this, rather it goes to the heart of marketing as a 
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discipline (Bloom and Novelli 1981). However, the implication identified 

in this research is that student needs and wants are deemed to be 

proper to satisfy, and that educational processes and the academic 

labour process have to adapt themselves.  This may not be in the long-

term interests of the learning process or even student-customers, and 

certainly not in the interests of academic labour. As identified in 

Chapters 5 and 6, academics are only too aware of this. 

Students are more aware of their needs and demands … they 
put pressure on academics to meet their needs (a dean). 
 
In a way [students are my customers] particularly MBA fee 
paying students, but we need to lead them in what they need 
to know… but there’s been a change in the last 10 years with 
them now telling you what they want to learn (a senior lecturer 
30+ at a different workplace). 

 

It's just too hard ... learning is seen as a commodity, a 
purchase to be made and this has really changed academic 
work (a lecturer teaching foundation units). 
 

Negative long term consequences are already evident in the 

subordination of collegial values and objectives by the pre-eminence 

given by managerialism to customer needs in commercial-industrial 

model Australian universities.  

University management forces you to treat them like 
customers.. but no, I think of them as a product  (a senior 
lecturer). 
 
For many years we have endured the growing reversal of 
priorities that transpires in our daily dealing with university 
administration and management.  Instead of management 
and administration carrying out its function as a service to the 
community of scholars, academics have become the servants 
to a community of managers that, overwhelmed by financial 
pressures put onto Australian universities, are losing sight of 
the real nature of our “core business”. It is necessary for our 
community of scholars to regain its say in shaping the future 
of this ‘public’ institution (a lecturer). 

 
Like marketing, TQM also uses the student-as-customer metaphor 

to direct organisational processes and resources, albeit a focus on the 

delivery of a quality service; service quality which is not only adjudged by 
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the customers, but which is in effect also defined by them in the first 

place (Peters 1987). This thesis identifies that the service in higher 

education is in effect, the process of the academic labour process, with 

labour finding itself revalued according to customers' criteria. This is 

consistent with general trends in quality management. 

The definition of quality has evolved from "quality is 
excellence", to "quality is value", to "quality is conformance to 
specifications", to “quality is meeting and/or exceeding 
customers' expectations” (Reeves and Bednar 1994 cited in 
Pariseau and McDaniel 1997: 205). 

 

 TQM in the industry is being driven from a national strategic level 

through Government initiatives such as: the Australian Universities 

Quality Agency (AUQA) whose role it is to conduct whole-of-institution 

audits; the Institution Assessment Framework (IAF) which produces an 

across-the-board assessment of institutional achievements based on 

quantitative and qualitative data and publishes an annual educational 

profile for each university; the Research Quality Framework (RQF); and 

the Graduate Course Experience Questionnaire.  The strategic direction 

set in the macro environment by Government policy and regulation 

cascades like a waterfall down to organisational level for individual 

universities to implement as TQM.  For the commercial-industrial model 

universities, this is manifest in strong, customer-focused cultures and 

practices predicated on the metaphor of the student-as-customer, the 

demonstrated outcome being the tripartite employment relationship.  

 

 Thus, the two organisational functions of marketing and TQM 

reinforce each other through the common use of the student-as-

customer metaphor. In the business context of the market-oriented 

university, this is seen to be both organisationally effective and 

strategically desirable. 

 

 However, metaphors are not value neutral. They are agents that 

influence how we interpret action within a particular context and which 

generate values and cultural change. Therefore, the application of 
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business metaphors to conceptualise and direct educational practice is 

highly problematic given that discourses of consumerism actually shape 

action (Potter and Wetherell 1987). To date the general debate has 

focused on access, the reshaping of educational delivery and re-

engineering of education institutions. Little attention has been paid to the 

broader social ramifications of those policies in Australian society or how 

they effect change in academic work (Thornton 2004:33; Coaldrake and 

Stedman 1998:164). This doctoral research extends that debate to the 

impact of the student-customer metaphor on the employment 

relationship between employing institution and academic labour. It is not 

just the metaphor itself which is a catalyst for change, but also its use by 

management with its focus on outputs, rather than considering the 

changing nature of the process itself.  As is demonstrated in the thesis, 

the tripartite employment relationship is a previously unexpected, 

unintended and unacknowledged consequence of the overlay of the 

business / marketing discourse over an educational framework. While it 

could be argued that management’s actions are specifically directed at 

establishing the customer as their agent of control and the partial-

employer, intent is difficult to prove. Unequivocally, it is more likely that 

the unquestioned management paradigm of ‘win-win’ narrows the 

information sought and received on the effects of change on the labour 

process. While an unintended consequence of marketisation, the 

tripartite model nevertheless achieves the outcomes which 

managements seek, namely, customer responsiveness from labour. 

 

There is, then, the question of how the student-as-customer 

metaphor will continue to be played out in Australian universities.  In the 

market-oriented university, the student-as-customer is now a necessary 

but not a sufficient condition for the delivery of educational services. The 

student-as-customer approach certainly offers advantages: it breaks 

down the lack of accountability and territoriality in universities, by 

providing a unifying framework for all labour as it focuses on the student-

customer; and it recognises students as being active participants in the 

design and delivery of the educational products which they consume 
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(Franz 1998; Delucchi and Smith 1997; Driscoll and Wicks 1998).  This 

should lead to greater quality in universities. However, as Pariseau and 

McDaniel (1997) found in two north-east United States business schools, 

the significant difference in academic staff and student criteria for quality 

and their perceptions of quality service delivery, may never be 

reconciled. In their research surveys, 'quality' was defined as meeting 

customer expectations in the areas of:  reliability; responsiveness; 

assurance (knowledge, courtesy, an ability to inspire trust and 

confidence); empathy; and tangibles (physical environment and 

resources).  Academic staff and students both rated assurance the 

highest. However, the second most important factor for students was 

responsiveness (rated last by staff) while the second most import for 

staff was tangibles (rated last by students) (Pariseau and McDaniel 

1997:208).  There is common ground between student and faculty 

expectations, given the mutual importance of assurance. However, one 

must also acknowledge the significant differences in perceptions and the 

changing wants and needs of the target customers.  For example, in the 

1960s student demands were often about participation in university 

governance and curriculum:  

Now students are more concerned about flexibility and 
convenience, quality of teaching, ensuring the status and 
quality of their awards, obtaining more attention and feedback 
from staff, and having access to high quality facilities 
(Coaldrake and Stedman 1999:5). 

 
This suggests that if the student-as-customer metaphor comes to 

dominate university teaching and administrative processes, it may 

ultimately lead to conflict between academic labour, student-customers 

and administrators, which has the potential to undermine the foundations 

of educational delivery. A middle road needs to be found between 

consumer sovereignty on the one hand and the needs of the producer 

on the other.  New forms of decision-making need to be developed 

which meet the needs of the parties to the tripartite employment 

relationship and recognise the complexities of the pedagogical 

exchange, yet do not change the politics of how academic work is 

accomplished.  The politics in this case is the control of the labour 
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process which lies at the heart of universities as "autonomous, self-

directing, peer-review and professional authority based institutions" 

(Newson 1993:9).  To date, the mechanism which most universities have 

developed for negotiating a match between organisational goals and 

individual work, has been performance management of labour. The 

imposition of performance control systems without recognition of the 

impact of student-customers on the labour process still denies the reality 

for some academics of the tripartite employment relationship model. On 

the other hand, acknowledging the reality of the tripartite model could 

lead to better employment outcomes and quality of working life for 

labour, improved customer service for student-customers and increased 

retention rates and hence profitability, for universities. 

 

Rowley's (1997) TQM suggestion for a service contract between 

students and an institution in the first instance, offers one approach to 

managing expectations and perceptions. This doctoral research 

suggests that by extending this to a negotiating framework between 

academic and student there would be scope for labour to maintain the 

politics of how academic work is accomplished through a pedagogical 

rather than economic exchange, but still preserve elements of that 

exchange which are a priority for student-customers. This new decision-

making framework, similar to the psychological contract already used by 

many teachers in their classrooms, has the potential to provide positive 

outcomes for quality educational experiences and judgements from 

students, and for quality of working life for academic labour.  However, 

such a framework still has the potential to intersect procedurally and 

substantively, in terms of working conditions, upon the employment 

relationship. The tripartite employment relationship model would still 

exist, albeit this time, formally recognised and managed by academic 

labour and the employing institution. This goes to the heart of the model 

proposed in this research.  There is a need for university administrations 

to shift their primary focus from outputs and products to consideration of 

the changing nature of the production process itself, the work process 

involved and how the inputs, including labour, may be changed by the 
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process.  The complexity of the exchange can only be understood if it is 

accepted by educator, administrator and student that the student-as-

customer metaphor is now a necessary condition, but not a sufficient 

condition for the delivery of quality educational services. 

 

8.2.2 Implications for the Current Wave of Industrial Relations 
 Reform 

 
 The reforms brought to higher education by government policy will 

drive change, despite resistance from academic labour. The Higher 

Education Support Act 2003 and the Higher Education Workplace 

Relations Requirements 2005 (HEWRRs) enacted through the Higher 

Education Legislation Amendment Act 2005 will: 

… establish a partly deregulated system of higher education, 
in which individual universities are enabled to capitalise on 
their particular strengths and determine the value of their 
course offerings in a competitive environment. There will be 
renewed emphasis on learning and teaching outcomes …and 
a framework for research in which all Commonwealth funding 
is either competitive or performance-based…. Diversity will be 
encouraged through the creation of performance-based 
incentives for institutions to differentiate their missions 
(Nelson 2003). 

 

In a nutshell, the reforms target international competitiveness and 

workforce productivity. The operational implication of this strategic 

statement is work intensification for academics who will be performance 

managed to achieve prescribed outcomes in teaching, research and 

administration.  As identified in this thesis, where a university has a 

strong customer focus, customer satisfaction becomes a KPI and 

incorporated into university strategic plans and operations, thereby 

setting the context in which the tripartite employment relationship occurs.  

 

 The current round of industry reforms extends the Commonwealth 

Government’s thrust towards: 

 … fostering flexible and responsive workplaces in higher 
education institutions through a number of new measures 
(www.backingaustraliasfuture.gov.au/policy_paper/8 viewed 29/02/06)  
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This includes a review into the National Protocols for Higher Education 

Approval Processes, the key regulatory mechanism covering university 

accreditation and another ongoing review into the feasibility of the 

Commonwealth Government taking over responsibility for the operation 

of universities, which currently lies with the states and territories (NTEU 

2005:28-29). 

 

 Another such measure is the linking of IR reforms to university 

funding. Under the Workplace Productivity Programme (2003-2005) 

funding was:  

… contingent on universities demonstrating a commitment to 
workplace reform, through the implementation of flexible 
working arrangements and a focus on direct relationships with 
employees and improved productivity and performance 
(www.backingaustraliasfuture.gov.au/policy_paper viewed 29/02/06). 
 

These specific changes for the higher education industry have now 

been subsumed by 2005 changes to the Workplace Relations Act 1996, 

thereby extending the reform to all Australian workplaces. 

 

 The outcome for universities has been the linking of IR reforms to 

university funding, reforms that require: 

... that institutions must offer Australian Workplace 
Agreements (AWAs) to all staff and these agreements would 
prevail over certified agreements ... 
... certified agreements should provide no limits on casual 
employment ... 
    employment conditions above "community standards" (i.e. 
the safety net for the lowest paid workers in the economy) 
have to be assessed against business plan and productivity 
requirements ... 
... removing the Union's [automatic] right to represent its 
members in grievances and disputes (NTEU 2003:1). 

 

The new legislation has immutably changed the balance between: 

teaching and research; academic and student; managerialism and 

collegiality; and the regulation over the labour process imposed by 

university administrations (including academic managers) and the semi-

autonomous freedom of academic labour. The reality is that these 
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changes cannot be rolled back consequent on a new government or 

political context. They are now infused into organisational and 

occupational cultures within Australian universities, albeit to varying 

degrees. The challenge for the industry is to ensure that the 

consequences of these changes are fully identified and understood.  It is 

clear from the occupational case study in this thesis that academic 

managers and administrators, operating within the neo-liberal policy 

framework of the Commonwealth Government and focused on the 

imperatives of the ‘win-win’ management paradigm, have failed to 

identify the intersection of product and labour markets within their 

organisations, and the consequences for labour and the employment 

relationship of broader organisational strategies:   

If academic staff are stressed by the imposition of external 
demands for accountability and performance, then in Paul 
Ramsden's words "they had better get used to it as quickly as 
possible" (Ramsden 1998:16 cited in Coldrake and Stedman 
1999:10). 
 

This doctoral research identifies that academic labour perceives 

these changes as a threat to their autonomy, working conditions and 

control over the labour process in the so-called market-oriented 

university, and a clear deterioration in the attractiveness of the job. 

Unless labour's concerns are both recognised and addressed, prospects 

for attracting and retaining quality staff in commercial-industrial model 

Australian universities are poor.  Such universities may well become 

merely a stepping-stone by academics to escape to universitas model 

institutions which are likely to accumulate more resources and global 

clout under the Government's new policies. As Marginson (2003) argues, 

the perception of universitas institutions as the employer of preference 

will strengthen the existing divide between universities, both in terms of 

reputation and the resources which necessarily follow.  

By creating a high fee/high demand layer of courses, in the 
sandstones and a handful of other public and private 
universities, the Government will create a more firmly 
stratified, two-tier system of higher education....The top tier 
universities will exploit their social cachet and research 
reputations to build private fee revenues, buy top academics 
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and research programs, go global, and build more status and 
more revenues...others will continue to serve multiple 
communities but will struggle because they remain dependent 
on a shrinking public dollar. It will be difficult for them to 
sustain research and doctoral education (Marginson 2003:14). 

 
It is a divide which may well lead to an informal (if not indeed 

formal) stratified, two-tier system of higher education.  The likely impact 

is differential salaries, workloads, research versus teaching 

commitments, and consequently, direct exposure to student-customers 

in the service encounter.  A two-tier structure has support within the 

sector (Davis 2005:38).  If it does eventuate, the tripartite model may 

become even more firmly entrenched in commercial-industrial model 

universities as the imperative of customer satisfaction becomes even 

more infused into lower tier institutions’ survival strategies. 

 

The tripartite model, which identifies the greater influence of 

customers in the employment relationship, also raises questions of the 

impact of customers on academic standards – standards traditionally 

determined by academic labour. There are opposing forces pushing and 

pulling at the labour process over issues of academic control of 

scholarship and behavioural standards: universities need to attract 

customers; customers are attracted by reputation; customers will not be 

attracted if there is a perception of low standards; and yet, customers 

demand flexibility in administrative and academic standards to 

accommodate their own vested interests, as is their right under 

consumer sovereignty.  This doctoral research has highlighted pressure 

upon academic labour to be flexible in assessment procedures and 

standards. The catch-cry of "flexibility" is being reinvented to apply not 

only to educational delivery, but also to administrative procedures. This 

thesis identifies that some academics (usually in the 35 plus age group 

and resistant to the marketisation of the industry) resist pressure from 

their managements and invoke what they see as the higher ideals of 

"discipline" and "profession" irrespective of the conflict, even litigation 

that may ensue. It is worth noting that conflict between student-

customer, academic labour and employing institutions is not necessarily 
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trivial and localised (Lane 2005:23). In March 2005 a postgraduate 

student-customer at Griffith University in Brisbane took the institution to 

the High Court of Australia to contest her expulsion for academic 

misconduct (consequent on irregularities with her research data 

collection) (Illing 2005:26). As identified in the fieldwork in Chapter 6, 

younger academics are more compliant to their managements' customer 

focus, both through their self-censorship and internalisation of values, in 

the knowledge that a career is now dependent on satisfactory customer 

ratings and management appraisals.  In that employment security and 

career are now linked to customer satisfaction, academic labour 

relinquishes control over standards and conforms to implicit and explicit 

management policies which endorse consumer sovereignty as part of a 

short term view. However, the long term requires universities to preserve 

standards for the sake of their own reputation and hence market 

attractiveness; for the sake of the society and the quality of its 

professionals who will practice medicine, law, the sciences and in other 

fields; and for the sake of academic labour which needs to retain control 

over its own labour process if the very nature of quality knowledge 

generation is to be sustained. 

 

Control over standards is linked to general concerns about 

academic freedom which is fundamental in any democratic society 

where universities have a significant role in challenging the status quo 

and promoting social change.  Under new funding arrangements for 

Australian universities, the Commonwealth Government insists that 

universities must offer all their staff the option of moving to individual 

contracts (AWAs) which are not currently a feature of employment 

relations in the sector. However, in 2005 Australian universities 

registered 432 AWAs, compared with 78 the year before (Morris 

2006:31).  The move to individual contracts will bring about the 

weakening of collective EBAs which are the dominant bargaining 

framework and collective industrial awards which apply where relevant.  

In the name of flexibility, the Government is seeking to promote 

individual contracts and exclude unions from the negotiation of 
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conditions of employment in the higher education industry. As the former 

Minister for Higher Education said, the Government is trying to get 

universities to form a "new relationship with their employees" (Andrews 

2005:41). The Higher Education at the Crossroads Review 2002, now 

enshrined in the HEWRR legislation, identified a system which, 

according to the Minister, had: 

.....  a need for greater flexibility in agreement making rather 
than compliance with a floor price often determined by the 
NTEU; little opportunity to recognise and reward high 
achievers; long and complex processes to manage under-
performance; the need for flexibility in staff arrangements to 
deliver courses in response to new and changing markets; 
and the need for flexibility to tailor remuneration packages to 
individuals (Andrews 2005:41). 

 
One consequence of the "new relationship" may well be the 

curtailment of academic freedom, albeit an illusive term yet to be 

afforded a universally accepted definition (Tierney 2001). There are 

concerns that the existing mechanisms which protect academics and 

their employment security may be dismantled in favour of individual 

contracts which contain clauses designed to promote the commercial 

interests of the institution over traditional freedom of speech for 

academics in the labour process.  Researchers are already noting the 

self-censorship which academics are adopting as part of a survival 

strategy in the market-oriented university.  For example, a 2001 survey 

of social scientists by the Australia Institute had 17% of respondents 

reporting that they had been prevented from publishing contentious 

results, and 49% said they had been reluctant to criticise institutions that 

provide research grants and other support (McDonald 2005:41).  In the 

future it is likely that the commercial interests of universities (particularly 

commercial-industrial model institutions) will dominate labour's interests 

when it comes to academic freedom. Given that those commercial 

interests are allied to consumer sovereignty, one might expect the 

indirect elements of the tripartite employment relationship model to 

become even stronger, with the taken-for-granted assumption of 

academic freedom in the labour process subjugated to the interests of 

the customer. 
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A second consequence of the “new relationship" will be opening the 

divide even wider between high reputation, resource rich universities and 

an emerging second tier of institutions.  The second tier will be less well 

resourced and unable to offer the bonus systems and resource 

incentives now emerging in some universities through individual 

contracts.  To receive the new financial and resource incentives, 

academic labour must accept the right of management to prescribe 

individual performance targets and measures over academic labour, 

including customer satisfaction ratings and research output.  Academics 

must also accept a move from collective to individual bargaining 

arrangements. The general direction of IR reform of the industry is to 

strengthen managerial prerogative at the expense of established IR 

institutional arrangements. With the implementation of a more 

managerialist approach, decisions are moved away from academic 

labour towards academic managers.  Therefore one would expect to see 

the interests of academic managers prevail where these are at odds with 

those of academic labour.  In that the thesis clearly identifies that 

managers may have a strong customer focus orientation, decisions and 

decision-making frameworks may well run contrary to the interests of 

labour who are now loosing their decision-making mechanisms and 

power.  As an example of the trend, in the newly formed Universitas 21 

(U21), the for-profit global e-university constituted in 2001, there are no 

staff on governance bodies (Allport 2001). U21 will be discussed in 

greater detail later in this section. 

 

The strengthening of managerial prerogative is enshrined in the 

HEWRR legislation and represents a direct assault on the established IR 

institutional arrangements. However, there is a more indirect assault 

which has also eroded IR institutions. Academic labour has had a 

tradition of rights and control over the labour process, involvement in 

decision-making bodies in their workplace, a culture of independence 

and an IR system that was compatible with all of those things. Custom 

and practice in an IR sense, has always been strong. When those 
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integral features of the occupation such as responsible autonomy and 

academic freedom are eroded, they are replaced with managerialist 

strategies. Such strategies emphasise customer satisfaction and a focus 

on outputs, the re-engineering of work for greater flexibility and the 

strengthening of HRM systems with their focus on individuals, career 

paths and rewards. It follows that the IR system of collective bargaining, 

industrial awards and enterprise agreements stands alone and becomes 

vulnerable. Management can thereby erode the established IR 

framework for academic work from the bottom up. The tripartite 

employment relationship is part of that process whereby academic 

labour is losing its professional autonomy and independence, and 

control over the labour process. The substitution of managerial 

prerogative for collegial decision-making, and the imposition of customer 

focused values on collegial culture as shown by the data analysis in 

Chapter 7 are an indication of the indirect weakening of traditional 

institutional IR systems. 

 

With the weakening of IR institutions will come increasing 

importance on the organisation of work (the day to day negotiation over 

the tasks to be done, how and when) with its organisational focus, as 

opposed to the more formal aspects of the employment relationship, the 

conditions of employment traditionally bargained through IR institutions.  

The organisation of work is also the focus of the tripartite model. It is 

clear that increasingly university managements want their staff to 

perform at a higher level in a variety of ways. One way is through 

flexibility, namely the re-organisation of work (and as this research 

argues, re-organisation in line with perceived customer needs and wants 

as the basis of functional flexibility). Another is by designing different 

workload / productivity measures and targets which are reinforced 

through human resource systems with their focus on the measurement 

of individual performance and achievement. This fosters competition 

between academics and facilitates the individual employment contract 

negotiated between individual academic and employing institution, at the 

expense of collegiality and collective bargaining within traditional IR 
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institutions.  For this reason a key focus for academic labour becomes 

promotion, especially in the less secure environment of contract and 

limited tenure, for it should be remembered that flexibility can also be 

achieved through numerical flexibility as has been seen with the first 

retrenchments of Australian academics at the University of Newcastle in 

2005 (O'Keefe 2005:35; Kniest and Mullins 2005:14). If academics want 

to focus on promotion, then they will seek to attain the criteria set by 

HRM systems which are linked to overall corporate strategic objectives, 

customer focus being one.  The realities of the service encounter at the 

chalkface, reinforced by individual employment contractual 

arrangements mean that labour internalises the values of the student-as-

customer as its own survival strategy in an occupation which offers less 

job security and relies more heavily on individual performance and 

competitiveness.  Internalisation, or at the very least self-censorship, 

when it comes to management's customer focus 'win-win' strategy is 

integral to achievement of personal career goals.  This is to be expected.  

Little by little as the labour market which is glued to the higher education 

industry is opened up, one would expect to see the labour market much 

more responsive to the forces of supply and demand in the product 

market, and to see individual academics much more responsive to 

managements’ corporate strategies and their customers' demands. 

 

Nowhere is the opening up of the labour market tied to product 

markets more evident than in the U21 global e-university venture.  U21 

is an alliance between 18 universities "that have recognisable and 

acknowledged quality brands" (Allport 2001:23) and the educational 

media transnational Thomson Corporation, with its portfolio of Prometric 

IT assessment, a student admission company and the education section 

of Harcourt Publishing. U21 was established in September 2001 in 

Guernsey (for its tax advantages) and operates out of Singapore where 

"activities of unions are highly circumscribed" (Allport 2001:24). It is an 

on-line for profit university, seen as an additional source of revenue for 

participating universities in the face of declining public funding globally. 

U21 uses the business technique of establishing a number of associated 
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companies to remove the operating company from its actual owners. 

This raises interesting questions not only about the corporatisation of 

higher education and new models of global delivery, but also about new 

employment relationships in a global marketplace (NTEU 2004a:7). Core 

elements of academic work have been contracted out to Thomson, 

(namely curriculum development and delivery, assessment and quality 

assurance) which further fractures traditional academic work. Academic 

labour is contracted commercial-in-confidence with a bonus system in 

place, subject to student-customer evaluations.The link between 

conditions of employment (the offer of work / wages) is openly linked to 

customer satisfaction ratings. It is a trend which is evident in other 

overseas models, for example, in the United States. 

 

In the United States, universities use a bonus payment system 

determined by student-customer evaluation. The incorporation of 

customers directly into wage setting further intensifies the strength of the 

customer as partial-employer in the tripartite model.   

Administrators then crunch the numbers and use them - with 
other material - to decide whether instructors deserve pay 
increases, retention, tenure and promotion… Procedures 
differ from campus to campus, but evaluation scores are 
almost always the primary way to assess teaching…. 
Studies have found that students give lower ratings to 
instructors who have high standards and requirements - two 
attributes closely associated with student learning.  One study 
found that for every 10% increase in the amount of material 
students learned, the professor's rating decreased by a half-
point.  The researcher advised professors seeking a perfect 
rating "to teach nothing and give at least 66% of the class As"  
(Trout 2000:24). 
 

This workplace practice in the United States of determining 

academic salaries consequent on student evaluations is consistent with 

the trend found in the thesis, namely that of Australian university 

managements adopting the student-as-customer metaphor and formally 

incorporating students into organisational processes.   One might expect 

to see government policy and organisational practice afford student 

evaluations even greater significance in the next decade, as they move 
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towards making students central in evaluation processes. As former 

Higher Education Minister, Dr Brendan Nelson has said: 

The quality in Australian universities (needs) to be judged by 
students and for students’ assessment of the quality of 
teaching itself to be published (NTEU 2004b:26). 
 
 If student-customers have legitimate authority to have input into 

salary determination, then the context is rife for the tripartite employment 

relationship to expand.   

 

8.2.3 The Implications for Academic Labour 
With the tripartite model established by the doctoral research, it is 

useful to reflect on practices beyond the data of the thesis to see how 

the tripartite model can help interpret the tensions and changes in the 

employment relationship between academic labour and employing 

institution.   

 

Increasingly, academic labour is viewed as an asset from which 

increased productivity and flexibility is demanded by employing 

institution and student-customer alike. There are those for whom this 

change presents opportunities and others for whom it signifies loss. As 

such, assessment of the overall impact of the tripartite model on the 

quality of working life for academic labour is difficult.  As shown by this 

thesis, the divide is quite marked between the vested interests and 

expectations of young academics, accepting as they are of the morality 

of the market, and those with more than ten years service who have 

experience in the industry prior to marketisation, many of whom see their 

role as one of public service for what they perceive to be the greater 

good.  For them it becomes a question of acceptance or resistance. It is 

a demarcation which one commentator views as the trumping of money 

over altruism as the major influence on the academic profession (Bok 

2003).  Such an analogy is extreme, but it is worth noting that younger 

academics view changes to academic work as an outcome of one's 

position in a career cycle - an individualistic, career-oriented focus - 
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rather than the outcome of changes to the university sector as a whole.  

In the words of one young academic in the fieldwork interviews: 

Changes to the work and pressure are due to the career 
cycle… the divide is between the hacks and the big persons 
(lecturer). 

 
Academics who have had experience of the binary system prior to 

the Dawkins reforms and marketisation, often express a sense of loss in 

the market-oriented universities of the unified system. It is a view 

expressed by older academic interviewees in the fieldwork and echoed 

by Currie and Newson (1998:4-5), Smyth (1995) and Meek and Wood 

(1997). Recurrent themes include: the deterioration in the working 

conditions of academics, with national and international trends requiring 

that academics working much longer hours; so called labour flexibility for 

employers leading to a small core group of academics receiving higher 

pay and benefits and a much larger peripheral group of contract workers 

with lower pay and benefits, less security, and diminished prospects of 

career advancement; user pays for students as well as departments and 

other units, as the purse strings are tightened; and the development of 

flexible on-line delivery coupled with the internationalisation of the 

curriculum as a marketing strategy to sell product off-shore. 

 

According to the literature and to the academics in this study, there 

is a perception of an erosion of employment conditions and decreased 

employment security while at the same time, there has been a dramatic 

increase in productivity. Although it is difficult to measure productivity in 

higher education because of the complexity of measuring quantum and 

quality of hours worked and applying that to a product, figures indicate 

that industry productivity growth over the five years to 2001 was 5.6% 

compared with 2.4% for all Australian industries (Ruthven 2003:27). 

Another measure of productivity, staff / student ratios, indicate that 

productivity has maintained its upward move, with 14 students for every 

academic teacher in 1993 increasing to 21 students in 2005 (Jopson and 

Burke 2005:32). However, union figures suggest that it is much higher 

(Perry 2004:29). The current Commonwealth Government reform 
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policies for the industry (financial restructuring, operational reform and IR 

reform) are designed to lift productivity still further.  Anecdotal evidence 

cited in the media suggests that the prescribed industrial award hours of 

37.5 per week are exceeded by 15 - 20 hours each week by academics 

"just trying to keep ahead" (Yaman 2003:33; Tourish 2005:31). Currie 

and Newson (1998:4) in their study of the effects of globalization on 

universities, cite the words of one Australian academic: 

But what is stressful is that the magnitude of tasks just seems 
to grow with every couple of weeks.  There are new things to 
be done and there is a sense of being overwhelmed by the 
fact that this will never end, it’s just growing inexorably. 

 

The increase in workloads, staff / student ratios and subsequent 

working hours is a problem of work intensification, assessment of which 

the NTEU is seeking to have included in enterprise agreements for each 

university (Yaman 2003:13). The driving force behind the push for 

increased productivity is the managerialist focus on output and their 

product orientation to work in which production hinges on outputs for the 

least possible cost (efficiency). There are concerns raised by the 

fieldwork data, that the technology of flexible delivery is being used as a 

tool to simplify and routinise work in a production line mentality, with an 

under-class of workers brought in to do the "donkey work" in teaching-

only contract positions.  This is consistent with the trend since 1995 of 

teaching-only staff numbers across the sector rising at a rate of 

approximately 10 per cent per annum, significantly higher than for other 

categories of staff positions (www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education viewed 

29/02/06). Allport (2001:23), the former NTEU President, suggests that 

concern about the fragmentation of academic work and the increasing 

employment of contingent labour without any connection to research, is 

one of the main reasons for the reluctance of academics to engage with 

flexible on-line delivery.   

 

However, it is an exaggeration to assert that all higher education 

has moved to assembly line, on-line mass production methods.  

Customised, small batch production is still the norm for postgraduate full-
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fee paying courses. As identified in this thesis, the phenomenon of mass 

production is limited to mass undergraduate courses in strongly market-

oriented universities, with student enrolments in excess of 750 students. 

Thus while there may be degradation and deskilling of teaching, 

particularly the opportunities to engage in small group teaching, some 

academics at least have acquired skills for teaching large audiences 

(Miller 1995:54). 

 

Another quality of working life issue for academics which is raised 

by the doctoral research, is the demands on their time. The NTEU 

(Allport 2001:22) expresses concerns about global internet delivery and 

the impact of time and space differentials on work intensification for 

academic labour. The union cites cases of student expectations that staff 

are available all the time (given the 24/7 nature of the electronic 

communication medium) and that there will be an immediate response to 

the ever-growing e-mail correspondence.    

 

E-mail is a Pandora’s box insofar as the academic labour process is 

concerned (O’Keefe 2006:30).  It is a direct conduit from the student-

customer to the academic. As seen from the fieldwork interviews, e-mail 

has a major impact on the organisation of academic work.  Academics 

are acutely aware of the impact however their university managements 

seem reluctant to accept the workload creep which labour faces in 

responding to e-mail generated by students. Brabazon (2002b) has 

expressed her concern about the very specific challenges for university 

teachers posed by flexible delivery and e-mail.   

… I have always been an early starter, entering my office by 
7.30 am. 
… When I arrived at Murdoch University in Perth during 1997, 
I was able to complete two hours of research and 
administration before my teaching day began at 9.30 am. By 
1999, these two hours were filled with answering emails. After 
teaching in the morning, though, I was able to go to the library 
some afternoons. 
… In 2000, by the middle of semester one, I was unable to 
complete any reading or administration through the course of 
a working day. Between the necessary student consultations 
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and more than 240 emails every day, it takes me up to four 
hours to handle these queries. 
…. the number of emails has permanently changed the shape 
of my working day. 
… Hour-long blocks are set aside to read and reply to an 
every-increasing stream of professional, academic research 
and teaching inquiries. 
… Administration and research are conducted early in the 
morning, late at night and on weekends. I no longer bother 
bringing my briefcase to work. 
… This change in the pattern of my working day – within four 
years – has reduced and decentred intellectual tasks to 
competency and generic skills. 
… My story is not unusual.  (Brabazon 2002a:26) 

 

 Brabazon’s anecdote clearly identifies flexible delivery as a form 

of work organisation in addition to it being a marketing tool and form of 

pedagogy. It brings a significant change to the “pattern of [the 

academic’s] working day”. However, in keeping with interviewee’s 

statements of frustration, academic managers are reluctant to 

acknowledge the workload creep which it brings. The management 

paradigm of flexible delivery as a ‘win-win’ situation prevails in many 

university workplaces. 

 

 Another demand upon academics’ time is teaching across the 

multi-campus institutions which are now the norm for Australian 

universities. Initially an outcome of the amalgamation of institutions 

following the Dawkins reforms and the dismantling of the binary system, 

multi-campus institutions are now a key strategic marketing tool to reach 

a wide range of customers. As an example, in 2005 the following 

universities, all located outside the Sydney region, operated city 

campuses in central Sydney: Ballarat University, Central Queensland 

University, Curtin University of Technology, James Cook University, La 

Trobe University, Southern Cross University, University of New England, 

University of Southern Queensland and Wollongong University College, 

with Notre Dame University opening a Sydney campus in 2007 (Jopson 

2005:6).  This is in the face of criticism by industry watchdogs of the poor 

return on investment (ROI) on the estimated $30 billion in assets 
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(campuses) which generate only $12 billion in revenue. Ruthven 

(2003:27) makes the suggestion that "good business management" 

which the Minister has proclaimed universities must pursue (Andrews 

2005:41) means even greater flexibility by: 

.........freeing up (via lease back or via virtual campuses) 
around $18 billion in capital that could be used for fast growth, 
high productivity and lower course costs. ...we don't need to 
rely on physical campuses as much anymore... (Ruthven 
2003:27). 

 

An implicit assumption in this line of argument is that virtual delivery 

is becoming the new order. It has yet to prove itself so (Brabazon 

2002b), although it would reduce the unproductive time taken to move 

from one teaching location to another (perhaps a multi-campus 

institution within a capital city).  There is also the issue of the disparate 

resources when teaching at a satellite campus – on the frontier outpost 

so to speak. The under-class of contract workers may well find 

themselves teaching in the satellite campuses which are often 

inadequately resourced and considered undesirable work locations by 

career academics in the organisational core. While expansion may be a 

corporate strategy, resourcing of new campuses is not necessarily 

commensurate with academic teaching needs. Access to adequate 

resources being a key element in the tripartite employment model, one 

might expect greater conflict between student-customer/ academic 

labour/ employing institution at such resource-poor outpost campuses. 

 

Academics resist the fragmentation of the labour process and their 

loss of control over actions and values that were once part of the taken-

for-granted assumptions of the job; for example, the right to fail students, 

exclusive access to one's own classroom be it physical or virtual, or the 

right to maintain academic standards.  For example, a 2005 Australian 

National University survey of academics at twelve Australian universities 

found that: 

 … more than half of the academics believed grades had 
been inflated and "the intellectual level required for a degree 
had declined"...."there were reports of pressures from 
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management on academics to pass students who, in their 
opinion, should fail. An edict from top management in one 
university directed that henceforth, HDs and Ds should be 
awarded at lower marks"  .... "lower quality of admissions, 
poor resources for teaching and pressures from above" 
(Jopson and Burke 2005:32). 
 

What these factors add up to are skyrocketing pressures on 

academic labour.  A 1999 Australian Council of Trade Unions' workloads 

survey identified education as Australia's most stressed industry (Thorp 

2000b:39).  In a 2000 survey at 15 universities, it was found that with few 

exceptions academic staff reported high occupational stress with a 

significant number of staff reporting debilitating levels of stress (Thorp 

2000c:39). This doctoral research affirms the pressure felt by academics 

in the market-oriented university, a pressure brought in part by the clash 

of consumer sovereignty with traditional academic culture and values. 

The e-mail communication between the subject co-ordinator and 

disgruntled student has a clear resonance of occupational stress for the 

academic in the tripartite model.   

 

Thus the tripartite employment relationship in market-oriented 

universities helps to explain the significantly changed nature of the 

academic labour process in the following ways.  It changes the formal 

conditions of employment, such as working hours and rewards. There is 

greater external control imposed by administrators through performance 

management geared to consumer satisfaction. There are increased 

demands on academics’ time by student-customers who have direct 

access to academics and administrators through electronic 

communication. This often results in academics being drawn into 

administrative or trivial tasks which have traditionally been at the 

periphery of academic work. There is greater surveillance of academic 

labour by student-customers who use the electronic communication as a 

means of control over labour. There is the consequent reduction in 

academic labour’s traditional responsible autonomy.  There is a change 

in workplace values and orientation driven by managerialism, with the 

subjugation of academic occupational culture to corporate culture. 
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Finally, there is the diminution of academic freedom, be it an outcome of 

managerial regulation or self-imposed censorship.    

 

However, as with any occupational and organisational change, 

there will be winners and losers. The tripartite model affords 

opportunities to academics who adopt the new commercial orientation 

and meet managements’ requirements of labour flexibility and customer 

satisfaction.  Compliance with KPIs and performance measures of 

customer satisfaction, acceptance of consumer sovereignty and a 

willingness to meet student-customer wants may well reap financial 

benefits (bonuses and supplements consequent on student evaluations) 

and accelerated career progression. For those academics whose 

orientation is individual and career focused, rather than collegial and 

disciplinary based, the tripartite model offers a specific commercial 

context which lends itself to individual AWA employment contracts.  

Performance measures geared to consumer satisfaction can be 

prescribed in the contract (e.g. response times to student-customer 

communication, turnaround times for assessment marking, minimum 

student-customer satisfaction levels, restriction of academic freedom).  

In an AWA these can be linked to specific rewards and career 

progression, all bringing financial benefit.  As consumers themselves in a 

consumer society where consumption has come to dominate production 

as the means of status, and as workers within an industry which is less 

secure than it once was, academic labour will find this package 

attractive.  The tripartite employment relationship is on fertile ground. 

 

8.3 REFLECTION ON BURAWOY’S EXTENDED CASE METHOD 
 
 Burawoy’s (1991) participant observation micro approach to the 

analysis of broad social issues effectively brings together both the 

hermeneutic and the scientific dimensions of research.  This doctoral 

research has found that Extended Case Method lends itself admirably to 

a study of the labour process in that it provides a vehicle for exposing 

the subtleties of power as played out by the actors, and interpreting their 
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actions within a broader social, economic and political context. This goes 

to the heart of labour process theory.   

 

 It also “juxtaposes what people say they are up to against what 

they actually do” (Burawoy 1991:2). This could not have been more 

evident than in two fieldwork interviews conducted on the same day at 

the same university with a lecturer and the assistant dean. In an 

interview with the assistant dean, the account of how flexible delivery 

through e-mail and intensive block teaching periods had enriched her 

teaching was inspirational. Although she placed significant emphasis on 

the university’s need to position itself in an increasingly commercial 

marketplace for higher education, she also believed that the student-

customer demands for greater flexibility in delivery as well as the quality 

of teaching experience for academics are in complete harmony. In her 

view the pedagogy and the commercialism are mutually compatible. In 

contrast to the assistant dean’s view, only half an hour earlier and two 

floors below, the co-ordinator of one of the faculty core units with over 

1500 undergraduate students enrolled, expressed “disgust” with her 

interactions by the same e-mail medium. It exposed her to students 

whom she said made unreasonable demands on her time. For example, 

there had been a mid-semester test that week and within 24 hours she 

had received over 100 e-mails from students complaining about specific 

questions, the general length of the paper or the actual content. In 

recounting similar anecdotes and discussing similar issues, the positive 

managerial spin offered by the assistant dean was replaced by 

disgruntlement by the lecturer. Labour’s interpretation of executive 

management’s actions was at odds with the assistant dean’s view.  

Extended Case Method effectively deconstructed that workplace and 

delayered management rhetoric in order to understand the realities and 

complexities of the social relations between labour and management.  

Such insights would have been difficult to achieve by quantitative 

methods.  
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 However, the efficacy of Burawoy’s method is at risk in the 

Australian context.  As identified in Chapter 2, the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans 1999 (the National 

Statement) collides with Extend Case Method’s primary tool of 

participant observation (Dodds et al 1994; Israel 2004; 2005).  Under the 

ethics protocols, participant observation is severely constrained and 

covert participant observation which has been a legitimate social science 

tool (Mayo 1933; Roy 1952; Kapferer 1972; Beynon 1973; Kriegler 1980; 

Gamst 1980; Thompson and Bannon 1985)  is banned other than in the 

most exceptional of circumstances.  Justification for this is the protection 

of the welfare and rights of research participants in the interest of 

transparency and the protection of participants, respect for persons, 

justice, integrity as well as for protection against litigation. As interpreted 

by Southern Cross University, these rights take precedence over the 

expected benefits to human knowledge derived from the research 

(www.scu.edu.au/research/grc/index  viewed 20/12/2004).  Queensland University 

of Technology states that the research team must always place the 

welfare of research participants ahead of the objectives of their research 

(QUT Research Ethics Booklet 12:8).  But how well does this sit with the 

University of Melbourne’s guiding principle that “research is the pursuit of 

truth" (www.unimelb.edu.au./ EcecServ/Statutes viewed 21/12/04). In the case of 

industrial sociology, whose “truth”  - management’s or workers’? 

 

This doctoral research raises fundamental ethical questions about 

the extent to which there is a right to acquire knowledge versus the right 

to privacy, whether individual, collective, private or commercial. There is 

clearly potential conflict between the National Statement and industrial 

sociological research which seeks to deconstruct a workplace and 

delayer management rhetoric in order to understand the realities and 

complexities of the social relations of that workplace. There is a 

fundamental pluralist assumption of the discipline which challenges 

management’s often unitarist view of the workplace as essentially 

harmonious.  While views of the workplace as being conflictual 

(Braverman 1974) and exploitative need to be tempered with an 
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understanding of the co-operative nature of workplace relations 

(Burawoy 1979), there is nevertheless a general recognition of acts of 

both resistance and co-operation in any workplace. An unintended 

consequence of the National Statement’s emphasis on the primacy of 

participants' rights, reinforced by the requirement of written, informed 

consent (which in the first instance must be that of an organisation’s 

management), may well be a research focus on unitarist consensus.  A 

unitarist consensus is at best one-sided and at worst seriously 

misleading (Belanger, Edwards and Haiven 1994:7). It is unlikely that 

managerial consent for research of this kind will be granted unless there 

is benefit guaranteed and management's “truth” assured by excluding 

the researcher or regulating the information which management 

provides. It may be that management's refusal to grant the researcher 

access denies the workforce's right to have their “truth” told as it is 

mandatory to have managerial consent before gaining approval from 

one’s university for any organisational research projects.  

 

The point here is not to criticize the principles of the national 

ethics framework but rather to point out the difficulty of conducting 

research along the lines of Burawoy’s ethnographic approach, when 

confronted by practical impediments which constrain professional 

procedures and techniques, and in the case of labour process workplace 

studies, threaten to curb research outright.  Research in organisations is 

by its very nature an extremely sensitive political process as the 

researcher mediates power relationships, and negotiates tactical and 

strategic compromise (Beynon 1988; Bryman 1988). However the 

overlay of the National Statement adds an additional complexity to 

workplace ethnographies which potentially hinders exploration of the 

hidden processes of power and conflict in workplace relations, and 

brings into question the integrity of research which only reports 

managerial “truth”.  Under the present ethics protocol, Burawoy’s 

Extended Case Method is highly problematic as a method for new 

research projects in Australian universities.  It is a loss to social science 

research in this country and heralds the demise of industrial and 
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organisational ethnographies in Australia.  None of the abovementioned 

seminal factory studies could have been conducted under the current 

national ethics protocols. 

  

8.4 FURTHER RESEARCH 
 

This thesis has raised the question of the changing employment 

relationship.  It has identified and explained the anomaly of customer 

power in the traditional bipartite employment relationship through the 

development of a new tripartite model between employer/employee and 

customer. The thesis concludes that in some organisational settings 

where market relations and employment relations intersect, customers 

may assume the role of partial-employer within the employment 

relationship, rather than merely being a focus of its output. However this 

thesis does not attempt to measure the intensity of that relationship or 

the variables which might be necessary for that condition to occur.  It is 

beyond the scope of this exploratory research to do so.  However in the 

future, the strength of the relationships between customer/ labour/ 

employer need to be measured as does the relevance of the model to 

other contexts, in both the public and private sectors.   

 

The Extended Case Method approach used in this research has 

sought to find the anomaly, rather than the exemplar, to consider the 

impact of the macro on the micro without seeking to extrapolate from 

that. For the Extended Case Method it is enough to say that the 

phenomenon exists without seeking to quantify its occurrence.  

However, the question then remains to be asked in future research, how 

widespread is the phenomenon of the tripartite employment relationship 

model?  In which other industries is it likely to occur? 

 

It would seem that the phenomenon of the tripartite employment 

relationship model as revealed in Chapters 5 and 6 of the thesis, is not 

exclusively confined to business faculties or even to higher education, 

but might also extend to secondary and primary schooling. 
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Now almost all schools, be they state, Catholic or 
independent, use a variety of marketing tools, from brochures 
and newspaper advertisements to sophisticated plans and 
programs for relationship development engineered by 
specialist staff ...marketing is fast coming of age in the 
education sector, with the consumer as the driving force. 
Today's consumers, after a century of conditioning in 
consumerism, have strong views, make it their business to 
become well informed, demand and expect the best, and will 
complain bitterly if they don't get it (or take their business 
elsewhere) (Myers 2003:11). 

 
The tripartite relationship in schools might need to consider the parent-

as-customer. 

   

Other industries exhibit signs of the tripartite model. The comments 

from a senior partner of the esteemed law firm Allens, Arthur, Robinson 

triggered much debate in a daily national newspaper in 2005: 

We don’t run this place as a holiday camp… we expect our 
people to treat the client as if they were God … You don’t say:  
“Sorry I can’t do it, I’m playing cricket this weekend”. You 
don’t have the right to any free time (Chessell 2005:23). 

 
The legal profession might be fertile ground for further research. 

 
The tripartite employment relationship model can be strengthened 

by research into the direct cause/effect relationship between the move to 

a consumer society and specific conditions of the formal employment 

contract. For example, how does the triangular bipartite model affect 

specific conditions of employment such as trading hours, pay, 

permanent versus casual employment contracts, union membership, 

employment security and customer complaints/employee grievance 

procedures? How long will it be before a disgruntled employee, denied 

promotion on the basis of negative customer feedback, litigates against 

the customer for damages? If there were to be a case of unfair dismissal 

heard in the Australian Industrial Relations Commission, would the 

employee have the right to cross-examine their employer's customers on 

whose judgements and evaluations they have been dismissed? The 

muddy waters of the new employment relationship need exploration 

through further research. 
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Another fertile area for further research is that of the relationship 

between labour hire firms, their employees and the customer 

organisation. Who is the employer? Is labour an employee or contractor? 

It is an example of the greyness of what was once a black and white 

divide between employer and employee in what was assumed to be a 

homogeneous bipartite employment relationship. What other contexts 

are redefining the employment relationship?  What are the implications 

for IR theory and practice? 

 

Integral to an understanding of these issues is the relationship 

between consumption and industrial relations. Consumption is a 

relatively new field of research across disciplines.  

In sociology, geography, media studies and marketing, it is 
rapidly becoming a major disciplinary area for research: in 
history and anthropology the authors put forward strong cases 
that it should be ...only in economics and psychology, both 
disciplines still dominated by a positivist orthodoxy, does it 
appear as if an embattled marginalized position is being 
taken.....No doubt consumption has risen as an academic 
subject on the back of the broader "cultural turn" that has 
occurred across the social sciences over the past decade 
(Hetherington 1997:336). 

 
 The importance of consumption to industrial relations is only now 

being recognised (Heery 1993; Knights et al 1999b) as the significance 

of the intersection of product markets and labour markets poses practical 

challenges for managers and employees in organisations undergoing 

major structural and cultural change. The tensions are consistent with 

the declining influence of industrial relations institutions and the rising 

importance of organisational imperatives.  

 

 The current research opens the doorway to an understanding of 

the new realities of the employment relationship in the 21st century. 

However, further research is needed. 
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8.5 CONCLUSION 
 
The tripartite employment relationship model heralds a new IR 

analytical framework which needs to be understood in the wider context 

of social and economic change. For example, there is a decreasing 

emphasis on traditional institutional arrangements (political ideology, 

religion, family and marriage) and a decline in the belief of these kinds of 

institutions and arrangements (Bell 1962; 1974).  In economics, there is 

a move away from regulatory authorities towards allowing markets to run 

their course, from Keynes to neo-liberalism (Hayek 1991). It is also 

argued that consumption has replaced production as the means of class 

(Burrows and Marsh 1992). These three things taken together indicate a 

decline in established belief systems mainly established through 

institutions. To the extent that belief in something is important, the 

question arises, "What will replace what we are losing"?  To answer this 

we need to look at how we structure and process relationships between 

people.  In specific terms, what do we do when we are with them?  This 

may include things such as playing sport, looking at art, listening to 

music, walking through parks or playing games with grandchildren.  

Complications aside, these activities seem to be less important than the 

consumption of goods and services (Bunting 2004:13). This thesis 

argues that the act of consumption is increasingly the 

process/mechanism for defining and building relationships. 

 

 Given the declining importance of the traditional, centralised IR 

institutions and framework, it seems that what we need to make sense of 

contemporary IR is to recognise a change from institutional to workplace 

arrangements, and from production to consumption. The thesis suggests 

that at the very least we need to incorporate consumption into theory 

building. This doctoral research identifies that the concept of ‘the 

customer’ should now be significant in industrial relations. IR and 

industrial sociology have always focused on the employment relationship 

and the organisation of work as the main springboards for explaining 

phenomena such as conflict and collective organisation. However, IR 
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institutions have been at the heart of this. The decline in IR institutions 

reflects a decline in the two underlying principles of the employment 

relationship and work organisation. Both of these are increasingly 

mediated through the act of, or expectation of consumption and this is 

increasingly structured on a managerial basis in the form of the 

individual and the team, with reward and benefits aligned. This thesis 

contends that what we need to make sense of IR in the 21st century is to 

change the springboard from production to that of consumption, or at 

least incorporate consumption into theory building. The tripartite model 

provides a concrete example of how this can be done. 

 

Australian higher education is an industry context in which social 

and economic change are drivers of changes to the labour process. In 

some highly market-oriented and customer focused institutions within the 

industry, the traditional bipartite employment relationship between 

employing institution and academic labour has been affected. In the 

context of structural, financial and cultural change in our universities, the 

emergence of flexible delivery as a marketing strategy to appeal to 

customers, as a pedagogy for the delivery of education, and as a form of 

work organisation has facilitated the penetration of the customer into the 

employment relationship.  While such change appears to warrant public 

accolade, this thesis suggests that there is an unrecognised cost to be 

borne by academic labour.  It is a cost hinted at in the opening anecdote 

of this thesis – that of the young sessional lecturer faced with imminent 

student evaluations of her work and who is concerned about job security.   

 
In summary, the research findings question the current 

management paradigm of customer focus as a ‘win-win’ situation, 

suggesting that management’s preoccupation with customer relations 

has undermined the traditional employment relationship between 

employing institution and academic. Although not homogeneous 

throughout the higher education industry, or even within an institution, 

there exists in Australian higher education the anomaly of customers 

exercising significant influence over the organisation of work. Customer 
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relations has been introduced into the workplace with both the conditions 

of employment (legal contract) and the organisation of work (tasks to be 

done and how; control and decision-making; wage-effort bargain) re-

shaped to meet management’s perceptions of customer wants. The legal 

contract/conditions of employment and the organisation of work are still 

negotiated between the primary parties of employer and employee (or 

their representatives). However, many of the criteria for negotiation 

(flexibility, value-for-money) are outcomes of student-customer wants, as 

perceived by management’s marketing and customer relations functions 

and significantly, articulated directly by students through formal 

organisational processes.  Student-customers will also seek to exercise 

control directly over academic labour at the chalkface when resourcing is 

inadequate to meet their expectations.  In such circumstances customer 

relations is no longer merely the output of the employment relationship 

but a process within it.  The student-customer becomes the employing 

institution’s agent of control thereby assuming the role of partial-

employer. 

 

This thesis finds that the social relations of the workplace in 

Australian higher education are not necessarily an outright contradiction 

of existing employment relations theory. However, they challenge the 

prevailing understanding of the employment relationship as a bipartite 

one. Through analysis of the labour process of the service encounter 

and identification of socio-economic contextual factors, an examination 

of it as an anomaly, rather than an exemplar can add value to existing 

theory on the employment relationship through inclusion of an additional 

dimension of customer control.  
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Figure 7:  The Marketisation of Higher Education                         
 
              THE MARKETISATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

At an industry level 
                                                     Changes to the global economy 
                                                                           
                                Massive structural change in Australian higher education 
        
      Broad pattern of financial change                    Broad pattern of operational change 
       = treatment of universities more                     = university organisational processes 
         like large private enterprises                        more like those of large private enterprises 
       
At an organisational level
 
The social relations of the higher education workplace are transformed from a pedagogical  
interaction (social relationship) to a market exchange (market relationship) with the commodity of 
higher education delivered as a service encounter. 
 

 The construction of the ‘student-as-customer’ by the employer, with the introduction of formal 
organisational structures and processes which legitimise the student-customer and monitor  
customer service and customer satisfaction levels. 
 

 The reconstruction of the employee by the employer by reshaping academic work with both the 
conditions of employment (legal contract) and the organisation of work (patterns of work, traditional 
responsibilities and tasks, control and decision-making, wage effort bargain) reshaped in response  
to management’s assumptions about customer needs and wants. 

 
      Assumptions by management that the customer wants 
                                                 
                      Flexibility                   Value-for-money 
(as determined by customer preference)  (as defined and evaluated by the customer) 
       
       
At the level of the service encounter
Reconstruction of the academic employee by the STUDENTS-AS-CUSTOMERS as they 
negotiate directly with academic labour at the chalkface over effort bargaining, control 
and decision-making, the tasks to be done, when and how. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                  
         

RESOURCE 
RICH subjects are 
easily adapted to 
flexible modes of 
delivery 

RESOURCE POOR subjects (750+ enrolments) are 
maladapted to flexibility and consumer sovereignty 
with the anomaly of customer power arising as 
student-customers seek to negotiate directly with the 
academic over: timing of when materials will be 
available; subject content; value-for-money as 
determined by consumer perceptions; access to 
academics = the organisation of work

THE ANOMALY OF CUSTOMER 
INFLUENCE IN THE EMPLOYMENT   
RELATIONSHIP 
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Figure 12:  The Tripartite Model of the Employment Relationship with the    
      Customer as Partial-Employer 
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       THE ORGANISATION OF WORK          CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT 
Day to day negotiations between employer        The legal contract negotiated directly by  
and employee over the tasks to be done,      employer and employee (or their 
how and when:  decision-making, control      representatives) but incorporating customer
          “wants” of flexibility and value-for-money as
           the basis for negotiations 

 
      

 
Customers seek DIRECT CONTROL      Customers exercise INDIRECT CONTROL 
through direct interaction in the service      as management incorporates their “wants” 
encounter                       into bargaining processes and outcomes 
 
 
=  In resource poor subjects, customers open up a new frontier of control for academic 
labour. Customer relations is no longer merely the focus of the employment relationship  
but a process within it.  
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