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ABSTRACT 

 

Reasons for, and Preconditions to, Devolving Decision-making in New Zealand  Universities 

and Polytechnics. 

 

In New Zealand, major legislative changes in 1989/1990 led to increased autonomy, 

accountability, competition and contestability for universities and polytechnics.  These 

cahnges resulted in significant devolution of functions and decision-making power to 

institutions, thus creating the opportunity for devolution to take place within institutions.  A 

study by Astill (1996) found that devolution of decision-making in new Zealand tertiary 

education institutions has increased significantly since 1989, and is predicted to increase 

further by the year 2000. 

 

This paper examines the reasons for this increased devolution and the preconditions to further 

devolution.  The methodology chosen was a survey of all New Zealand polytechnics and 

universities using structured interviews.  These were conducted with Chief Executive Officers 

of six of the seven universities and 20 of the 25 polytechnics in New Zealand. 

Results showed that decision-making overload at the centre, and a desire to increase the 

motivation and commitment of staff are the principle reasons for increased devolution, while 

the development of policies and procedures, appropriate training and improved information 

systems are the principle preconditions for further devolution. 



 4

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Education Reforms 

 

Prior to 1989, the New Zealand tertiary education scene  was one of a highly centralised, 

bureaucratic system of administration for polytechnics, with universities enjoying a 

considerably greater degree of autonomy.   However, between 1989 and 1990 legislative 

changes have resulted in a radical change in the tertiary sector. 

 

The Education Amendment Act 1990 established new central agencies including the New 

Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) and the Education and Training Support Agency 

(ETSA).  It introduced bulk funding to polytechnics and colleges of education, and made 

provision for Government funding of private training  establishments (PTEs).  Subsequent to 

the passing of the Education Amendment Act, the report of a ministeral consultative group 

entitled Funding growth in tertiary education and training (1994), also known as the Todd 

Report was produced.   Various reports on a capital charging regime have subsequently been 

produced and are currently under consideration by the Government, as are various models of 

institutional governance and ownership.   

 

Other legislation also contributed to the package of reforms, and in particular: the State Sector 

Amendment Act 1989, which made Chief Executive Officers rather than Councils the 

employer of staff, and provided for contract appointments for senior staff in management 

positions; the Public Finance Act 1989 which specified reporting requirements and 

responsibilities, established controls on borrowing, and provided incentives to encourage 

effective and efficient use of financial resources; and the Employment Contracts Act 1991, 

which provided for the possibility of individual employment contracts for staff. 
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Implications of Bulk Funding 

Of all the reforms of tertiary education, the one with the greatest impact on institutions was 

the introduction of bulk funding.  Tertiary education institutions were now able to decide their 

own funding priorities and make capital expenditure decisions without referral to a central 

body.  In the United Kingdom, formula funding mechanisms have encouraged cultural change 

within universities and an increase in managerialism (Heald &  Geaughan, 1994; Jones, 1994; 

Lee & Piper, 1988).  The move to bulk funding made it possible for the Government to reduce 

funding progressively, thus precipitating moves for institutions to generate funding from 

alternative sources.  The introduction of the student loan scheme made it easier to increase 

tuition fees, which then became a variable in the marketing equation, and led directly to 

demands from students for increased performance from  institutions.  Students became 

‘customers’ or ‘clients’, and began to demand value for money, thus further reinforcing the 

climate of accountability.   At the same time competition between institutions became more 

overt, with significant increases in marketing activities, a reduction in co-operation, and 

increased interest in strategic alliances.  The introduction of degree programmes in 

polytechnics led to a demand for increased research output, higher qualifications for staff, and 

a more professional approach to curriculum development.  The establishment of the Academic 

Audit Unit (universities) and the Polytechnics Programme Committee has led to the 

formalisation of quality management systems. 

 

These factors have been a major catalyst for change in tertiary education institutions and 

heralded a new era of autonomy, accountability, competition and contestability.  An outcome 

of the reforms has been a significant increase in devolution to universities and polytechnics, 

creating the opportunity for increased devolution within institutions (Hambleton, 1992). 

 

Devolution Defined 
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Devolution is defined in the literature in a number of ways.  The Shorter Oxford Dictionary 

defines it in terms of delegation, that is “the deputing or delegating of work or authority”     (p 

956).  Another view is that devolution represents the relinquishing of control by a central 

agency to institutions (Sharp, 1994).  Alternatively, it can mean the dispersal of decision-

making and authority within an organisation (Koontz & Weihrich, 1990).  It can also be 

considered as one end of a centralisation - decentralisation continuum,  (Glen, 1992; Self, 

1976), or as encompassing a continuum from total external control to total self management 

(Sharpe, 1996).  In the literature ‘devolution’ and ‘decentralisation’ appear to be used 

interchangeably, and will be used synonymously in this paper. For the purposes of this paper, 

devolution (of decision-making) is defined as the extent to which units or individuals at 

lower levels in an organisation have significant authority to make decisions. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

There are many reasons why organisations devolve decision-making.  In hierarchical 

organisations managers process large amounts of information.  At some point a manager’s 

capacity to process information and make decisions is exceeded, resulting in pressure to 

devolve (Galbraith, 1973; Mintzberg, 1979; Tompkins & Mawditt, 1994).  Galbraith (1973) 

argues that “as an organisation’s subtasks increase in uncertainty a greater amount of 

information must be processed among decision-makers during task execution in order to 

achieve a given level of performance” (p 4).  Eventually, decision-making overload occurs.  

One strategy to deal with this overload is to devolve decision-making to lower levels in the 

organisation. 

 

Failure of, or disappointment with centralisation because of time delays in making decisions 

and high levels of bureaucracy may also cause a move to decentralisation.  “The odds on 

disappointment particularly increase as we ask a system to do much more than previously in 

effecting contrary values and interests” (Clark, 1984, p 272).  Organisations may also devolve 

because others are doing so rather than for reasons based on a rational analysis of the 

advantages and disadvantages.  Di Maggio and Powell (1983) identify institutional 

isomorphism as a trend which results in organisational forms and practices becoming 

homogeneous.  “In the initial stages of their life cycle, organisational fields display 

considerable diversity in approach and form.  Once a field becomes well established, 

however, there is an inexorable push towards homogenisation” (p 148).  They argue that those 

organisations that institute change do so for reasons of improved performance, and that as 

other organisations also change for these reasons, the new pattern attains a legitimacy which 

drives other organisations in the field to change, thus attaining institutional isomorphism.   
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Lockwood (1985) extends the concept of isomorphism to universities which although they 

value diversity, have very similar key features, including structures.  As organisations 

comprising a high percentage of professionals, universities (and polytechnics) are likely to be 

driven by normative isomorphism to devolve.  However, mimetic isomorphism may also be a 

driving force with moves towards devolution in one institution leading to other perhaps less 

confident institutions following suit. 

 

Devolving decision-making has a number of potential consequences.  Decision-making may 

be improved because the decision-maker is closer to the action and has greater indepth 

knowledge of the situation (Meade, 1995; Tompkins & Mawditt, 1994), and can result in 

faster decision-making because of the reduction in the upward referral of decisions 

(Mintzberg, 1979; Tompkins & Mawditt, 1994).  In addition, motivation of employees, 

particularly of professionals, is said to be enhanced by involvement in decision-making 

(Mintzberg, 1979) and devolution can be a means of developing management skills by 

allowing managers to gain experience in decision-making in areas of relatively low risk to the 

organisation (Robins & Barnwell, 1994).  Devolution provides a window of opportunity for 

increased educational outcomes through transformational leadership.  However, its attainment 

depends on factors such as the change process adopted, the leadership style, values and 

priorities of the CEO and Council, the availability of training and ongoing support, and the 

culture of the organisation (Sharpe, 1996).   Cost and profit consciousness can improve 

because the increased number of decision-makers in devolved organisations will all be 

concerned about the consequences of their decisions.  Accountability may also be enhanced 

through the increased clarity of local responsibility.  Devolution may also encourage 

innovation by enabling a manager to be identified with any subsequent successful outcomes 

of the manager’s actions.  Managers are therefore able and encouraged to be entrepreneurial 

(Tompkins & Mawditt, 1994). 
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There are, however, a number of potentially negative consequences of devolution.  Increased 

cost has been identified by a number of authors (Bourn 1994, Tompkins & Mawditt 1994).  

These costs arise from the loss of economies of scale that can be achieved by centralisation, 

the cost of training and developing existing managers, or the cost of employing new 

managers.  Bourn identifies the possibility of local optimisation at the cost of some potentially 

greater organisation-wide benefit if resources were to be differentially distributed and applied.  

Devolution also brings with it the problem of maintaining organisational integrity and 

cohesiveness (Bourn, 1994; Goold & Campbell, 1987; Handy, 1976; Tomkins & Mawditt, 

1994).  If resources are fully devolved and units have decision-making autonomy then how 

does an organisation operate as a corporate entity?  It would seem that the greater the extent 

of devolution, the more difficult it is likely to be to achieve organisational cohesiveness, 

direction and purpose.  In a fully devolved organisation, the component parts of an 

organisation may have separate cultures, structures, policies and procedures, and little, if any, 

identification with the centre.  Yet if groups such as staff and customers view the organisation 

as a single entity, inconsistency of standards and decisions may cause dissatisfaction (Bolman 

& Deal, 1991).  It may not always be in the best interests of the organisation to devolve, 

particularly where the interests of a unit or section may result in actions not in harmony with 

the organisation’s goals.  “When a comprehensive perspective is needed in a decision or 

where concentration provides significant economies, centralisation offers distinct advantages” 

(Robins & Barnwell, 1994, p 94).  Self (1976) argues that “one cannot get the technical gains 

of large scale organisation or the egalitarian effects of administrative uniformity without 

substantial disadvantages, also ‘remoteness’, bureaucratic waste and duplication” (p 72), and 

that “the values of this system [a centralised decision model] are uniformity and consistency; 

maximum scope for the use of specialised techniques; and functional rationality over the 

distribution of resources” (p 73).  This, then, may mitigate against devolution. 
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In the context of schools, Sharpe (1996) sees a danger in devolution resulting in a focus on 

efficiency rather than educational effectiveness, and educators focusing on management rather 

than teaching, while Watt (1989) argues that devolution leads to inequality of provision, that 

is, schools in rich areas will become better resourced because of better access to resources, 

while schools in poor areas will become less well resourced.  This argument could be 

extended to describe this concept.  He argues that the dispersal of decision-making power 

does not need to be consistent, and that some types of decision may be made centrally (for 

example financial decisions) while others (for example personnel decisions) may be made by 

first line supervisors.  The dispersal of decision-making throughout an organisation is more 

likely in professional organisations, but decision-making power is more likely to be 

concentrated at the top of an organisation when there is a high level of external control 

(Mintzberg, 1979). 
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RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

The principal aim of  the study was to determine the reasons for, and preconditions to, 

increased devolution of decision-making in New Zealand Polytechnics and Universities. 

 

The methodology chosen was a survey of all New Zealand polytechnics and universities using 

structured interviews conducted by telephone.   The interviewees were Vice Chancellors of 

New Zealand universities and Chief Executive Officers of New Zealand polytechnics, or their 

nominees. 

 

All seven University Vice Chancellors and 25 Polytechnic CEOs were invited to participate.  

Interviews were conducted with three Vice Chancellors or Acting Vice Chancellors, three Pro 

Vice Chancellors or Assistant Vice Chancellors, 16 polytechnic CEOs, and four deputy 

CEOs.  Interviews were carried out with six of the seven universities (86%) and 20 of the 25 

polytechnics (80%). 

 

Interviewees were asked two questions: 

 

a) What do you see as the reason for devolution increasing or decreasing in your 

institution? 

 

b) What preconditions do you see as necessary for increased devolution in your 

institution to each question. 

 

Responses were recorded in the order given by the interviewees. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Reasons for devolving decision-making 

 

Interviewees were asked to  identify their reasons for devolving decision making.  A total of 9 

reasons were identified: 

 

• to reduce decision making overload at the centre 

• to increase motivation and commitment of staff through ‘ownership’ of decisions 

• to enable better decisions to be made by those with the most knowledge 

• to increase the accountability of staff for their performance 

• to respond to staff pressure for increased involvement in decision-making 

• to enable decisions to be made faster and therefore be more responsive to the needs of 

stakeholders 

• to create a climate for increased innovation by staff 

• to follow a trend (isomorphism) 

• to increase the cost consciousness of staff. 

 

Of the ten reasons identified in the literature review, (Clarke, 1984; Di Maggio & Powell, 

1983; Galbraith, 1973; Lockwood, 1985; Mintzberg, 1979; Robins & Barnwell, 1994; Sharpe, 

1996; Tompkins & Mawditt, 1994) three were not mentioned, that is the development of 

management skills, the opportunity for improved educational outcomes, and failure or 

disappointment with centralisation.  Two reasons additional to those in the literature review 

were identified by respondents, that is to increase the accountability of staff for their 

performance, and to respond to staff pressure for involvement in decision-making.  The latter 

reason, however, may be similar to that of increased motivation and commitment of staff 

through ‘ownership’ of decisions. 
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Table 1 summarises the reasons given for devolving decision-making in rank order.  For both 

polytechnics and universities the most common reason is the desire to reduce decision-making 

overload (85% of polytechnics, 83% of universities).  For polytechnics, the wish to increase 

motivation and commitment was the next most common reason (75% of polytechnics, 16.6% 

of universities), while for universities staff pressure for increased involvement in decision-

making was the second most common reason (66.7% of universities, 10% of polytechnics).   

 

If we presume that responding to staff pressure will increase motivation and commitment, 

then the two reasons are similar.  However, they reflect two different perspectives.  The first 

is the desire of chief executives to increase staff motivation and commitment, while the 

second reflects the desire of staff to be involved, with consequent effects on motivation and 

commitment.  Better decision-making was identified by both polytechnics as the third most 

common reason for devolution (30% of polytechnics, 33.3% of universities).  The desire to 

increase staff accountability was the fourth most common reason given (30% of polytechnics, 

20% of universities), followed by staff pressure, faster decision-making, increased cost 

consciousness, increased innovation and isomorphism. 
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TABLE 1:  Reasons for devolving decision-making 
 

REASON  POLYTECHNICS (20) UNIVERSITIES (6)   COMBINED (26) 

  No % RANK No % RANK No % RANK 

Decision overload 17 85 1 5 83.3 1 22 84.6 1 

Motivation/ 
commitment/ 
ownership 

15 75 2 1 16.6 5= 16 61.5 2 

Better decisions 6 30 3= 2 33.3 3= 8 30.7 3 

Increased accountability 6 30 3= 1 16.6 5= 7 26.7 4 

Staff pressure 2 10 5= 4 66.7 2 6 23.1 5 

Faster decision making 2 10 5= 2 33.3 3= 4 15.4 6 

Increased innovation 1 5 7= -   1 3.8 7= 

Trend (isomorphism) 1 5 7= - -  1 3.8 7= 

Increased cost 
consciousness 

- -  1 16.6 5= 1 3.8 7= 

 

Conclusion 

 

The most common reasons for devolving decision-making are to reduce decision-making 

overload at the centre, to increase the motivation and commitment of staff, and to enable 

better decisions to be made.  The reasons are similar for polytechnics and universities except 

for responding to staff pressure for increased devolution, which is a reason identified only by 

universities. 
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Preconditions to increased devolution 

 

Respondents were asked to determine the preconditions they saw as necessary for increased 

devolution of decision-making to occur.  This question was developed part way through the 

interview process and was therefore asked of only 75% of the polytechnic respondents and 

83.3% of the university respondents.  The number of reasons given ranged from 1 to 5, with a 

mean of 2.30 (polytechnics), 2.34 (universities), and 2.33 (overall).  A total of 10 

preconditions were identified: 

 

• Policies and procedures would need to be developed to ensure consistency throughout the 

organisation. 

• Training would be required to ensure that staff are competent to make decisions - an 

example of this was given as the need to train managers in handling poor performance of 

staff so that in the event of dismissal no expensive grievance would result. 

• Improved information systems would be required to ensure that staff have the necessary 

information in order to make decisions and so that managers would have information for 

monitoring staff performance. 

• Improved planning would be required to ensure that staff acted in accordance with 

predetermined and approved plans that were congruent with those of the organisation. 

• Increased accountability for staff would be necessary to ensure that sanctions and rewards 

were applied to staff performance. 

• New staff would need to be appointed who would be capable of handling devolved 

decision making. 

• Job descriptions would need to be revised to clarify responsibilities. 

• Evidence of compliance with existing policies and procedures would be required before 

further devolution could occur. 

• The organisation structure would need to be flatter, with clearly defined accountability. 
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Several of these preconditions are covered in the literature review.  McKinnon & Walker 

(1996) identify the need for training, information systems, and procedures while Edwards 

(1994) identifies in addition the development of mission statements and strategic plans.  

McKinnon & Walker also identify the need for administrative support, a factor not mentioned 

by the respondents.  A number of the reasons mentioned by the respondents are additional to 

those in the literature review. 

 

Table 2 summarises the preconditions to increased devolution of decision-making in rank 

order.  For polytechnics the most common precondition was the need for better policies and 

procedures (80% of polytechnics, 33.3% of universities), while for universities improved 

planning was the most common precondition.  Training was identified as the second most 

common precondition overall, and the second most common for polytechnics, but not for 

universities.  Instead, two universities (33.3% of university respondents) identified the need 

for new staff capable of handling devolved decision-making.  In one case this was seen as 

being new staff from outside the institution, while in the other the new staff may have been 

available within the institution.  In the latter case the respondent identified a need for “a new 

breed of academic manager, with increased accountability, rewards and sanctions”. 

 

Third overall was the need for improved information systems, improved planning, and 

increased accountability, followed by the need for flatter organisation structures.  Next was 

the need for compliance monitoring and audit systems which was identified as a precondition 

to increased devolution only by polytechnics.  Finally were the need for new staff, better job 

descriptions and evidence of compliance with current policies. 
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TABLE 2:  Preconditions to increased devolution of decision-making 
 
 

PRECONDITIONS  POLYTECHNICS (15) UNIVERSITIES (6)   COMBINED (21) 

  No % RANK No % RANK No % RANK 

Better policies and 
procedures 

12 80 1 2 33.3 2= 14 66.6 1 

Training 8 53.3 2 - -   8 38.1 2 

Improved information 
systems 

3 20 4= 2 33.3 2= 5 23.8 3= 

Improved planning 2 13.3 6= 3 50 1 5 23.8 3= 

Increased accountability 4 26.6 3 1 16.6 6= 5 23.8 3= 

Flatter organisation 
structure 

2 13.3 6= 2 33.3 2= 4 19 6 

Compliance monitoring 
and audit systems 

3 20 4= -   3 14.3 7 

New staff - -  2 33.3 2= 2 9.5 8 

Better job descriptions -     1 16.6 6= 1 4.8 9= 

Compliance with  
current policies 

1 6.7 8 -   1 4.8 9= 
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 CONCLUSION 

 

The education reforms of 1989/1990 resulted in significant devolution of functions and 

decision-making power to tertiary institutions, thus creating the opportunity for devolution 

within institutions (Hambleton 1992). 

 

While the education reforms and other changes in the operating environment gave institutions 

the ability to devolve, and created pressures to do so, this does not fully explain why CEOs 

have actually devolved decision-making and intend to devolve it further.  The study found 

that the most common reasons given by CEOs were to reduce decision-making overload at the 

centre, to increase motivation and commitment of staff through ‘ownership’ of decisions, and 

to enable better decisions to be made by those with the most knowledge.  However, an 

interesting finding was that in universities (but not in polytechnics) staff pressure for 

devolution was a significant reason for CEOs considering increased devolution.  While the 

reasons for this difference have not been explored, an explanation may be that universities are 

more established, more highly structured, larger, and more bureaucratic than polytechnics, 

with consequent staff frustration about lack of participation and delays in making decisions. 

 

The study also considered what preconditions might need to be satisfied before increased 

devolution could take place.  The most common preconditions identified by CEOs were the 

need to develop policies and procedures to ensure consistency throughout the institution, 

training of staff to ensure competence in decision-making, and improved information systems 

to ensure that staff have the necessary information in order to make decisions and managers 

have information for monitoring staff performance.  These findings are consistent with those 

identified in the literature, but there are important differences between universities and 

polytechnics.  Whereas polytechnics saw training as an important precondition, universities 

were more concerned about the need for new staff and structures.  It is suggested that an 
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explanation for the differences may be that polytechnic staff are generally recruited after 

significant industry experience, and many have managerial experience, whereas university 

staff tend not to have this background, and it may be difficult to achieve the necessary 

competence in decision-making by training alone. 
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