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In the mid-1990s London Guildhall University restructured and moved to a flatter management structure by removing its faculty layer and the post of dean. At the same time the balance of accountability and autonomy changed between the university and its constituent departments.  It was decided that it was essential to give those responsible for quality the power and the tools to influence and improve quality. Heads of academic and non-teaching service departments were given substantial management roles and began to exercise their devolved decision-making powers within a framework of institutional strategies and operating plans. 

Changes in systems and procedures, including those for quality management, were necessary to reflect the change in organisational structure. Periodic department reviews, conducted by a panel composed of members both internal and external to the university, were introduced and began to address the premise that an academic unit should not only be judged on its capacity to conduct research and teaching but also its capacity to self-govern (Trow, 1994). 

In parallel with the move to devolution of authority and responsibility came a need for increased co-ordination and collaboration between all departments, reflected in the establishment of a Senior Management Group, comprising heads of academic and non-teaching departments. This emphasis on collaboration led the university to consider the ability of a department not only to self-govern but also to effectively work in partnership with other departments. A further consequence of the change in structure has therefore been a growing emphasis on total quality management encompassing all the university’s activities not just those of academic departments.

The university considers that departments are not held accountable for processes that are not within their immediate control (Dill, 1995). However, it is appropriate and desirable to question how problems are analysed by the department, negative effects minimised, and communication handled with the department that is responsible and accountable for the identified issues. 

Increasing access to students from economically and educationally disadvantaged backgrounds, whilst at the same time maintaining academic standards, has presented challenges related to students’ retention, progression, achievement and employability. To meet these challenges the university has invested in enhanced academic and personal support mechanisms, which demand that the academic and non-teaching departments work together to a common purpose that enables students to reach their full potential.

The increase in the autonomy of the departments was further accompanied by a shift in the balance of inspection versus audit and a consequent attempt to build in, rather than police in, quality (Dill, 1995). As the quality system has moved to auditing of departments so there has been increasing use of self-evaluation on the basis that a sound self-evaluation under full department responsibility offers the best guarantee for quality maintenance and improvement in that department (Wesusthof, 1995). The latest developments involve an increasing emphasis on evaluations that can be substantiated with a range of evidence and the development of a variable intensity audit dependent on the quality of self-evaluation. 

The university is vigilant in balancing the autonomy and accountability of departments and recognises the need to ensure that the discretion afforded to professionals does not allow them to ignore the needs of their clients (Mintzberg, 1983). Acknowledging the need to demonstrate relevance and accountability to external stakeholders (Vught, 1996), the university has experimented with a customer-centred model that places the needs of stakeholders at the heart of its planning, operation and evaluations. This reflects a shift in the balance between the provider perspective and that of the customer(s) perspective of higher education. The use of the term customer to describe students is the subject of vigorous discussion within the university.  

In 1999, elements of knowledge management were introduced into the university’s quality management system into an attempt to overcome difficulties in realising a long-standing aspiration within the university to identify and disseminate good practice. ‘Universities are a collection of brilliant people, but not examples of collective brilliance. Because there is little knowledge flow, the university is not an intelligent whole’ (Stewart, 1997). The quality management system now emphasises banking lessons learned, capturing and sharing tacit and explicit knowledge. However, capturing and sharing academics’ knowledge is something of a challenge, for example, in the absence of any established tradition of encouraging collective discussion of good teaching practice (Ramsden, 1998).

The university’s quality management system is also beginning to be considered within the context of risk management.  Risks are anticipated and potential problems ‘designed out’ via a framework of activities that includes strategic planning at institutional and departmental levels and operating statements (operationalising the strategic plans) at both levels. Knowledge about how to prevent risks is codified in procedures and regulations, for example, the operation of franchises with collaborative partners. 

Risks are predicted and prevented via the management ‘route’ and the quality management ‘route’. The university continues to refine its understanding of which route is most appropriate to address issues with particular consideration being given to those issues which despite action in both routes remain unresolved.

A key risk coming under consideration is the potential imbalance in accountability and autonomy as applied to an individual lecturer. There is also a danger that the quality management system might not impact on an individual lecturer (particularly those on temporary contracts) and lead to a lack of comparable quality between modules, between courses or between departments. Again the use of knowledge management techniques is beginning to be used to address the management of these risks, for example, in the design of the procedure for the annual monitoring of course units.

Knowledge management techniques are seen as having the potential to engage academics and reduce resistance to quality management. Resistance is generated by a perceived challenge to academic autonomy both from the university’s internal quality management procedures and particularly external quality inspections (by the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education). 

The university continues to reflect on the balance of autonomy and accountability between the state and universities, the university and its departments, and a department and its individual members of staff.
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