
Builders, Caretakers and Undertakers in Tertiary Education Management 

Transcript from presentation at TEMC10, 6 October 2010. 

Heather Davis 
PhD Candidate 
RMIT University 
heather.davis@rmit.edu.au 
 

The title of this presentation borrows from the late C.K. Prahalad (1941-2010) and his call for us to 

fundamentally rethink strategy and create radically new organizational capabilities; and his assertion 

that the appetite for this process of re-examining and reinventing will separate the builders (leaders) 

from caretakers (managers) and undertakers (cautious administrators)1. 

This presentation will take up Prahalad’s challenge to rethink strategy and think about radically new 

organizational capabilities for the HE sector by focussing on three interconnected themes--knowledge 

workers, complexity and appropriate leadership for the knowledge era.  This presentation draws on the 

literature and preliminary analysis from my PhD study investigating whether leadership literacies for the 

knowledge era are being practiced in higher education in Australia. 

Leadership and management are two distinctive and complementary systems of action.  
Leadership complements management - it doesn’t replace it.  Strong managers produce 
predictability and order, while leaders create, communicate and implement visions of the 
future which enable companies to change themselves in a changing competitive 
marketplace. (Kotter2) 

This work is not mutually exclusive and management is not the poor cousin of leadership.  These modes 

of operating are taken up in the everyday work in higher education in that we choose to pull the most 

appropriate lever for the situations that arise, be that as a builder, caretaker or careful administrator.  

These modes of operating are also present within universities, and depending on the type of work one 

lever may be favored over the others.  At either end of the scale, for example, the VC might be focussing 

on leadership and the finance department on careful administration.  In between (and indeed as the 

situations arise in the VCs office or in finance) there are many leadership, management and 

administrative levers being pulled everyday. 

The art is knowing when to use each mode of operation.  In times of turmoil and uncertainty the risk is 

that cautious administration (i.e. focussing on only the bottom line, risk management, PR overkill, for 

example) can deflect from the true purpose of the organisation.  It is here that strong leadership is 

required to get the balance, and let’s face it—the power relations-- right. 

Good governance requires all of these levers to be used at their optimum level of leadership, 

management and administration engagement.  This calls for us to both our right and left sides of the 
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brain, or as Daniel Pink puts it ‘using a whole brain’ approach3.  This point was also made by Fae 

Robinson in her keynote yesterday. 

Looking back so we can look forward 

The focus of this conference is future directions and it is appropriate to look back so we can look 

forward.  We find ourselves in the second decade of the 21st century well and truly embedded in the 

knowledge era.  Tertiary Education sector institutions are both sites of knowledge work and in the 

business of knowledge acquisition and dissemination and therefore can be seen as both drivers and 

vehicles of knowledge production, the main economic driver of growth in this knowledge-intensive era. 

Leading productively and promoting a culture of learning and performance is therefore vital to the 

sector and the society it serves.  

Appropriate leadership for knowledge based enterprises has also changed but have we transformed as 

individuals and organisations? Are we being led by 19th century thinking from the industrial era depicted 

by heroic leadership and command and control practices?  Or are we leading ourselves and our 

organisations in a way that incorporates the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity that now 

mark our lives?   

More likely, as is the case with paradigmatic change, we are experiencing a mixture of both and that 

indeed the future is here; it’s just unevenly distributed! This figure shows us that there could be up to 

three mindsets at play in our organisations today and shows where they emanate from: 

 
Source: Staron, M. et al 2006. Life based learning: a strength based approach for capability development in 
vocational and technical education: a report on the research project "Designing professional development for the 
knowledge era". Sydney, TAFE NSW ICVET, p. 23. 
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Normalising change 

The idea that change is a transitional phase between two stable states is ridiculed by 
everyday experiences in our globalized world. Constant change is the actual state of our 
living world.  

We should seek to comprehend, incorporate and develop that which makes life worth living 
through change, not against it.  

Jascha Rohr 
www.participatory-design.com 

 

We are not ever going back to being ‘normal’.  This level of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 

ambiguity is the norm. 

Knowledge Workers 

Knowledge workers—that is workers who do not make things that they can drop on their feet—are the 

workforce of the tertiary education sector.  Knowledge workers are different to workers from the 

industrial era and therefore need to be led and managed with unique approaches that are very different 

from the command and control approaches that were appropriate for the industrial era.   

For example in an industrial era setting followers and purpose revolved around the ‘heroic’ leader.  In 

the knowledge era leaders and followers revolve around the purpose of the organisation.  Therefore 

knowledge workers and their leaders and managers need to understand the characteristics of the 

knowledge worker and allow the space for knowledge work to happen.  By space I mean time, space to 

develop relationships and actual workspace amenities to do knowledge work.  And, fending off 

bureaucracy is a key management skill in this environment!   

The 3 main characteristics of knowledge workers are: that work is generally seen as a calling.  

Membership association with peers is important to knowledge workers as is the need for autonomy4.   

To expand on these characteristics: 

1. Knowledge workers tend to fall into the category of work as a calling, that is work as a source of 

implicit pleasure and fulfilment, usually associated with a personally defined greater goal 

(internally referent motivation).  This is rather than people who see work just as a job (financial 

return only and finds fulfilment outside work) or work just as a career (work as progression in 

status, position and pay and externally referent motivation .    

This assumption is based on the premise that generally: 
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• knowledge workers tend to study for a longer time and in more advanced levels of education, 

which induces reflection and the need to make impactful and conscious choices about study 

focus and professional direction and the need for work to be interesting, fun and fulfilling. 

(Note: this fits with the demographic profile of my research participants who are professional 

staff working in universities in Australia) 

• the nature of the work is in essence more abstract and therefore needs a systems thinking 

approach, and, consequently, a provides a better understanding of the impact and contribution 

of their work to the bigger picture, and 

• knowledge workers tend to have greater mobility and an increased number of opportunities due 

to their broader exposure and global network of contacts, meaning that they have more options 

to choose from when it comes to work. 

2. Membership association – relationships with peers at work or through professional associations 

is important for knowledge workers, and generally important for Gen Ys too.  

3. Autonomy.  Self management and self responsibility.  Knowledge workers prefer to set their 

own work goals, how they will achieve them, and how they see these fitting in to the wider work 

of the organisation—that connection is vital for both knowledge workers and their 

organisations. 

Therefore, command and control management runs counter to getting the best from knowledge 

workers. 

In the knowledge economy everyone is a volunteer, but we have trained our managers to 
manage conscripts? Drucker5 

Complexity 

Knowledge work is often complex work as already mentioned. According to Stephen Hawking (2000) we 

are also doing this work in the century of complexity.  

Every two years, IBM conducts a large scale leadership research project6.  Reporting on findings from 

their 2010 project, which took the form of interviews with 1541 global CEO’s from 60 countries and 33 

industries it was determined that:  

• the world’s private and public sector leaders believe that a rapid escalation of ‘complexity’ is the 

biggest challenge confronting them. They expect it to continue, indeed, to accelerate in the 

coming years; 
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• they are equally clear that their enterprises today are not equipped to cope effectively with this 

complexity in the global environment; and 

• they identify ‘creativity’ as the single most important leadership quality for enterprises seeking a 

path through this complexity. 

This report also identified the following leadership qualities, in order, as the most important over the 

next five years: 

This IBM report identified these leadership qualities, in order, as the most important over the next five 

years: 

1. Creativity  

2. Integrity  

3. Global Thinking 

4. Influence  

5. Openness  

6. Dedication  

7. Focus on sustainability    

8. Humility 

9. Fairness 

 

The point I am making is that we need to work with complexities, not against them.  Johansen7 is doing 

this by reducing our volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous world to an acronym, thereby working 

with these elements to achieve our goals. 

The long tail of the literature 

What I am proposing is no fad, the push for ‘working with’ leadership practices has a long tail: 

1. Mary Parker Follett’s8 work was published mainly in the 1920s, yes 90 years ago.  Follett worked 

with communities and then bought this knowledge into the world of business.  

Main claim to fame is through her theory of “power through” and “power over”.  Peter Drucker 

believed that every new idea that management scholars had in the 20th century was first 

thought of by MPF. 
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2. Douglas McGregor 

In a book celebrating its 50th anniversary this year, called The Human Side of Enterprise, Douglas 

McGregor9 made his mark on the history of organizational management and motivational 

psychology when he proposed the two theories that account for how managers perceive 

employee motivation, Theory X and Theory Y.  

Each assumes that the manager's role is to organize resources, including people, to best benefit 

the company. However, beyond this commonality, they are world apart. 

According to McGregor, Theory X leadership assumes the following: 

• Work is inherently distasteful to most people, and they will attempt to avoid work 
whenever possible.  

• Most people are not ambitious, have little desire for responsibility, and prefer to be 
directed.  

• Most people have little aptitude for creativity in solving organizational problems.  

• Motivation occurs only at the physiological and security levels of Maslow's Needs 
Hierarchy.  

• Most people are self-centered. As a result, they must be closely controlled and often 
coerced to achieve organizational objectives  

• Most people resist change.  

• Most people are gullible and unintelligent.  

In strong contrast to Theory X, Theory Y leadership makes the following general assumptions: 

• Maslow’s higher-level needs of esteem and self-actualization are continuing needs in 
that they are never completely satisfied. As such, it is these higher-level needs through 
which employees can best be motivated. 

• Work can be as natural as play if the conditions are favorable.  

• People will be self-directed and creative to meet their work and organizational 
objectives if they are committed to them.  

• People will be committed to their quality and productivity objectives if rewards are in 
place that address higher needs such as self-fulfilment.  

• The capacity for creativity spreads throughout organizations.  

• Most people can handle responsibility because creativity and ingenuity are common in 
the population.  

• Under these conditions, people will seek responsibility.  

• Under these assumptions, there is an opportunity to align personal goals with 
organizational goals by using the employee's own need for fulfilment as the motivator.  
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3. Robert K Greenleaf’s first essay about Servant Leadership was published in 1970 and 

interestingly that edition contained examples from college students, one of whom was named 

Hillary Rodham, now Hillary Clinton, US Secretary of State.  

Servant Leadership is a holistic approach to business that encourages leaders to embody the 

certain traits in relation to themselves and the outer world. In order to be a servant leader, one 

needs to have the qualities of listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, 

conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, growth and building community.  

These fit very closely with the qualities that the IBM report identified that will now be discussed 

in relation to my own research. 

I’ll be addressing all but the first qualities in this presentation.   

The Research 

Creativity is one of the themes I’m tracking in my PhD research and I gave a paper on it at the Thinking 

Conference in Malaysia last year, but it won’t be a focus of this presentation10. 

I’ve added global thinking, or what I term worldly leadership, to my list of appropriate leadership 

literacies for the knowledge era.  I spoke about worldly leadership and sustainability as zeitgeist at some 

length at last year’s TEMC and I’ll expand on both in this presentation. 

Worldly Leadership 

Worldly leadership aims for unity and collaboration across borders through a shared 
humanity.  It can be seen as being about shared power, dispersed and flexible networks, 
stewardship, integrity, responsibility for the common good and an emphasis on a 
sustainable world. Turnbull11. 

Applied to global leadership, proponents of Worldly Leadership suggest that this lens adds a new and 

refreshing perspective. It goes beyond individual competencies to include leadership as a networked 

process of interconnectedness and boundary-spanning.  

It goes beyond the emphasis on top leaders to include shared leadership and a focus on giving a voice to 

the disenfranchised or marginalized. Worldly leadership extends to encompass ethical stewardship, 

leadership for the common good, as well as for leadership for sustainability. 

Worldly leadership also points to the need to think about social and environmental concerns as 

well as the financial, and the issue of sustainability will be discussed later on in this 

presentation. 
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Servant Leadership 

The leadership qualities of integrity, influence, openness, dedication, humility and fairness are listed as 

traits to pay attention to in the next 5 years in the IBM report.   

 

They are also to be found in the theory that underpins Servant Leadership and other human science 

approaches to leadership. The servant-leader is servant first… It begins with the natural feeling that one 

wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. The difference 

between servant-first leadership and leader-first leadership behaviours manifest in the care taken by 

the servant-first leader to make sure that other people’s highest priority needs are being served.  

Servant Leadership is a holistic approach to 

business that encourages leaders to embody the 

certain traits in relation to themselves and the 

outer world. In order to be a servant leader, one 

needs these qualities: listening, empathy, healing, 

awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, 

foresight, stewardship, growth and building 

community.  

A test for Servant Leadership that also addresses 

a more worldly view of leadership is to ask:  

 

Do those served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, 
freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? And, what is the 
effect on the least privileged in society? Will they benefit or at least not be further deprived? 

Source: see Footnote 12 



The mindsets emanating from the knowledge era and the industrial era can be seen in this table which 

was adapted from Heroic Journey Consulting12: 

 
Knowledge Era  Industrial Era  

 
Theory Y  Theory X  

 
Servant Leadership  Command & Control  

Business Metaphor  Organic structure of relationships  Organisation is a machine  

Authority  Participation by entire group  Top down  

People  Greatest assets and sources of 

creativity  

Instruments of production  

Leadership Style  Connected and present  Distant and detached  

Supervisory Approach  Listen, facilitate, encourage  Dictate, control, punitive  

Service Orientation  Other centred  Self-centred  

 

My research captures the lived experiences of ATEM members working in Universities who held   

professional positions or executive positions that were not 100% academic.  A total of 226 participants 

responded which was 25% of those invited by ATEM to complete the online survey.  The survey asked 

questions about participants, their work, their workplace and finally their leader. 

(Note demographic data and some preliminary analysis of the Servant Leader data was presented at 

TEMC10 but is not yet ready for wider distribution, only the preliminary analysis about the sustainability 

development scale will be made available with this transcript). 

Sustainability as zeitgeist. 

As the IBM Report indicated a focus on sustainability is an indicator of appropriate leadership focus for 

at least the next five years.  Sustainability preferences were tracked in my PhD study too and the voices 

of ATEM participants in my own research are strongly agreeing with the IBM report that  sustainability is 

a defining leadership issue. 
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Even at the preliminary analysis stage, the data gathered here is astounding and could very well take up 

a TEMC session on its own. A snapshot of the lived experience of ATEM members working in universities 

in Australia at a time when Australia is an underfunded knowledge nation (according to the OECD) 

indicates that participants are constantly working many more hours that they are paid for and a large 

percentage of participants have been in their current role for less than two years.  This is despite most 

participants having been employed in the sector for between 6-15 years. 78 % of staff had been in the 

sector for 6 years or more, with 50% in the 6-15 year range.  94% of participants surveyed have been in 

the sector longer than 3 years. 

54% of people had been in their roles for 2 years or less and a staggering 80% of people had been in 

their roles for 5 years or less. 

This level of extra working hours and the new roles that participants find themselves in is a possible 

indicator of unsustainable work practices in HE, and if so, this ‘elephant in the room’ that will have to be 

addressed sometime soon if human sustainability is our goal. 

So as professionals what level of extra work per week do we see as acceptable?  As a 
professional association what level of extra work that our members undertake do we see as 
acceptable? Ditto for universities.  Ditto for the sector. Are we wearing these extra hours as 
a badge of honor? 

I see this issue as the pointy end of clashing paradigms….where work practices in many universities are 

still managed by industrial era thinking, and when this thinking isn’t working, more of the same thinking 

is applied.  Look at our compliance and surveillance responsibilities for evidence of this. 

It’s difficult to be creative in this kind of environment too. 

Now this is fine if the purpose of universities is to restructure, reshuffle or redeploy for its own sake.  

However the purpose of universities is to build nation building capacities through its teaching and 

research and everything each one of us does should be in pursuit of this. 

No wonder we are change fatigued….again in terms of human sustainability aspirations, this trend is a 

worry. 

Using Dunphy’s13 Sustainability Development model to track human and ecological sustainability in 

universities in Australia, participants indicated where they believed their organisations were situated 

now and also where they’d like their organisations to be in 5 years time.  Here are the preliminary 

results: 
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Concluding Remarks 

The reality is, as knowledge workers, we are all leaders, managers and cautious administrators.  I hope 

this presentation helps you reflect on these roles and how you enact them in the knowledge era.   

Leadership for the knowledge era is distributed.  As professionals we are at the least leaders of 

ourselves and likely to be involved in the process of leadership whether or not we are formally 

acknowledged as leaders. 



The trends outlined in this presentation clearly point to the issues of human and ecological sustainability 

as future directions in leadership.  Servant Leadership epitomises appropriate leadership approaches for 

the knowledge era and the VUCA environment it is set within.  Servant Leadership is also a good match 

for best leading and managing knowledge workers who are characterised by generally seeing their work 

as a calling and they prefer an environment where membership association and autonomy are 

encouraged.  

John Quincy Adams, 6th US President understood the value of taking leadership personally, as this quote 

illustrates.  These are wise words indeed from a man who lived through the industrial revolution and 

passed away a century and half before the knowledge era emerged.  

If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more and become more, you 
are a leader.                                                   John Quincy Adams (1767-1848) 6th US President 

 

Heather’s PhD project website can be found at www.leadershipliteracies.com 

http://www.leadershipliteracies.com/

