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Abstract: Today, Higher Education Institutions’ responsibilities and roles are considerably wide ranging and constantly prospering, most of which fall upon the Human Resources Management area. Due to this pressing need for a change of direction, specific measures must be adopted in order to ensure the development of a new organisational strategy that is up to speed with the increasingly international competitiveness. Human Resources Management in Higher Education Institutions must then be fully supported and professionalised to be equal to the many challenges ahead. Today, European Higher Education Institutions are in need of a higher degree of autonomy. In exchange, Higher Education Institutions are to accept increased responsibility and accountability for their own decision-making and management mechanisms and hold accountable for the outcome of, and developments in, a substantial part of the whole process. One of the major concerns of today’s educational organisations is the adequate qualification of their staff, whether academic, administrative or managerial. Thus, greater emphasis is placed on recruitment and selection processes, which must be part of an inclusive and supportive policy as regards equality and diversity principles. But not only is there a need for attracting higher qualified professionals, staff retention and motivation mechanisms are as necessary, if not more so, in order to avoid the so called ‘brain-drain’. Therefore, a training culture must be promoted through institutional measures such as a revisited reward scheme. But none of this would be possible without a comprehensive and clear communication plan put in place at the institutional level. The ultimate goal of any self-respective educational organisation is to raise awareness of an institutional culture and a feeling of ownership among the entire university community. The development of Human Resources Management policies in South Mediterranean universities, moreover, presents an even more complex landscape. Awareness-raising of national authorities about the need of Human Resources Management strategies in public Higher Education Institutions is a major priority since Higher Education systems in South Mediterranean institutions are highly centralised. Fostering a more competitive and attractive work environment for attracting, motivating and retaining highly-qualified staff, irrespective of gender or any other sources of disparity, is of the utmost importance today. Therefore, boosting a sound development and implementation of both a training and a diversity culture is a key benchmark in the further development of the public Higher Education sector across the South Mediterranean region. The lack of incentives (which leads to lack of motivation), inaction or lack of vision by the institutions, low salaries and an acute gender imbalance, to name a few, remain major issues that work to the detriment of the development of the Higher Education sector across the South Mediterranean region.
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Introduction

The RISE project’s main goal is to contribute to South Mediterranean Higher Education (HE) Reform Agenda through the modernisation of Human Resources Management (HRM). This global purpose is to be targeted by means of three specific objectives:

· To build up capacities and skills in HRM on target South Mediterranean (SM) Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) for stronger organisational efficiency;

· To create a regional network on HRM as a forum for exchange of good practices; and

· To conceive and develop institutional HR strategies in SM HEIs.

These objectives are to be pursued by a set of interrelated and focused activities:

· An in-depth analysis of the target HEIs’ HR practices and needs to shape the rest of interventions

· Skills enhancement actions:

· tailor-made training (on-site/online),

· upgrading of HR technical tools, and

· drafting and publication of the present Guide on Good Practices on HRM.

Targeted dissemination and sustainability actions will optimise exploitation of results, helping the consortium multiply and extend the benefits of the outputs generated to other HEIs in the region.

An European Overview

Over the past decades, European HEIs have been engaged in bringing about a number of substantial positive changes; Member States have started to introduce new regulatory frameworks at institutional level with the aim of achieving greater autonomy from the national authorities in order to achieve greater control over HEIs’ decision-making and thus enhance their capacity to manage.

The new Agenda for the Modernisation of Europe’s Higher Education Systems, also consistent with the European Charter for Researchers and Code of Conduct for their Recruitment, includes several recommendations on aspects closely linked to the HRM area:

“Better working conditions including transparent and fair recruitment procedures, better initial and continuing professional development, and better recognition and reward of teaching and research excellence are essential to ensure that Europe produces, attracts and retains the high-quality academic staff it needs.”
All the above should impel HEIs to:

“[…]invest in continuous professional development for their staff, recruit sufficient staff to develop emerging disciplines and reward excellence in teaching.”
Now more than ever, HRM plays a key role as far as institutional development is concerned inasmuch as people administration and management tasks must cope with an increasingly complex scenario: HEIs have grown over time and have adopted a wider and more diverse range of functions and roles.

Thus, HR, as a driving indicator of quality in both HE and research, must be prioritised by universities, which should put every effort into enhancing their human potential, both qualitatively and quantitatively, not only in terms of staff administration formalities, but also to attract, develop and keep talent.

But above all, people management is a task that requires leaders who are aware of the demands of their position and who are prepared to take full charge. Thus, excellence can be achieved only from a favourable environment based on open, transparent, accountable and competitive procedures led by a ‘professionalised’ and strengthened HRM policy.

A South Mediterranean Perspective

The pivotal role of HRM is increasingly being acknowledged in most South Mediterranean countries and regions. Today, the so-called HRM functions are frequently a matter of joint responsibility of:

· National authorities: responsible for establishing the framework for recruitment, contracts and salaries, and

· Public HEIs: generally concerned with other HR-related issues, such as training programmes, compensation schemes, etc.

Still, whereas just a few countries have national strategies to address this particular issue in its full complexity (which is commonly considered rather a task of the institutions), some of them have even started to integrate a number of HR-related aspects in their overall national HE policies

In the Maghreb region, where the HE system is highly centralised, HRM is essentially understood in technical terms and inextricably linked to hiring and contractual procedures regarding staff administration. Thus, certain procedures such as recruitment policies, development plans or personnel management strategies, i.a., have still to be further defined and implemented in this area.

Still, job positions in the public HE sector in this region are deemed more attractive than in other regions in the area since all staff members have civil servant status (which implies permanent employment), relatively high salaries and, in some cases, comprehensive benefits packages.

However, the current rapidly increasing student population threatens to become a major challenge in a near future due to an also increasingly important shortage of teaching staff. However, numbers are not so much a problem as an increasingly lack of availability of highly-skilled and suitable workforce that meet the requirements of the national HE systems (especially, as regards the procedures involved in recruiting the most suitable candidates to leadership positions).

In most Middle East countries, HR systems are relatively decentralised and considered an important area of institutional autonomy. HEIs are free to adopt, i.a., their own compensation schemes, bonuses and additional benefits in accordance with their own salary policies and financial resources available.

However, in many countries, HEIs are undermined by a lack of strategies and national initiatives in this field and, although HRM is gaining momentum across the region, it is HEIs which must bring about the desired policies for structural and functional change.

Some of the most valuable advantages of working in the public HE sector in this region are the employment stability, reasonable working hours and favourable additional benefits. Salaries, on the other hand, are not always considered as attractive, especially since inflation has been growing faster than salaries for more than a decade.

Just as in the previous case, student numbers in most Middle East HEIs have been experiencing an increase in recent years, so there is also a pressing need for the recruitment of more high-qualified academic staff.

Training strategies are highly diverse among the different countries, ranging from mandatory programmes at the national level to voluntary participation in courses organised at the institutional level — in many cases, international (especially European) programmes are the only training and development opportunities available. Thus, the pressing need for new and best suited skills (such as the use of appropriate information and communication technologies, a good command of English and project management skills) has led many SM countries to seriously reconsider their training requirements and invest in new and effective approaches and incentives.

While the importance of a lifelong staff training is becoming a potentially significant issue in the Maghreb countries, one of its weakest points seems to be the reluctance of staff (this is chiefly the case of the academic staff) to change. Thus, HRM and staff development programmes are becoming paramount issues for HEIs to address at the institutional level.

In many Middle East countries staff training has given rise to a growing interest over the past years. Training is chiefly organised by the universities themselves, being mandatory in terms of promotion. The main training activities focus on pedagogical skills, IT, languages and curriculum development.

The gender imbalance is yet another problem encountered in the South Mediterranean HEIs, especially in academic (and certainly leadership) positions.

In most of the Maghreb countries, women barely account for a fourth of the academic staff. And yet, this unevenness is more acute in the Middle East countries. Even so, the proportion of women occupying administrative positions, albeit still at a disadvantage, is slightly higher.

Current Challenges Facing Human Resources Management in Higher Education

Identifying the nature of the many challenges of change HRM are faced with in the HE sector — namely future planning, talent management, transparency and accountability mechanisms, equality and diversity policy, etc. — must be the first step towards fulfilling HEIs’ objectives more efficiently.

For this to be possible, HEIs must also ensure that they are committed to the principles of:

· sound governance, 

· competent and accountable management and

· transparent and coherent quality processes in the first place.

So, a self-assessment exercise for educational organisations is what is called here.

The root causes that currently give rise to most of these challenges lie in the indisputable impact on universities across Europe and even beyond its borders of a number of relatively recent international developments: The Bologna process, the establishment of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the European Research Area (ERA) and, in general, the increasing internationalisation of HE and resultant competitiveness.

Some of the major challenges faced by HEIs today:

· Development of HEIs’ organisational strategy:

· Leadership & Management

· Communication and appraisal

· Autonomy & accountability

· Diversity and inclusion policies

· Managing talent

· Adopting a global approach

· Streamlining the use of technology

Prerequisites for a Successful HRM

Institutions’ needs and goals are to be considered in order to contribute to its growth and strategic direction with all its global implications, thereby helping the institutional culture grow along with changing demands in its sector. Meanwhile, employees’ rights and needs are to be also met. HR managers need therefore to look inwards and comprehend the institution at large while looking towards the future.

However, the fact that HEIs are not entirely autonomous bodies is only one of the factors why HRM is still poorly established in the field of HE.

Universities are usually considered as fragmented, disunited organisations where the idea that performance is understood on an individual basis is deeply rooted, reflecting another underlying structural weakness in the area of their HRM.

Due to this highly individualised approach, there may be significant scope for action in some cases when it comes to decision-making processes which often translates, i.a., into a lack of joint impact results. Effective HR development practices are to be more orientated towards the overall organisation.

In order to effectively tackle these deep-seated factors, it is paramount to take into consideration a number of determining approaches so that a successful implementation of a sound HRM good practice is ensured:

· A joint vision, a joint effort

· Overall strategic goals

· Infrastructure, an well-defined agenda and a comprehensive approach

Guidelines for HRM Good Practices 

The following guidelines aim to fill the gaps left by traditionally managed institutions and help reinforce excellence in their performance over time, thus prompting growth and development at all levels:

· HR Strategic staffing policies

· Designing the right job portrayal

· Recruitment and selection

· Performance management and assessment

· Training and development

· Paving career pathways

· The pay system

· In-depth insight and feedback

· Information management and information systems

· Additional HR-related features

HR Strategic Staffing Policies

HEIs must strive towards a more ‘professionalised’ administration and management of their workforce and a greater Human Resources Management operational autonomy in order to, i.a., attract and retain highly-qualified staff and keep pace with the new developments in an increasingly competitive environment.

The starting point for an effective implementation of a change of course in HEIs is the mapping of the organisational overall HR strategy, which must place a renewed emphasis on people management and provide strategic direction for HRM.

The main object of HRM in this respect is to clearly define HR policies, goals, strategies and action plans that institutions must pursue while taking into consideration the national legal framework on their HE systems as well as HEIs’ own strategies, which must motivate and summon the entire university community to make the organisation’s strategy a reality.

HEIs must then analyse their current situation before designing and implementing a new HR strategy. Such analysis should include complete and accurate information on several aspects regarding, i.a., existing staffing in organisational units; distribution of the different staff categories within the institution; hierarchy of positions; type of contracts (ratio of full-time to part-time positions); criteria like age distribution, gender and nationalities; salary structures; job descriptions; legal frameworks; funding situation; prestige within the HE sector, etc.

Job Planning & Design

Strategic directions are then to be translated into the specific requirements — a combination of observable and measurable knowledge, abilities and personal features which are generally included in the job description — for each role in the organisational structure of HEIs.

Competences and results, which are the foundation of success, are thus closely linked and provide the basis for the particular HR processes which need to be conducted with regard to job demands, e.g. selecting the key personnel required and matching the existing staff with the changing needs.

HR managers must ensure that HEIs have a well-established system comprised of professionally trained personnel who are strategically placed in the right positions so that both the institution’s and the employees’ needs are met.

Recruitment & Selection

An effective and efficient HR service must act as an enabler as regards recruitment and selection processes – probably some of the most important HRM procedures. This basically consist of putting the right people, with the right competences, in the right places at the right time, which definitely requires a well-founded and coordinated strategic approach.

So, particular features – such as knowledge, skills, abilities, work experience, personality traits or behaviour that best suit the goals and needs for the post and the candidate’s expectations, motivation and attitude towards it required for a particular position – are to be defined and clearly specified. Particular HEIs’ selection methods and techniques as regards ethical and professional principles of the institution itself must not be ignored either.

For the implementation of a success HRM, it must comprise clearly defined and tailored criteria which must be also unambiguously conveyed to the pool of candidates to attract and retain top talent, fostering thus HEIs’ development and attractiveness in an increasingly globally competitive market.

HEIs must also ensure to promote and foster equality and diversity as regards job assignment, salaries and career prospects.

Performance Management and Assessment

A fluent and open communication is a key success factor in implementing an overall organisational strategy in such a complex and comprehensive — and therefore challenging — environment as HEIs are today.

This is then an indispensable tool by which progress can be assessed and feedback provided to ensure that both HEIs’ and employees’ interests are well served, which will in turn ensure the achievement of the overall strategic objectives of the institutions.

Different methods, specific measures and instruments, whether objective and subjective, must be considered when it comes to review and assess work results and competencies. However, prior to this evaluation, the criteria of work output and personal development must be clearly defined and implemented. The whole process then necessarily requires all involved stakeholders to receive the appropriate training for its adequate implementation.

Although material (and particularly financial) rewards are usually closely linked to individual achievement, performance assessment in HEIs should transcend strictly performance-related pay. Evaluations can thus serve as a basis for not only encouraging promotions, pay-increases or bonuses, but also for identifying training needs, relocation, etc.

In closing, performance management (and assessment) of staff must imply a great degree of consensus-building and cooperation rather than control or coercion in order to assess whether (or to what extent) the envisaged objectives and results have been fulfilled within a specific period of time and deliver then development results and growth for HEIs.

For a performance management system to be considered effective, it must: 

· Lay the basis for defining what excellence means within the context of each institution and translate it into policies and procedures which encourage and promote the delivery of a performance management culture across the institution.

· Ensure that the employees’ approach is aligned with the institution’s organisational strategy (objectives, standards, cultural dimension, etc.).

· Promote a collaborative and flexible environment with the assumption of an open, two-way communication channel between employees and managers to define goals and expectations, monitor and review staff performance, prioritise activities, identify (potential) emerging problems early, provide joint solutions, etc.

· Foster transparency throughout the entire process (regular check-in discussion points, status updates, feedback, etc.) as well as pluralism and accountability.

· Provide an accurate and individualised approach of employees’ performance, i.e., continuous feedback on their performance, whether positive or constructive, to help identify and recognise both employees’ accomplishments and needs for improvement.

· Support both decision-making governance processes (promotions, terminations of contracts, compensation and rewards, etc.) and employees’ career goals (training needs and development opportunities).

Training & Development

Training and development processes refer to all the systematic activities which organisations such as HEIs implement to enhance the professional qualification of their entire workforce in accordance with their institutional objectives.

Training should be based on a personalised approach for each employee in conjunction with:

· the requirements arising from the strategic intent (desired state),

· the results of performance evaluation (actual state), and

· the agreement reached at the periodical interview with their line manager.

All these are therefore interdependent processes and comprise what is known as a development plan.

Resources devoted to staff training and development have in turn a direct effect on HEIs’ own interests and thereby impact on the institutions’ competitiveness, stimulating their own development.

Work environments, and HEIs are no exception, are subject to rapid changes these days. Thus, previously basic skills and qualifications fall far short of what a current successful working career requires and therefore may need to be revisited and gradually replaced. HEIs should then provide their employees with opportunities for lifelong learning and development.

So, HEIs are to address this key aspect of their role as agent for change and development in a strategic manner and reveal the actual benefits that a well formulated and comprehensive approach brings in order for university staff to adopt a more proactive stance towards this question.

This entails the implementation of a set of encouraging measures such as financial incentives, criteria for promotion and other forms of compensation and reward schemes to bolster a greater willingness to participate in training activities.

The medium to long-term objective is thus to build a training culture within HEIs in which self-development is the key and is inextricably linked to the institutional development itself.

Further implementation of adequate verification mechanisms designed to assess the actual effectiveness of newly acquired knowledge and skills must be also a central tenet.

Paving Career Pathways

If HEIs aim to rise to the occasion and be competitive in a globalising world, full institutional accountability with regard to the management of their staff careers must be also ensured. For this purpose, HEIs should create an enabling environment in which staff are provided with the opportunity to thrive.

Not only must career progression opportunities be established to encourage and enable staff to achieve their full potential, but also to take the initiative in their own career paths, which in turn will promote a greater level of motivation, commitment and feeling of ownership among the employees who will willingly take more responsibility for their own development.

The basic principles of a well-conceived career progression system must thus explore the best suitable career development models for all university staff.

To this end, educational organisations must implement a series of measures which will help HEIs to enhance staff motivation, mitigate reluctance towards changes in the work environment, nurture talent early on and attract highly-qualified employees.

The Pay System

A basic remuneration scheme is designed to compensate or pay employees in return for work, thereby meeting the needs of both sides, organisations and employees. Traditionally, in addition to a base salary (a fixed component), other forms of compensation or benefits (often, a variable component) are generally included as well, such as bonus, overtime premium pay, pension plans, insurances, etc.

This ‘base pay system’, composed of a set salary plus and a set benefits package, although works well for routine, does not really reflect individual performance or skills differences, which eventually causes a lack of motivation in the workplace and can incubate a stagnant environment.

Today, more effective pay systems are weighted more towards Performance-Related Pay (PRP) which requires the acceptance of a ‘culture of change’. Now, alternative factors, such as strong commitment and engagement, professional growth and enhancement of skills and competences, are also taken into consideration, which translates subsequently into a reward system, which may include either or both a financial component (the most common measure) — such as bonuses, promotions, funding for travel, conference attendance, seed-funding for projects, sabbatical leave, gain sharing and, particularly in academic positions, tenure — and a non-financial component (monetary compensation often has its own limitations), which is usually a key motivator — such as autonomy, flexible working arrangements, different forms of recognitions, awards and honours, etc. 

In order for HEIs to implement a sound and effective PRP scheme which recognises contribution at all levels, a well-defined supporting infrastructure is required. Firstly, a plan of action which identifies improvement and development needs (performance objectives) and also determine how they are going to be satisfied (reward system) must be established in a clear and transparent way and according to the institution’s own policies and available funds. In any case, both performance objectives and reward system are to be accepted, whenever possible, by employees. Besides, outcomes are to be measured as well with a realistic and impartial performance evaluation system. Therefore, feedback of results is instrumental as rewards are linked to outcomes as well as to any potential amendments tabled for redefining objectives and activities when needed.

This reward system may involve either an economic or a non-economic compensation and has a dual purpose: on the one hand, it is linked to the meeting and fulfilment of specific needs of the institution, but it is, at the same time, also meant to motivate and reward staff for excellent performance and commitment, which in turn has a knock-on effect on the institution’s development and help boost productivity. PRP becomes then a key strategy for attracting and retaining talented staff. But not only that, whenever an employee benefits from a reward system, this will likely start a chain reaction and serve as motivator itself for other colleagues (equity perception).

Although the setting of the public HEIs’ basic salary schemes usually lies with the national authorities in many countries, most universities are generally free to define and implement their own reward systems and additional payments or benefits.

In-depth Insight & Feedback

It is no use envisaging, introducing and implementing any development strategies and measures which have not been previously analysed, closely monitored throughout the process and subsequently reported.

In order for HEIs to assess whether their HR strategies have been well targeted or have had the desired impact on HR aspects (recruitment and selection processes, organisation of staff, salaries, training programmes, etc.), an in-depth insight and a detailed account of their performance are then needed by HR managers and university leaders in order to successfully conduct and complete the university strategies.

Many and diverse aspects are to be considered here not only internally (competency assessment of staff, demographic staff profiles, employees’ surveys, organisational climate surveys, statistical analyses of different personnel indicators such as absenteeism, sick leave abuse, early turnover rate, employee retention, etc.) but also external factors which also influence the overall performance of HRM in HEIs, such as the labour market conditions and comparative analyses of HR processes in relation to other leading institutions.

Thus, this task requires a thorough diagnosis and ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the measures put in place from their planning and decision-making stages to their fulfilment in order to provide HR managers with the necessary feedback to measure their efficiency, i.e., the essential tools for improving the processes of people management in HEIs.

Information Management & Information Systems

The ability to access, understand and manage the massive amounts of information which is generated, collected and stored in comprehensive organisations such as HEIs can make the difference between an average and an excellent performance. Thus, universities must ensure that all their statutory documents regarding labour-related procedures (official records and proceedings, reports, council and meetings minutes, regulations, collective and/or individual agreements, etc.) are in keeping with the institutional legal framework, systematically and efficiently inventoried and therefore easily available upon request whenever needed.

Also linked with HRM functions and processes, HEIs managers must observe and bolster the relations between the employees’ representatives or labour unions and the university governance body in pursuit of a clear and successful understanding. Consequently, a suitable information system is required to assist HR managers in HEIs, as one of the organisational strategic priorities, in achieving the implementation of the said procedures and efficiently managing data concerning the university workforce (employees’ registration, personnel record-keeping, formal communication between managers and employees, etc.).

To this end, the most suitable options available in the areas of information and communication technology (Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS)) are to be considered to support HRM functions and practices in HEIs to deliver clear and factual information quickly and facilitating a fluent communication with all staff members. HRIS also improves and widens HR professionals’ capacity to manage, i.a., staffing information, statistics on training and development of staff, staff planning (selection, recruitment, promotions, succession planning, salary increases, labour mobility, etc.), statistics on performance evaluations, employee surveys, etc.

Additional HR-related Features

Among the not so commonplace practices and purposes covering HRM in HEIs, there is number of HR-related ‘special topics’ which fall outside the scope of any of the aspects already discussed above. Some of these additional issues require the establishment of policies which address, i.a.:

· Professional underperformance or poor performance;

· Different forms of staff misconduct and wrongdoing;

· Health, safety and well-being of employees (a fair workload for all university staff members in keeping with the promotion of family friendly policies);

· Redundancies;

· Staff retention strategies;

· The principles of social responsibility, sustainability, diversity, and equality — irrespective of gender, race, age, educational background, creed or disability — which permeates the whole organisation.

Additional points of procedure arise which must be also covered and laid down in their respective internal regulations. The nature of these special issues may vary from one institution to another according to the profile of their staff members and the cultural environment in which each university exists.

Case Studies: European Universities

· University of Aix-Marseille Institut d’Administration des Enterprises, France: A case of Autonomy in a Culture of Centralisation

· University College Dublin, Ireland: Governing for Equality, Diversity and Inclusion

· University College Cork, Ireland: Occupational Advancement: A Health & Safety Office

· University of Cologne, Germany: Talent Management Practices

· Slovak University of Agriculture in Nitra, Slovak Republic: Faculty Unit as a Part of the University System: Towards Better Performance

· University of Edinburgh, Scotland, UK: Career Development: Leadership & Management

· University Louis Pasteur, France: Self-Evaluation and Management

· Lund University, Sweden: A Policy for Gender Equality, Equal Treatment and Diversity

· University of Oxford, UK: Structures for Staff Representation and Joint Committees

· University of Rouen Normandie, France: A Social Welfare Policy

· IMOTION: Integration & Promotion of Staff Training Courses
at Universities across Europe
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