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ABSTRACT  
Generally university information divisions have more initiatives and services than they can successfully 
deliver, often because of diverse stakeholder demands within an academic environment. As 
information systems and technologies have become ubiquitous, underpinning core teaching, learning 
and research, increasingly supporting critical services and administrative activities, this issue has 
become more complex. How do we ensure we get sustained and balanced value from our investments 
in information systems and technologies to best support our university’s mission? What models can be 
employed to drive toward good practice? 
 
This paper will review the context in which universities operate and consider how suitable 
management frameworks and tools can be used to deliver strategic choices about information 
services, systems and technologies to best reinforce a university’s vision, mission and goals. In order 
to be successful the components must integrate to provide a holistic approach to information initiatives 
and services and must fit within the organisational context. It will discuss key elements and note 
developments at one university, the University of Melbourne, in implementing such frameworks and 
tools.  
 
1 INTRODUCTION  
 
In the current environment of fundamental and rapid change in public education policy, with increasing 
global competition for higher education and accelerating technological change, a university’s ability to 
be adaptable and act strategically will be determinants of survival and success. There is a significant 
body of material providing mechanisms to ensure organizational success, each focusing on particular 
aspects of management theory and practice. In its own right each theoretical component and 
subsequent framework or tool can add value, assuming effective implementation. But real value 
comes when these component parts are combined effectively to provide an holistic approach to 
information services, systems and technology management. For example Portfolio management is a 
discipline designed to deal with accelerating change to ensure alignment of projects with business 
need. If projects are one side of the coin then services are the other. ITIL offers a set of best practice 
principles and practices for IT-based services management. Yet projects and services are inter-twined 
as projects deliver services, and operational change leads to projects. Good governance and planning 
are required to integrate these components in an effective manner. Understanding the concept of 
value and what is meant by success weaves through these models and a consistent approach, 
maximizing the value of these frameworks, is required.  
 
This paper describes the context in which Australian universities operate and shows how one 
university’s information division is seeking to maximize the value it brings to its university by providing 
an integrated suite of appropriate management frameworks and tools. 

1.1 CONTEXT 
Universities have been through a period of unprecedented change characterized by accelerating geo-
political, economic and technological change, change in society’s expectation of universities and 
changes in public policy.  The Australian university sector has not been spared from these changes 
and more public policy change is highly likely (Davis, 2004). These changes are likely to significantly 
increase the competitive pressures for students and for income and make a greater proportion of 
Commonwealth funding contestable or performance-based. This follows on from the recent Nelson 
reforms (Nelson, 2003) which are founded upon the principles of sustainability, quality, equity and 
diversity. Greater diversity within the sector will be an inevitable outcome of these policy changes as 
universities make different strategic choices about how to best position themselves to succeed, or at 



the very least survive, in the new policy environment.  Their ability to exploit the potential of 
information technology solutions to advance their strategic vision will be a key determinant of success.  
This will require that University and IT strategies are closely aligned. Changed strategies will require 
the re-alignment of resources to meet the new strategic imperatives (Gumport and Sporn 1999, 
Benjamin and Carroll 1998).  

Yet universities have not in the past been regarded as effective in their strategic planning, particularly 
in aligning their resources and plans (Hoare 1996, Anderson 1999) and IT planning has not always 
been effectively aligned with an organisation’s strategy (Kellog, 2003). Clearly these are not simply 
strategy issues but a more fundamental matter related to universities as organisations (Deem 1998, 
Dill 1996) and to the difficulties in aligning information technology strategy with business needs. These 
factors together pose particularly challenges for those seeking to plan and implement their university’s 
information technology strategies to support the University’s vision. In a period of increased 
competition, a changing market, pressure on funds, rapid and unpredictable advances in technological 
capability and broader environmental change the pressure to develop corporate strategies increases. 
This calls for new governance models and new change strategies for universities (Dill and Sporn 
1995). 

The University of Melbourne, one of Australia’s leading research universities, has approximately 
42,000 students and 6,000 staff and a billion dollar annual turnover of which 40% is research and 
research-related. Like many other established research intensive universities the University has 
developed in a devolved fashion. Almost two thirds of the University’s IT staff are employed outside 
the Information Division, the Division which provides University leadership in information and 
education services, systems and technologies and delivers the enterprise information and education 
services, systems and technologies. The University seeks to be one of the first ranked universities in 
the world and has acknowledged that to be a strong campus-based university it will need to embrace 
the ‘digital revolution’ (University of Melbourne 2003). Yet at the start of 2004 there was not a clearly 
articulated information strategy for the University, which would underpin the University’s strategic plan, 
the Melbourne Agenda, and provide the framework from which to set planning priorities. In 2003 the 
University commissioned Gartner to undertake an IT Landscape Review of the University. The review 
confirmed that the University’s IT strategy required enhancements if it was to provide improved and 
aligned strategic decision making from both a business and an IT standpoint. This was recognised in 
the 2004 Strategic Planning Perspective which set as a goal 7.6 Developing and maintaining an 
Information Strategic Plan which ensures that the University utilises the strategic value of information 
and communication technologies to achieve international ‘best practice’ developments in teaching, 
learning and research (University of Melbourne 2004 p.55).  

The University also recognises that plans exist essentially to shape behaviour, and that the practical 
value of planning is realised fully only when planning priorities are translated into clear, sustainable 
budget decisions (University of Mebourne 2004, p.3). In the absence of an information strategy it is not 
possible to translate priorities into clear, transparent and sustainable budget decisions. Many mission 
critical decisions have been considered as one-off projects as part of an annual process, without the 
ability to understand the longer term strategy, nor the competing demands for investment or the 
ongoing operating implications of these decisions.  

Also of concern were the University’s governance structures with respect to information technology. 
More than twenty six committees existed at a University level which bore some relationship to 
information and information technology matters. The governance relationships were unclear, as were 
the decision input rights and decision rights of the various stakeholders.  

An early review had identified the need for better project management processes and as a result a 
Project office was established within the Information Division. Attention was brought to process, 
operational and governance issues through an initial focus on managing individual projects. 
Subsequently a holistic approach to managing the full set of projects within the Division has given 
further insight.  

 



2 DISCUSSION 
The Australian Business Excellence Framework (ABEF) is an integrated leadership and management 
system that describes elements essential to sustainable organisational excellence (ABEF, 2004). 
According to the framework, research nationally conducted by SIRCA in 2003, and internationally by 
the US National Institute of Standards and Technology, have shown a positive correlation between 
performance against a framework and improvements in bottom-line results. The ABEF notes that all of 
our work occurs within a system and that the outputs depend on how we manage that system and the 
relationships within and around it. The framework consists of twelve principles and Seven categories 
are given in the table below. 

Table 1: ABEF Principles and Categories 
 

ABEF Principles ABEF Category 

Clear direction allows alignment and a focus on achievement of goals 

Mutually agreed plans translate organisational direction into plans 

Understanding of what customers value, now and in the future, influences 
organisational direction, strategy and action.  

To improve the outcomes, improve the system and its associated processes 

The potential of an organisation is realised through its people’s enthusiasm, 
resourcefulness and participation 

Continual improvement and innovation depend on continual learning 

All people work in a system; outcomes are improved when people work on the 
system 

Effective use of facts, data and knowledge leads to improved decisions 

All systems and processes exhibit variability, which impacts on predictability 
and performance 

Organisations provide value to the community through their actions to ensure 
a clean, safe, fair and prosperous society 

Sustainability is determined by an organisation’s ability to create and deliver 
value for all stakeholders 

Senior Leadership’s constant role modelling of these Principles and their 
creation of a supportive environment to live these Principles are necessary for 
the organization to reach its true potential 

People 

Strategy and 
Planning 

Data, Information 
and Knowledge 

Leadership and 
Innovation 

Customer and 
Market Focus 

Innovation, Quality 
and Improvement 

Success and 
Sustainability 

 

Governance, planning, resourcing and Portfolio Management, while not the only relevant elements, 
are key issues that affect all categories and will be the focus of this paper.  

2.1 GOVERNANCE, PLANNING AND RESOURCING 
Governance is ‘The system by which entities are directed and controlled’ (Standards Australia 2003 
p.8). ‘Good corporate governance structures encourage companies to create value (through 
entrepreneurism, innovation, development and exploration) and provide accountability and control 
systems commensurate with the risks involved’ (Australian Stock Exchange 2003 p.3). Hence for 



governance structures to be effective it requires clarity in the role, responsibilities and accountabilities 
of the various bodies and individuals involved in the planning and management decision-making of an 
organisation. It provides the framework for ensuring effective leadership, strategy and planning and 
participation as proposed under the ABEF. A recent ECAR publication (2004 p.58) notes the general 
guidelines offered by various authors for good IT governance, but more importantly finds that there 
was a positive correlation between aligned IT strategy and effective IT governance processes within 
the universities they had studied.  

Strategy is articulated through plans. Rational strategic planning dominated the business literature 
from the late 1950s and the higher education literature from the late 1970s (Sherwood 2001). Yet if a 
strategic plan is divorced from the budget process and resources are not provided to implement the 
plan then strategic planning is no more that an intellectual exercise (Anderson, 1999). The OECD 
report, Integrating Financial Management and Performance Management (1999), argues that planning 
and budget integration is easiest where: 

• Strategic target/objective setting is linked to resource allocation 

• Global or output-based budgeting is in place 

• Full cost activity accounting is in place 

• The program in question consists of a set of tangible and measurable products or services 

• Integration is being attempted at the levels of program priorities management and operational 

management 

• The impact of programs can be seen soon after the services or products are delivered 

• The results (outcomes) can be attributed to the program with high confidence (rather than there 

being reason to suspect that they were caused by other factors). 

 

Yet universities as organisations have unique characteristics which may work against rational 
approaches to planning and budgeting. Dill (1996, p.43), in citing an example from Stanford, states 
that “the constant concern in colleges and universities over the relationship between planning and 
budgeting is not simply an operating issue, but also a normative one-can the consistency of the 
planning process be trusted, or will budgetary allocations reflect hidden agendas or special influence?” 
Dill (1996, p.51) goes on to argue that: “By articulating the criteria by which collective decisions will be 
made, promoting consolidation among units where necessary, encouraging reciprocal communication 
and debate, facilitating strategic planning within academic and service units, and increasing direct 
communication on these matters to all members of the academic community, a comprehensive 
planning process can make a tangible contribution to the capacity of the university to make strategic 
choices.”  Such statements reinforce many of the principles of good governance and demonstrate the 
value of participative strategic planning and aligned budgets in achieving successfully aligned IT 
service and system outcomes.  

Yet Benjamin and Carroll (1998) believe that the reason why universities aren’t able to respond to new 
challenges is because of a fundamental disjuncture between higher education’s changing environment 
and its governance system. They also argue that if choices are to be made that this necessitates a 
top-down strategy, a new approach to governance, yet many academics will strongly argue that this is 
illegitimate as it violates the collegial decentralised nature of the university’s governance structures 
(1998:103). They note that department-based governance constitutes a fundamental barrier to 
university-wide decision-making in that it is based on the ideology of comprehensiveness, everything 
is equally valuable everywhere at all times, and that the academics expert in their field of knowledge 
are the only ones equipped to govern themselves (1998:112). Yet there are conflicting value systems 
within universities and it should not be assumed that the collegial value system is accepted by all. ‘It is 
not too much to suggest that the success of the widely discussed transformation of universities will 
hinge on the way the interface between academics and professional administrators is managed.’ 
(McInnes, 1998:171). There are important lessons here in the approaches we take to planning and 



decision-making within an academic context and these must inform our application of standard IT 
management tools and frameworks. 

2.2 PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT 
Traditional project management focused on delivering one project and was primarily concerned with 
Time, Scope and Budget. This approach is adequate where there is clarity of scope and certainty. A 
more holistic approach, placing the project in the context of the organisation is a subject spread 
throughout the literature. There has been a the shift from a Newtonian view of the world with its focus 
on facts and figures and certainty, to a post modern view with a focus on strategy, change, multiple 
views and governance (Dombkins, 2004). In this view Project Management must be capable of 
delivering an emergent strategy while dealing with complexity, uncertainty, change and pluralism. In 
other words projects are complex evolving systems that can change the rules of their development as 
they evolve over time (Dombkins, 2004). The ABEF notes that all of our work occurs within a system 
and that the outputs depend on how we manage that system and the relationships within and around 
it.  

When considering the interactions between a number of projects the systems approach is well 
founded. Research on successful firms has shown that one or more of three high-level goals dominate 
their thinking either implicitly or explicitly (Cooper et al, 2001):  

1. Maximisation of value: the allocation of resources so as to maximize the portfolio in terms of 
the major organisational objectives 

2.  Balance: To achieve a balance of projects in terms of number of parameters. For example: 
Long term vs short, fast projects, High vs low risk 

3. Strategic alignment: Ensuring that the collection of projects is strategically aligned and truly 
represents strategy. 

The approach of project portfolio management (PPM) explicitly embodies these points. An emphasis 
on PPM is a part of a trend to systems thinking in organisational life (Center for Business Practice, 
2003). PPM can be defined as the set of practices processes that maximize value by: 

 Clear and complete understanding and definition of potential investments 
 Objective evaluation and selection of the highest potential value investments 
 Proactive management of execution to deliver results 

One way of visualizing PPM is proposed by Project Corps (2003) is in the diagram below. 

 

Figure 1: Visualization of Portfolio Management 
 



 

The field of Portfolio management is a major area of growth with Gartner predicting the sector to grow 
by more than 20 percent in 2004 (Gartner, 2004). Research with senior IT Executives in the US report 
that 51 percent have no process to align and evaluate IT investments with business strategy but 74 
percent want such a process (Kellog, 2003).  

Portfolio management provides different views which facilitate improved decision making. The 
governance process is key to providing these multiple, often opposing views. Systems thinking is 
based on learning loops and recursiveness, rather than linear non-recursive thinking. A successful 
PPM approach must therefore continually reexamine itself and evolve. The core components of a 
Portfolio approach are: 

Table 2: Core Components for Portfolio Management  
 

Initiative Definition The process of defining and describing initiatives 
with sufficient detail and precision to enable 
informed and effective investment selection 

Initiative Categorisation The process of dividing initiatives into different 
types, so that each type can be prioritized, 
managed and funded in the most appropriate 
way. The categories consider the purpose of the 
investment and the degree of freedom, or 
discretion that exists. 

Initiative Prioritisation The process of ranking investments within each 
category 

Portfolio Balancing The process which ensures that the portfolio as a 
whole contains a set of investments which 



address in a balanced way the various key goals 
of the organization 

Portfolio Governance The management processes necessary to 
effectively operate the portfolio. This would 
include stage gating, portfolio reviews, tracking 
and monitoring.  

 

PPM embodies many of the ABEF principles. For example, at its heart PPM attempts to provide clear 
direction letting people know where the organisation wants to go. Other principles supported are 
developing an understanding of what customers’ value, and effective use of data leading to improved 
decisions. It also challenges senior leadership to be open and transparent in their adherence to 
cultural values.  

A building block for PPM is the notion of value and what is meant by success. One consequence of 
viewing a project as a complex social system is the emergence of executive sponsorship and 
leadership as the key theme to ensure project success. Thomsett state that an effective project 
sponsor is the key factor in determining project success (Thomsett, 2002). The Standish group in their 
2001 report similarly note a lack of executive support as the number one cause of project failure and 
note that without it projects can drift into a political abyss. Other research demonstrated that 
leadership, a factor that relates almost exclusively to personality characteristics or personal attributes, 
appears consistently in the highest ranking category amongst project manager competence factors 
(Crawford, 2000). Interestingly, Crawford went on to suggest that there is little direct relationship 
between perceived workplace performance and performance against either project management 
standards or previous research findings.  

A case study in 2002 reviewed how projects performance is measured (PA Consulting Group, 2002). 
They concluded with a number of observations that relative priorities will impact our approach, and 
that one size does not fit all. One approach that takes a quantum view of the world that embraces and 
accepts change, chaos, and uncertainty is the Thomsett success sliders (Thomsett, 2002). Although 
largely a subjective tool it does achieve a better understanding of what is meant by success for a given 
project. 

The notion of value was explored in research by Cooper (2001) and concludes that traditional financial 
measures, such as ROI, are less relevant that an assessment of strategic alignment.  
 

2.3 SERVICE PROVISION 
The IT Infrastructure Library (ITIL) provides a comprehensive, consistent and coherent set of best 
practices for IT service management and has been a de facto standard since the mid 1990s (OGC, 
02). Many of the benefits given from implementing ITIL (OGC, 02) support the ABEF principles. Of 
particular note is the importance of understanding what customers’ value, the focus on improving the 
system to improve the output, and the effective use of information to improve decision making.  

2.4 GAPS AND OVERLAP 
An overall integrated approach must address gaps and overlaps between the different tools adopted. 
Overlaps are inevitable as each model shares values and characteristics, contributing the same ABEF 
principles. For example the theory of good governance, portfolio management and service provision 
support clear direction and alignment of action with strategy. A tangible example of where the models 
intersect is managing change. A change in strategy can affect governance, planning, projects and 
services. Similarly projects introduce service change, and service change can lead to projects. A 
potential gap in the literature is how best to manage this overlap. The vehicle for managing change in 
ITIL is the Change Advisory Board, CAB (OGC, 2000). Typically a Steering Committee is established 
to manage a project. The senior body managing a portfolio of projects is sometimes referred to as an 



Investment Decision Committee. How should the IDC, CAB and steering committees be composed 
and relate so that decisions flow through and are made by the most appropriate body?  

As discussed earlier in this paper there are different value systems within universities, and that 
participation in decision-making may be seen to be more important than reaching valid timely 
decisions. Embodying the ABEF principles, through the provision of PPM and factors enabling good 
planning, based on a shared view of value presents a considerable challenge within such a context. 
Developing an approach which does not compromise the methodology yet recognizes the 
organisational context to reach a balanced outcome will be the key to success.  

2.5 UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE: PROGRESS DURING 2004  
At the start of 2004 there was not a clearly articulated information strategy. Such a strategy now exists 
and is the high level plan for the University’s management of its information and underpinning 
information and communication technologies. It is informed by the strategic priorities of the University. 
The University’s Information Strategy includes: 

• the policy and principles which underpin and inform our information/information and 
communication technology plans 

• the information/IT architectures which provide the framework for our plans,  and  
• the specific Plans to achieve the Strategy.  
•  

The IT Principles have already been agreed and the Information Principles are due for consideration in 
early 2005. The architectures will be developed during 2005 with strong involvement of key 
stakeholders from across the University. 

The plans which form the core of the Strategy are the Information Management Plan and the 
Information and Communication Technology Management Plan for the University’s enterprise 
information and core information systems, enabling technologies and information and communication 
technology infrastructure. The main focus of these plans are the enterprise information and the 
information systems, enabling systems, technologies and related infrastructure, which directly 
underpin the University’s Strategic Plans, which provide University-wide benefit and which are better 
managed from a University-wide perspective.  

The Information and Communication Management Plan (ICTMP) 2005-2007 has been endorsed. The 
plan consists of a Portfolio of projects which will be managed on, and reported against, a developing 
Portfolio Management approach. This approach leverages developments in the newly formed project 
office and places alignment with strategy and organisational outcomes at its core.  A senior committee 
will focus on the portfolio as a whole rather than specific projects:  oversighting the prioritisation of the 
portfolio of projects, ensuring the portfolio is appropriately balanced, that interdependencies are 
understood and that projects are monitored against Plan on a quarterly basis. Significant progress has 
been made clarifying project governance, roles and responsibilities although fuller realizing the 
benefits of the approach will take longer. Implementation of ITIL as a University-wide framework has 
begun as one of the projects within the portfolio and this expected to progress quickly throughout 
2005.  
 
The Information Management Plan 2006-2008 will be developed during 2005, following completion of 
the ten year Library Learning space plan, information audits of selected areas and the development of 
the University’s high level information architecture.  

The arrival of a new Vice-Principal Information provided an opportunity to reflect and realign the 
function and direction of the Division and this led to the establishment of the “ID Futures” process. This 
provided information and discussion forums for staff to share information and ideas which sought to 
move the Division forward supporting the University’s vision and mission. A change proposal was 
developed and endorsed which outlined a vision supported by values and behaviours, and a new 
structure. Two new senior roles within the Division: a Deputy, Services and a Deputy, Projects will 
provide valuable leadership in integrating the evolving project and ITIL frameworks across the 
University and the Division. 



2.6 KEY CHALLENGES FOR 2005  
Developing and integrating models for managing aspects of the Divisions activities will require 
continual improvement and change. The change must occur within the context and at the level of 
readiness in the organisation. Part of unfreezing existing practice requires generating an 
understanding of the need for change, which in turn raises expectations. Managing those 
expectations, when early developments are naturally less mature in approach, will a difficult challenge.  

Building upon the work to date, and informed by the literature and context, other key challenges and 
opportunities for 2005 are: 

• Maintaining momentum 
• Establishing a governance structure which aligns with developing models 
• Understanding and managing gaps and overlaps in the models employed 
• Balancing the development of models to ensure a pragmatic outcomes focus and 
• Arrival of a new Vice Chancellor in January. 
 
Focusing on these challenges and opportunities will help us to develop an integrated approach which 
provides clear input and decision rights, transparency, consultation and which facilitates organisational 
decision making. 

 
3 CONCLUSIONS  
Managing information services and projects to best support an organizations vision is a complex issue. 
The Australian Business Excellence Framework provides a useful holistic conceptual framework to 
reflect against. The adoption of systems thinking to organisational life is providing management 
models in different areas of activity which focus on similar outcomes and consequently overlaps occur 
but gaps exist in how the models are best integrated. No single management theory or framework 
provides all that is required to achieve an integrated approach to governance, planning, projects and 
services. Yet such an approach will be essential to respond effectively to the rapidly changing high 
education context. Universities have unique characteristics which will provide significant challenges.  
This paper begins to show how one university has sought to bring together different frameworks to 
enhance its approach to governance, planning, project portfolio management and service.  
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