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Synonyms

Education reforms, public sector reforms; Institu-
tional requirements, government controls; Moti-
vation, incentive; Rewards, recognition

Definition

Public sector reforms involve changes that have
been made to the public sector since the 1980s in
order to improve performance.

Private training establishments are
government-sanctioned education providers in
New Zealand who are structured on the private
company model.

Research and publication refers to a require-
ment of academic staff to remain research-active
so that their quality of teaching and the reputation
of the organization that employs them are up to
par with sector standards.

Introduction

Research and publication has traditionally been part
of general expectations attached to the role of an
academic even though for a long time it was
believed that delivering lectures (teaching) and coor-
dinating courses (administration) were the primary
requirements. This usually meant that even if one
engaged in minimal research and publication, a
healthy teaching/administration output was suffi-
cient to ensure career progress. All this changed
with the public sector reform process that swept
through New Zealand after 1984. Reforms in the
education sector from 1989 onwards involved a
staggered minimization and attempted total removal
of direct government funding with a concomitant
prescriptive reliance on self-funding and competi-
tive entrepreneurship among education providers.
This meant that competition had to be encouraged
through an unprecedented removal of institutional
barriers to entry into the sector. As the business
potential of the sector became increasingly visible,
there was a proliferation of private as well as public
providers. This was followed by a gradual realization
that the deregulation focus of the initial stages of
reforms had compromised standards in the output
produced by especially the private training esta-
blishments (PTEs) who were structured on the pri-
vate company model (Appanna and Goundar, 2011).
This led to a process of re-regulation that appears to
recognize the need for a cost-profit focus in pro-
viders, but continues to develop innovative policy
frameworks that have a quality-integrity focus.
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It is within this institutional framework that
structures and requirements are enforced via peri-
odic audits and reviews. One of the institutional
requirements placed on providers is to encourage
research and publication among staff. Preliminary
research revealed that, as with most external
demands placed by the New Zealand Qualifica-
tions Authority (NZQA), providers were con-
stantly attempting to “beat rather than meet” the
system. This was particularly pronounced among
New Zealand’s more than 600 PTEs who
appeared to see virtually every externally imposed
requirement as an unnecessary cost. Encouraging
staff to research and publish via internal support
structures appears to, therefore, have become a
characteristic shortcoming among PTEs. This
research attempted not only to establish this for a
fact but to identify and analyze how these support
structures actually operate and how improvements
could be made so that the expectations of all the
stakeholders in PTEs – owners included – are met
in the manner expected. It contends that, given the
nature of the industry and its pecuniary potential,
a total reliance on internal mechanisms to moti-
vate and encourage research among staff might
not be enough for various reasons. The paper
concludes that the “beating rather than meeting”
requirements approach not only has a detrimental
effect on staff research, but it fosters a culture of
mediocrity in staff performance that ultimately
damages the institution in a number of ways.
This research should, therefore, be highly useful
to all stakeholders in the education sector.

Methodology

This study was developed after an animated week-
end discussion that at times bordered on argu-
ment, among a number of academics and
bureaucrats who were keen on ensuring that the
research tradition is kept alive in New Zealand
regardless of whether the academic works at a
PTE, polytechnic, or university. The research
draws extensively on the not-inconsiderable expe-
rience of two of the researchers both in the uni-
versity and PTE sectors. For wider enquiry,
corroborative data, and methodological

robustness, a total of 11 academics with varying
backgrounds – 6 from the PTE studied, 3 aca-
demic/administrators, and 2 government bureau-
crats – were involved in a series of semiformal,
in-depth discussions for the initial part of the
research. This was supplemented by a follow-up
communication for clarification and verification
purposes. In a twist to the methodology chosen,
findings almost inevitably ended up being
discussed later, talanoa style, within mixed por-
tions of the same group on five different occasions
in informal settings. What appears here, therefore,
had wide consensus among the groups involved.
These findings, rather than being conclusive,
should serve as a platform for industry-wide
research on the topic of motivation for research
and publication among academics.

Overview of the New Zealand Education
Sector

New Zealand’s Education Act was introduced in
1989, and it was around 1999/2000 that foreign
student numbers jumped to 50,026 before hitting a
record of 126,919 in 2002 (Ministry of Education
2005). New Zealand’s Ministry of Education
website stated that “[f]rom 1999 to 2003,
New Zealand’s previously small international
education sector, that is, in terms of enrolments
of foreign fee-paying students, experienced rapid
growth” (Ministry of Education 2005, p. 4). By
2016, this number had climbed to 125,425 declin-
ing to 118,300 in 2017 (Ministry of Education
2018).

A significant portion of students come from
China which is the number one source of foreign
students in New Zealand, while Indian student
numbers showed remarkable increases. Interna-
tional education is New Zealand’s fourth largest
export industry generating some $5.1b worth of
income in 2017–2018 accounting for 1.6% of the
country’s GDP. This was forecast to rise to 8 mil-
lion students by 2025 (Education New Zealand
2018). International education also provides
employment for over 47,000 citizens each year
(Education New Zealand 2018). More impor-
tantly for the purposes of this paper, the increase
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in foreign student numbers after liberalization of
the education sector has continued to attract con-
siderable entrepreneurial activity leading to a pro-
liferation of private providers as well as
innovative new offerings from existing institu-
tions in the public sector. At present,
New Zealand has 1909 tertiary education pro-
viders: 153 PTEs, 18 polytechnics, 37 industry
training organizations (ITOs), 8 universities,
3 wānanga-based providers, and a number of
more narrowly based institutions. The bulk of
applications to the NZQA for new course/
program approvals emanates from the largely
profit-driven PTE segment. PTEs are “private
organizations providing education/training
(i.e. they are not state-owned).” Their portfolio
includes English language training as well as
offerings towards academic certificates, diplomas,
and degrees at various levels. More importantly,
PTEs are the fastest-growing segment among edu-
cation/training providers in New Zealand.

Education Policy in New Zealand

Education providers operate within a national pol-
icy framework that attempts to ensure that output
standards remain roughly the same among the
three sets of providers outlined here. The policy
framework incorporates a strategic dimension by
saying that current policy aims to build “a world-
leading education system that equips all (students)
with the knowledge, skills and values to be suc-
cessful citizens in the twenty-first century”
(Ministry of Education 2009, p. 6). Furthermore,
the focus of quality assurance in New Zealand
falls on the “quality of learning outcomes recog-
nized through qualifications as a whole” as well as
the “systems and processes that support quality
delivery by providers”. It is this latter portion that
covers staff involved in the sector. Not only are
staff supposed to be adequately qualified to teach
at matched levels within the organization, but they
are also expected to keep abreast of knowledge
development in their respective disciplines by
actively engaging in research or research-related
activities. Governments’ Performance Based
Research Fund (PBRF) is aimed at recognizing,

rewarding, and encouraging quality research in
the education sector. In 2009, PBRF funding had
reached $239m, a 45% increase over a 5-year time
period with the figure set to match any improve-
ments in research output in the country. This had
risen to $300m by 2016 (https://web.archive.org/
web/20130512032624/http://www.tec.govt.nz/
Documents/Reports%20and%20other%20docu
ments/PBRF-Assessment-Interim-Report-2012.
pdf). This initiative is targeted at encouraging pro-
viders to hire, develop, retain, and encourage
research-savvy and research-motivated academic
staff as once a staff member attains PBRF ranking,
his/her employer becomes eligible to obtain sub-
stantial government financial input to help fuel the
research focus further.

Motivation for the Academic

Earlier studies on motivation saw it as the force
energizing or giving direction to behavior; this
focus was later expanded to view it as a complex
interaction of behaviors, needs, rewards, rein-
forcements, and cognitive activities (Nkomo
et al. 2005). Looking at the motivational profile
of an academic from a needs perspective, it would
appear that the need to retain one’s job and make
career progress would be firmly entrenched in the
performance appraisal system of the employer –
two key elements are usually seen in appraisals of
academics: teaching/administration and research/
publication. Furthermore, the need to belong and
grow usually further encourages research till it
becomes cultural and acquires a volition of its
own within the organization. A new entrant to
this environment would then be pulled into the
culture via an acquired need to be accepted and
belong in the research-focused environment. Fur-
ther motivation would come from rewards both
expected and unexpected. These include a range
of things that fuel the drive to engage in and
persist with research and publication. Robson
(2004) identified the following as factors that
motivate present-day people to work: contributing
to corporate success, inspiring boss, sense of loy-
alty to the company, management praise, peer
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group respect, incentives, promotion prospects,
getting paid, team spirit, and challenging projects.

These work in interesting ways with the
academic. Firstly, the academic seeks recogni-
tion – both internal and external – through his/her
research. This recognition has a number of dimen-
sions. The research gets outside recognition
through either a conference invitation or publica-
tion or both. The usual path for a budding aca-
demic or one who is trying to forge a
breakthrough in a new/different area of research
is to take it through a conference process and then
submit it for possible publication. Further external
recognition then follows with invitations to con-
ferences, to review papers and to contribute arti-
cles/chapters for publication. Internal recognition,
on the other hand, comes from heightened respect
from colleagues and management, promotions,
salary increments, support for further research,
etc. The added respect could also lead to helping
build a spirit/culture of research in the organiza-
tion. This, of course, would need top management
commitment and support, and preferably either
active leadership by management or a delegated
leadership in the absence of an active research
profile among management. Another element
that drives research in academics is if they are
given challenging projects, with clearly linked
rewards, and have the direct eyes of management
on their performance. This provides them with an
opportunity to “shine” in order to gain recognition
from the “top.” Unfortunately, in the PTE studied,
there were major shortcomings including the type
of management, quality of staff, and culture that
prevailed in the organization. The following sec-
tions focus on these.

What Happens in PTEs?

Most private training establishments (PTEs) are
relative newcomers in the field of education. By
their very nature, they are profit-/cost-focused and
operate as legally established private companies.
This tends to have a flow-on effect on all func-
tional decisions regarding personnel as well those
decisions that impact on staff and organizational
performance. A typical PTE has a number of

structures and practices specifically dedicated to
encouraging research and development among
staff. The fact that these are institutionally pre-
scribed requirements, which are seen to nega-
tively impact the performance bottom line, tends
to create space for a policy-practice divide which
can be exploited to the detriment of both the
organization and the individual. The ensuing sec-
tion outlines and discusses some of the key struc-
tures and practices involved.

Staff: Staff recruitment has two dimensions in
a PTE: the recruitment of administrators and that
of academics. Top management is institutionally
required to comprise personnel with academic
and/or academic administration backgrounds.
This stipulation, often found problematic, is
aimed at ensuring the academic focus of PTEs
and content of qualifications attained so that they
match roughly the output from other players in the
sector – polytechnics and universities. PTEs in
New Zealand, however, face difficulties in
attracting high-profile personnel for these man-
agement positions for a number of reasons. First,
remuneration packages offered are not attractive
enough. Second, there is virtually no opportunity
to progress further in the field making the job a
dead-end position. Third, public profiles are
hardly enhanced by joining PTEs. Thus, top man-
agement positions tend to attract personnel who
are not necessarily expecting any further career
progress. This tends to have a number of flow-on
effects in the organization. For example, top man-
agers find themselves left out of decision-making
as soon as processes become standardized. They
thus oppose (sometimes inadvertently) any and
every attempt that is made at increasing standard-
ization and routinization. This almost automati-
cally leads to a tendency towards
micromanagement which suffocates innovation,
ownership, problem-solving, continuous
improvement, and esteem and self-actualization
among subordinate staff.

Top managers’ psychological insecurity and
need to be involved also have a more insidious
and heavily damaging impact on staff motivation
and performance. Very often staff initiative
becomes “joint enterprise” and, therefore, makes
it extremely difficult to identify original effort in
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order to directly allocate rewards. Conversely,
failures of “joint enterprise” can easily lead to
accountability being placed solely on the
employee without any responsibility taken by
the manager involved. This not only discourages
initiative among subordinates but also makes
them fear treading “too far” even though their
initiatives could help greatly in improving orga-
nizational performance. Drucker (2006, p. 57)
says that in a “traditional workforce, the worker
serves the system; in a knowledge workforce, the
system must serve the worker” and help unleash
his/her full potential. This is hardly likely in an
environment where top management often appear
to be afraid of being “shown up” if workers are
allowed to unleash their full potential.

The problems highlighted in the recruitment of
top managers are also prevalent in attracting other
workers, especially academic staff. It is not
uncommon for PTEs to hire a large proportion of
academic staff from among contacts and networks
on a part-time basis. This leaves a smaller portion
of full-time positions for academic staff. Further-
more, the institutionally required need to have a
public profile through its staff is largely served by
the part-time component leaving the PTE free to
recruit full-time staff who are willing to join at
comparatively unattractive (and cheaper) salary
packages. They are also usually immigrants who
are more desperate to get a job as soon as possible
in order to sustain their lives in a new country.
These recruits are more likely to be subjective,
less questioning, and less demanding at least in
the first few years of employment. From the per-
spective of the equity theory of motivation, they
are more likely to compare their salaries and work
conditions with what they left behind rather than
with what they could have (Greenberg 2010). This
creates a workforce that is comparatively less
qualified, more questionably qualified, and less
conversant with the intricacies of research and
publication. It is not uncommon, for instance, to
come across staff who ask: “do we need to
research?” “how can we decide what to research?”
“what is a peer-reviewed source?” These are just
some of the queries identified during the course of
research for this paper. They do show emphati-
cally not only a lack of research background but a

total lack of appreciation of the need for academic
staff to engage in research and publication. Any
immediate expectation of research from these staff
is, therefore, overly ambitious. Moreover,
attempts to encourage research are seen as impo-
sitions and resented in secret.

The situation is not helped when those
attempting to lead the research drive do not have
the right profile. Drucker’s contention (2006,
p. 57) that what “makes (an academic provider)
a great (academic provider) is that it attracts and
develops outstanding teachers and scholars” is,
therefore, not part of the workings or culture of
the PTE studied. The cost-profit focus appears to
loom too large in managerial decision-making
stunting any attempts to encourage research with
a major motivation-focused push in order to
develop a long-term agenda that would help reap
rewards well beyond the costs outlaid as is seen in
learning organizations. Thus, developing a
research culture becomes a lost proposition even
though it is clearly recognized that “the key to
greatness is to look for people’s potential and
spend time developing it” (Drucker 2006, p. 59).
This moves focus to self-motivated research
among staff who may be considering making
career progress in the sector despite encountering
an element of “stagnation” in their current jobs.

Recognition for research and publication: In
the absence of any concerted and cohesive, long-
term focused, ongoing program aimed at develop-
ing a research culture, a small number of staff are
known to be research-active in the PTE studied.
Recognition and support for their effort is clearly
facilitated through existing structures. Academic
staff are allowed to “free up” 1 day in the 5-day
work week to dedicate to conducting research.
This appears to assume that staff are research
savvy and the organization has a thriving research
culture. Both of these assumptions do not stand up
to scrutiny as seen from earlier discussions.
A major source of recognition for research
comes through the PTE progress and promotion
apparatus. Here, there are clear policy (as well as
staff contract) stipulations about recognition for
research output. In reality however, the commonly
escalating problem of the policy-practice divide is
abused with impunity by management who do not
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seem to actually respect and cherish research and
publication as one of the key roles/outputs of a
typical tertiary education provider. It is not
uncommon for innovative interpretations to be
made of these policy stipulations in order to
decline applications for accelerated increments
and/or promotions. In one case, an applicant
with six pieces of research output was refused
promotion because the term “research output”
was interpreted differently in what appeared like
an obvious attempt to frustrate and deny the
applicant.

Another source of encouragement that could
be used to drive research in the organization is
through support for attending and participating at
academic conferences as per convention in the
tertiary education sector. The PTE in question,
once again, has clear provisions for this. In prac-
tice, however, the same reluctance is seen. In one
case, an eager new researcher completed a paper
and got it accepted for a conference in Germany.
In refusing to support her request for the policy-
stipulated funding, she was told to send her paper
to a local conference within New Zealand – no
attempt was made to actually direct her to a local
conference as there were none available at the
time. Despite this obviously shattering turndown,
2 years later she submitted another application for
support to present a paper at a conference in
Malaysia. This time the organization stated there
were no funds available due to reduced student
numbers (profits). No prior organization-wide
announcement had been made on the issue up
till then. This has ominous implications for both
the research philosophy at play and the manner in
which organizational structures are being used to
boost research and publication – there are obvious
motivational implications involved. A key struc-
ture in this regard is the research committee which
is also to a large extent forcibly established in
PTEs through institutional requirements.

Research committees: Chaired by a senior
academic in the form of the academic head of
the institution, the research committee (RC) is
set up to spearhead and manage research in an
academic institution. Other members of the com-
mittee are supposed to comprise senior personnel
preferably with a research and publications

profile. The research committee is tasked with
ensuring that staff are encouraged to undertake
research through a series of activities and support
structures that ensure that, over time, research,
development, and publication become part of the
culture of the organization. These research com-
mittee activities are clearly designed to motivate
and encourage staff to actively engage in research
and publication so that tertiary education pro-
viders are able to establish, retain, develop, and
enhance their academic focus and reputation.

A misguided understanding of the significance
and role of research, however, tends to divert the
role of research committees in PTEs into becom-
ing a problem and obstacle to research rather than
operating as an instrument of encouragement. The
research committee covered here repeatedly
obstructed attempts by the one junior staff who
managed to write and get a paper accepted at an
international conference as cited earlier. In
another case, a senior researcher and member of
the research committee decided to intensify his
research with a view to attracting funds to the
institution via the PBRF system that was due
within 2 years. He wrote full papers that were
accepted at three conferences in the first year and
four in the second year; all were peer-reviewed
and published either in conference proceedings or
in linked journals. The research committee
supported all these, but agreed to pay for only
three conferences. The rest were either paid for
by the researcher himself or he managed to obtain
external funding.

During discussions on the third conference
application, it was pointed out that the existing
policy did not preclude anyone from applying for
support for more than one conference per year
provided requirements, as laid out in the applica-
tion form, were adequately met and a certain
number of points were amassed by the applicant.
In fact, the existing system had in-built mecha-
nisms to help process subsequent applications
through the allocation of fewer points. To this
the Chair responded, “the policy was meant to
support research, not to allow a second or third
bite . . .” This, despite the fact that the researcher
had a full paper and scored a “strong” on the
points, system is used to evaluate applications.
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A closer analysis of the Chair’s words appears to
be damning of the philosophy and orientation of
the PTE in question on the issue of research and
publication. He is clearly unhappy to support “too
many” conferences by one researcher. In other
words, researchers at the institution should limit
their research output to one per year if they were
targeting conferences. This was an extremely
unhelpful message for other members of the orga-
nization interested in research. How would this
help motivate further research? Moreover, would
the PTE ever be able to create “star” researchers in
the mold envisaged by the PBRF system? More
ominously, this appeared like an attempt to
“mediocritize” the researcher who was obviously
stretching the prevailing expectation system.
Drucker (2006) says that the knowledge work-
force is characterized by the fact that workers are
no longer simply labor as in the traditional work-
force, but they are capital. “And what is decisive
in the performance of capital is not what (it) costs
. . . Not how much (of it) is being invested (but
what’s) the productivity of capital” (Drucker
2006, p. 58). In this case, clearly output and pro-
ductivity had become subordinated to the stated
cost concerns.

There was a further development in the delib-
erations being analyzed here as it was pointed out
that “conference visits are not necessary to pub-
lish.” This, again, was an extremely counterpro-
ductive stance vis-à-vis research because
conference visits have a number of positive effects
on/for the researcher as well as the organization.
These include exposure at an international aca-
demic conference; impact on PBRF rating if the
paper has been accepted for peer-reviewed publi-
cation; impact on research/publications profile
internationally; publicity for the PTE and its mar-
keting implications; inspiration to other staff
within an environment that actively attempts to
encourage academic research; networking for
publication and involvement with conference cir-
cuits and linked publications; personal develop-
ment of staff; and the PTE’s commitment to
research and publication. All these have both
direct and indirect motivational implications.
Moreover, it is a well-known fact that conference
participation markedly enhances the chances of a

paper being accepted for publication – this being
the expected ultimate aim of both the researcher
and the academic employer. Was this a case of
simple bad management or a sign of merely inci-
dental regard for research and publication? Was
the organization not concerned about enhancing
its public reputation and attracting the not-
insubstantial funding on offer through the PBRF
system? This brings us to the next point.

PBRF system: New Zealand established its
Performance Based Research Fund system in
2003 “to ensure that excellent research in the ter-
tiary education sector is encouraged and rewarded”
(Tertiary Education Commission 2020, http://
www.researchfunding.co.nz/pbrf.php). A total of
some $300m is disbursed per year to tertiary edu-
cation providers whomeet the set requirements and
are able to show an acceptable level of research
output. This money is supposed to be used by the
provider to further fuel research activity and
attempt to improve its status as well as public
reputation. Most universities actively promote the
fact that they are PBRF rated in order to attract
students. The Tertiary Education Commission
(TEC) and government expect providers to show
their research commitment by allocating funds to
research-related activities. They are also required to
show how they utilize PBRF allocations if they are
able to attract these. Discussions revealed that pro-
vider commitment is seen through the amount of
internal funds that they allocate and use for
research-related activities. It has been found in a
number of instances involving PTEs that they do
not allocate enough internal funds to research. Ear-
lier cases outlined in this paper appear to show that
this is also a problem with the PTE covered here.
There is also no transparency in the use of PBRF
funds, something that would have helped the insti-
tution better make its case about “lack of funds” for
research support. In the absence of this, staff
de-motivation and speculation became rife espe-
cially after trips were supported for selected mem-
bers after fundswere frozen. This does notmake for
a healthy organizational culture, let alone research
culture.
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Conclusions

This study showed that there are a number of key
motivational dimensions in the “publish or per-
ish” dictum. Academic staff who engage in
research activities expect recognition and rewards
that have internal as well as external sources. In
PTEs, external recognition does not pose any
costs; in fact, it can easily lead to rewards via
attraction of PBRF funding. It is with internal
recognition that the question of costs arises. This
is where visionary management could easily lead
to the creation of a research culture that turns
initial costs into an inflow of funds in excess of
the costs outlaid. If the organization were to fully
support three capable and active researchers to
conferences over a period of 3 years, this would
very likely lead to enough publications and
research outputs to attract $60,000 per year of
PBRF funding over a 5-year period. On the other
hand, if the research effort were to be led by top
management in the form of five managers having
“research output” as one of their key performance
indicators (KPIs), substantial PBRF funding
would again flow in without too much effort.
This, however, does not happen in the PTE stud-
ied. Not only are top managers research-dormant,
they appear to be curiously unsupportive of indi-
vidual initiatives in research as seen with the cases
discussed. The cost-profit mindset also does not
help and clouds the research equation.

There are a number of things that PTEs need to
do to come out of the dismal research rut that they
find themselves in. Firstly, they need to attract
managers who are not only research supportive
but also research-active. They need to firmly
believe in the need for research in academic pro-
viders. Secondly, PTEs need to attract and/or
develop staff who are either research savvy,
research-active or are positively inclined towards
research. This will provide an immediate impetus
to the research drive. Thirdly, the structures that
are prescriptively put in place to ensure that PTEs
do not lose their academic hue need to be used
correctly so that they deliver expected outcomes.
Attempts must be made to ensure that staff pro-
gress structures are closely linked to and provide
further motivation for research. Furthermore,

research committees must be used to encourage
research and ensure recognition is given where it
is due rather than to suppress the research spirit
and, over time, suffocate the flame that drives
it. Lastly, PBRF (if attracted) must be clearly
used to enhance research in the organization and
not to reward non-research endeavors. To this end,
external audits need to itemize this as a point of
inquiry as it involves government funds. These
are just some of the research-related motivation
factors that have been identified in the course of
this research. A wider research in the PTE sector
involving a larger number of PTEs should help
greatly in enhancing the quality of these findings.
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