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Chair’s Introduction, Jeff Skinner
A TTO Director ‘half life’ is around 7 years. Many fissures precipitated by ‘reviews’ resulting
in reorganisations, which is a hugely stressful time for team members. This session is aimed
at helping people prepare for review and change. Jeff’s top tips:

 Excise bad attitude in any team that you inherit.

 Ensure that you have authority and accountability co-incide..

 Ensure you drip feed happy stories upwards.

 Bring in sticky money, but only for strategic things.

 Decide and promote your own purpose, then measure and report on purpose.

 Be alive to (ahead of) the winds of change.

 Don’t let others see you having too much fun.

 Do unto yourself before others do unto you (i.e. review yourself before someone
else does).

 Welcome change – be a solution, not a problem.

 If a consultant comes, insist on clear Terms of Reference.

 Don’t count on anyone to sing your praises.

Dani Salvadori, ‘Survive and Thrive’
Key principles from Dani’s experience:

 Follow the money and ensure you align with the emergent institutional strategy.

 Reality check your own skills,  and if your skills don’t fit,  then you might face the
chop, in which case display dignity and negotiate hard.

 Recommendations are just that – there is still everything to play for:

o Build consensus;

o Go granular – one review might not be enough, as the initial assessment may
present more questions than answers;

o Act fast on the evidence; 

o Follow the money; and



o Be prepared to work very hard on behalf of yourself and your team.

Lucas Zinner, ‘Surviving a Review’
University of Vienna, founded in 1365, has 15 Faculties and 4 Centres. It has around 92,000
students  and  more  than  180  degree  programmes.  With  9,700  employees,  6,900  are
academics.  Tech Transfer started in 2004, with a one woman show in the research services
and international relations department. Since 2013 a unit within the Research Services and
Career  Development  Department  (RSCD).  Growing  interest  in  tech  transfer,  with  an
evaluation  conducted in  2015.  Invention  disclosures  growing steadily  over  past  5  years,
necessitating focused development of the unit.  The procedure was as follows:

 Production of a self assessment report with a development plan;

 Two day visit from international experts, who could be proposed by the tech transfer
team;

 Expert  report  then  to  be  used  by  the  university  as  guidance  for  improvement
activities in the areas of research and administration;

 Action then taken.

Core message from the experts was that the the unit was performing well, but that the
leadership  was  lacking  a  strategy  and  commitment  to  technology  transfer.  The  key
recommendations included:

 Improve formal communication and procedures;

 Prioritise and focus on the core business and service with high added value; and

 Use  the  synergies  between  the  subunits  and  establish  a  common  view  on  the
research support system.

The lessons learnt were as follows:

 Ensure ownership of the process by getting your team involved, thinking out of the
box and ensuring each voice is heard;

 Engage high profile experts so that their recommendations hold weight amongst the
University senior management; 

 Be clear on your expectations from the exercise and avoid any hidden agendas;

 Engage with your peers and be honest, open and self critical. Then use your peers as
allies on the next steps; and

 In follow up, involve your team, use the momentum created by the review, push
management for change and ensure your position yourself in the driving seat.

Tony Raven, ‘Surviving a Review’
Tony provided a  personal  perspective  on reorganisations,  highlighting  that  the different
motivations  will  necessitate  different  approaches to the reviews.  Whether  they be as  a
result of new entrants, internal drivers, external drivers or wider university restructuring.
These days the only constant is change, however, the stability of HEIF funding has provided
an enduring requirement and acceptance of technology transfer functions.

Tony’s key advice is to keep calm and don’t take it personally:



 Its not about you – roles are made redundant and not people;

 Find out as much as you can before you decide what to do, personally and on behalf
of your Department;

 Be realistic and pragmatic;

 You  may  be  able  to  position  change  as  an  opportunity  for  you  and  for  team
members. However, it is always important to look after your own interests first;

 If you do find yourself managing the change, don’t expect it to be easy and try to
make just one change, avoiding death by a thousand cuts.

Discussion Session:
Jeff  highlights  that  there  was  a  mixture  of  motivations  and  approaches  to  the  cases
presented. Something ‘done to you’ can be quite undignified, whereas the internal review
can be leveraged to develop the team and its role within the institution.

Question – Why must we endure these period reviews? Is it due to mission misalignment?

If you are engaging at the right level and ensuring the delivery of a valuable service, then it
should  not  be  necessary.  However,  organic  growth  can  necessitate  change  to  ensure
proposer  service  delivery,  and  such  change  can  only  come  about  through  a  review.
Additionally, the external perspective builds confidence amongst senior management that
the action is appropriate. Also the changing shape of research or institutional funding may
require a reconfiguration of people, processes and their focus.

Question – How common is the mock review?

This has been used by some universities, but is not common practice. Those who have used
it,  and who have been externally engaged and self  critical,  have ensured continuity and
development of their own operations.

Questions – Have people made up their mind before the review is conducted?

Dani provides her own experience, highlighting that such fixed ideas distress people, destroy
consensus and ultimately lead to poor outcomes. Tony adds that you must examine your
own role in an organisation that might impose such predetermined actions. Jeff concludes
by noting that it can be lonely at the top and recommends that a coach or mentor through
such a review can help bring you and the team through a very difficult period.

Question – What is the relationship between unit branding, legal structures and people’s
perceptions going into a review?

Distinct operations can be protective, but also make people feel that the unit is not part of
the core business of the university. It is important that people are clear on whether the
review is of a unit, its people or its function.

Question – How do you balance your responsibility to be an advocate for the profession
and your openness to the external views on your worth?

It  is  important that you are open about the bits of  the office than need attention,  and
ensure that you identify these before someone else does. It is also important that you are
clear with yourself about what you want out of the review or reorganisation. 



Question – what happens if you have a team to manage and the change is only directed at
you personally?

You can only carry on so long in a job that you have lost heart in. If its you, then you need to
negotiate your package and agree with senior management how long they want you around
to manage out the change.

Question – How do you implement change without changing the people?

The law makes it very clear on how restructuring can be managed and thus this framework
must be followed, even when the people are moving roles and not necessary leaving the
team. Also, it is important the the skills that you have fostered within your team are made
available to the wider university. There will always be implications for people and their roles
within any change process, and if you step away from the legal requirements then you risk
claims of constructive dismissal.

Often there becomes a point,  albeit  temporarily,  when the staff  are not your own, but
rather are legally responsible to HR. It  is  also important  to remember that  we are in a
unionized industry, and thus they can help and also need to be engaged throughout.

Question – How often can you reorganize without losing the hearts and minds of the
team?

It is at a human level a very destabilizing process. Nothing should be hidden, as the absence
of information creates fears in peoples minds that are almost always greater than the true
position. All feedback is important and should be analyzed and acted upon.

Final comment from Dani. In this month’s Harvard Business Review there is an article on
working with the team you inherit, which is recommended reading.

Jeff provides a pertinent quotation from Douglas Adams - ‘It is difficult to be sat on all day,
every day, by some other creature, without forming an opinion of them. On the other hand,
it is perfectly possible to sit, all day, every day, on tope of another creature and not have the
slightest them whatsoever.’ 

In conclusion, Jeff states that you shouldn’t take it personally. ‘Stuff’ happens.


