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OPERATIONAL PLANNING FOR THE NEW PROGRAMME STRUCTURE IN 
MERGED HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 

 

N Themba Mosia1 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The pace at which higher education institutions in South Africa are expected to respond to the 
rapidly changing environment has a profound impact particularly on merged institutions in the 
domain of curriculum reconfiguration. To be responsive to these changes, universities must 
engage in intensive operational planning, which needs to be firmly located within the broader 
picture of higher education restructuring, and mergers in particular. It is common knowledge 
that the history of higher education was not only fragmented but also characterised by poor 
planning, inefficiencies and preferential treatment of institutions. Attention must therefore be 
paid to the different types of institutions that have merged, for example universities with other 
universities, and former technikons with universities, and to those that have emerged, for 
example the universities of technology as we now know them in the current dispensation.   
This category includes the Durban Institute of Technology, which was named just before 
other mergers were gazetted to take effect in January 2004 and 2005 (DoE, 2003). 

The guiding parameters for operational planning in academic programmes are planning, 
quality and funding. These broad parameters are set by the Department of Education (DoE) to 
ensure that state resources are used efficiently for the purpose that they are intended for, and 
that institutions of higher learning undergo intensive planning in academic programmes and 
pay due regard to the quality assurance mechanisms as stipulated in various policy 
documents. Operational planning has both human resources and cost implications for all the 
role players. The National Plan for Higher Education (NPHE) outlined the challenges facing 
higher education as premised in human resources development (DoE, 2001: 1.1), and this 
emphasis indicated a shift towards efficiency after the formulation of the macro-economic 
strategy on Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) in 1996. Simply put, according 
to Cloete (2002: 429), efficiency means cost-effectiveness – doing the same with fewer 
resources or doing more with the same resources. 

Operational planning could have far-reaching legal implications for staff and students alike if 
it is not handled sensitively and in accordance with the law governing employer–employee 
relationships and contractual obligations for programme offerings between the university and 
its students. If this planning is not carefully designed and implemented, it could have 
unintended consequences for mergers and incorporations, such as retrenchments because of 
operational requirements and loss of academic expertise because of poor programme design 
and poor staff structuring. Similarly, students could be negatively affected by poor planning, 
which could make their courses too lengthy or expensive and lead to litigation that could have 
been avoided by careful planning. 

                                                 
1 Dr Themba Mosia was the Registrar (Academic) at Medunsa University, which merged with the University of 
the North to form the University of Limpopo. He is at present Senior Manager, Professional Boards of the Health 
Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA). 
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2. TYPES OF OPERATIONAL PLANNING  

Operational planning entails developing datasets to be integrated into the planning and 
decision-making machinery at various levels of the institution. These datasets should clearly 
indicate the student enrolment patterns and success and failure rates in the academic 
programmes so that problem areas can be identified and addressed in the planning phase. For 
a consolidated academic programme structure the following are critical: 

• staffing (academic and support), 

• physical facilities and infrastructure, and 

• financing and its implications for quality provision. 

 

2.1 Staffing 

Human resources are critically important. The most crucial staffing factors for successfully 
implementing a consolidated programme structure at merged institutions are capacity, 
productivity, allocation of positions and ranking. The consequences of the rationalisation of 
academic programmes are the same whether the merger is voluntary or forced and painful. 

 

2.1.1 Capacity 

The staffing plan should as far as possible include projections for academic departments, so 
that the adequacy or otherwise of the staffing arrangements can be addressed. The units 
responsible for academic programmes and the possible consequences of rationalisation of 
these programmes need to be clearly identified. To address capacity issues, retention 
strategies would enable the institution in transition to assess who, among the existing staff, 
would add value to the new programme structure. Where redundancy is obvious and could 
lead to serious financial implications, the plan should address how such staff members could 
be absorbed within the institution in various capacities. Where programmes would be 
duplicated, plans must be developed over a set period to phase out the duplication that cannot 
be sustained by scarce resources. 

 

2.1.2 Productivity 

Understanding the productivity of academic staff is fundamental in merging institutions 
because it provides an opportunity to start afresh and direct the academic project of the new 
institution. Two central issues that have been established in higher education in the US are: i) 
there is a demand for accountability in higher education, and ii) in order to gain 
accountability, particularly at a time when faculty roles are changing, better performance 
measures are needed (Middaugh, 2001: 53). It is therefore critical to determine who is 
teaching what to whom at what cost. This data, although it may not provide complete 
answers, will supply a framework for tracking both credit bearing and zero credit bearing 
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teaching activity, by academic staff category, and link that activity to expenditure data 
(Middaugh, 2001: 80). This argument is explored in more detail below. 

For the productivity exercise to be useful, realistic benchmarks should be set right at the birth 
of a new institution so that academic staff will know what they are expected to deliver. The 
merged institution could then factor in the cost implications that will give them an idea of the 
approximate return in investment in the productivity of its staff. One way of measuring the 
productivity of academics is by designing Workload Models in various programmes. To set 
realistic targets, the merged institution could estimate what the expected output in terms of 
teaching, research and indeed community service ought to be. This output could be costed as 
suggested below. The exercise requires the full cooperation of staff, the formulation and 
implementation of policies and procedures, and a realistic projection of the academic staff’s 
workload, taking into account the availability of staff for discussing programmes with 
students, since this variable is essential for enhancing the students’ learning experiences. 
Support staff involved in academic development services and counselling should be factored 
into this design. 

 

2.1.3 Allocation of positions 

Operational plans must be clear on how positions in the newly merged institution will be 
allocated to staff in various categories. This is potentially a contentious issue which, if 
handled clumsily, could lead to unintended consequences that could derail the delivery of the 
academic programmes. Open and honest communication with the affected academic staff is 
the cornerstone of success in allocating positions. 

The criteria to be used in these allocations must be agreed upon within reason. It must be clear 
after studying the staff profile whether the allocation of academic positions will be based on 
such criteria as 

• gender preferences (in terms of the new institution’s equity profile); 

• seniority in the discipline (in terms of experience); 

• affirmative action requirements where there are clear disparities of racial and gender 
domination; 

• expertise in the field of study and how that is integrated into the new programmes; and 

• the status of the academic programmes in accordance with CESM (Classification of 
Educational Subject Matter) categories and the implications of the new funding 
formula (for example, in Health Sciences, clinical medical disciplines versus allied 
health programmes, or clinical dental programmes versus technical programmes in 
oral health). 

 

Other criteria could be set, so long as the academic structure is thoroughly discussed and 
decided upon by all the parties from merging institutions. This approach, although it may take 
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time, could go a long way to ensure that every affected individual department is on board and 
that the success of the merger process is not thwarted. 

 

2.1.4 Ranking  

Here also there must be clear criteria and processes. Minimum requirements must be set 
within institutional policies, taking into account the legislation that governs the employment 
relationships and the parameters set in the Memorandums of Understanding signed in the pre-
merger phase by the merging institutions. If institutional politics are kept to a minimum, or 
hopefully eliminated, litigation could be avoided. The reality that has dawned on institutions 
of higher learning in the post-1994 democratic dispensation – the promulgation of the Labour 
Relations Act 66 of 1995, the Higher Education Act 101 of 1997, the Employment Equity Act 
55 of 1998 and the Promotion of Administrative Justice Act 3 of 2000, among other pieces of 
legislation – has made staff generally aware of their constitutional rights. As a result, they are 
becoming increasingly unionised and if they have grounds to prove that they have been 
unfairly discriminated against in the allocation of ranks in the academic structure, they are 
entitled, in terms of the law, to challenge the decisions and thwart any effort to finalise such 
structural matters (Bomela v. University of Limpopo, 2005). Structural arrangements that are 
put in place must put into practice the recommendations made by two or more entities that are 
becoming or have become one new institution. 

 

2.2 Physical facilities and infrastructure 

Physical facilities and a supporting infrastructure make the environment conducive to 
teaching and learning. University research must also be supported by infrastructural 
arrangements and the availability of space to enable academics to fulfil their contractual 
obligations and build their profiles. In this aspect of operational planning the merged 
institution must take stock of the venues, laboratories, libraries, resource centres, instructional 
technologies and other infrastructural arrangements that are designed to enhance the quality of 
teaching and learning. 

For planning purposes it is essential to know the actual and projected numbers of students. 
Access and the use of space remains a challenge in most institutions, so it is critically 
important for the merged institution to decide how to address the issue, especially in the light 
of the proposed capping of student numbers by the Department of Education, as initiated in 
2004. This proposal has a direct impact on infrastructural planning and development. 

The histories of some higher education institutions are characterised by, among other things, 
the inadequacy of physical facilities. The Historically Advantaged Universities (HAUs) and 
Historically Advantaged Technikons (HATs) had better physical facilities than their 
Historically Disadvantaged counterparts as a result of the funding framework of the apartheid 
period. As a consequence, operational plans for physical facilities must take into account  

• the capacity of the lecture halls in relation to actual and projected student numbers in 
consolidated academic programmes. 
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• the availability of office space for academic and administrative staff who are involved 
in programme development and support for students and staff. 

• the location and its cost implications for the programmes. The duplication of 
programmes in two or more sites of delivery cannot be sustained in the short-to-
medium term if due regard is given to the decline in funding for public higher 
education in real terms over the past decade or so. Transport costs (for staff and 
students) and the concomitant management of risk must also be factored into this 
equation.  

• the convenience and support facilities at the different campuses. These must be 
addressed by planning towards parity between and among campuses so as to avoid 
negative feelings and reaction to certain facilities on campuses. The unrest this issue 
sparked on certain campuses at the beginning of 2005 should be avoided as far as 
possible by demonstrating to these communities that the institution is sensitive and 
serious about creating an environment conducive to learning. 

 

It is therefore imperative for a space audit, with its cost implications, to be conducted, and an 
infrastructural plan to be developed, to support the academic planning of the consolidated 
programme structure. 

 

2.3 Financing: Alignment of the new academic structure to the institutional budget 

Budgetary constraints in higher education around the world have become a perennial problem. 
In the words of Clark (2004: 170), ‘[if] the university is hobbled by lack of money, 
government officials and other patrons will surely come to their senses and realise, for the 
good of the nation, that universities must be funded as a first priority and at a much higher 
level; if our institution is going to remain cash poor after twenty years of cutting to the bone 
we should hang together, do our ennobling work, and share equally the pangs of poverty’. In 
South Africa this has not only led to the extensive restructuring agenda that has reduced the 
number of universities from 36 to 21 but also necessitated a funding framework that is 
informed by planning and resource allocations for quality programmes. 

It is therefore critical to address the issue of how the perennial problem of budget cuts will 
affect the consolidated programme structure of merged institutions. The data produced must 
show whether there will be a surplus or deficit in the short-to-medium term, and whether 
long-term planning will yield positive outcomes for the academic structure in its entirety. The 
operational plan of the new academic structure must indicate what can be afforded and how 
far it can be sustained within the budget constraints. In this whole exercise due regard must be 
given to the centrality of quality in the core business of teaching and learning, research and 
community engagement. In allocating resources for these activities it should be made clear 
that academic standards and quality are not at stake in the merged institution, as this could 
have far-reaching consequences for the institution. The institution could lose staff and 
students or even discontinue some of its programmes as a result of poor handling and 
planning.  
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Modalities for third-stream income should be clearly spelled out in the operational plan. 
Follow-up mechanisms could help sustain the momentum and ensure that the available budget 
is aligned to the new academic structure. The merged institution will also need to develop and 
maintain ‘a culture of asking people for money’. Such a culture has sustained some large and 
well-endowed universities such as Harvard and Oxford. 

In aligning the new academic programme structure to the institutional budget, it must be 
evident which programmes are viable and to what extent, and which academic programmes 
will be cross-subsidised – an institution may make a strategic decision, for whatever reason it 
may have, to retain less viable programmes. Although there are various reasons for merging 
institutions, such as finances, geographical proximity, or rationalisation of programmes, 
Jansen (2004: 5) contends that the curriculum is often treated as secondary to the larger 
financial and organisational alterations that result. Put differently, few institutions merge (or 
are required to merge) to resolve the curriculum problem – and yet the curriculum stands at 
the heart of the teaching and learning transaction in higher education institutions. 

 

3. CONCLUSION 

Operational planning for academic programmes needs to consider the question, ‘How did we 
get here from there?’ and maintain the focus that will inform the Institutional Operating Plans 
that must be submitted to the Department of Education within the new institution’s first year 
of existence. The development of a satisfactory institutional operating plan is a prerequisite 
for receiving financial support from the Ministry for recapitalisation, for reimbursement of 
expenditures incurred to ensure that the new entity is operationally financially viable, and for 
any major extension or alteration to property, plant and equipment essential for the 
operational activities of the entity (DoE, 2003: 96). 

Planning in higher education, as in most successful private sector and multinational 
corporations, is non-negotiable. In higher education it should permeate the micro, meso and 
macro levels, i.e. at departmental/programme, institutional and government levels. Since 
operational planning involves all the divisions of a university that have a bearing on its 
resource base, such as its staff, finances, academic project, facilities and infrastructure, it 
should be an iterative process that includes all these divisions so as to make informed 
decisions that will be owned by the campus community. Financial and staffing information 
and student enrolment planning form the basis of this task, and merged institutions are not and 
should not be perceived as exempted from complying with the quality assurance imperatives 
that are linked to planning and funding. For this reason, the development of a new 
organisational structure and programme structure are essential for the success of the mergers 
in South African higher education. 
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