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Abstract
The relationship between higher education and profound 
global economic, social, technological and political transfor-
mations underway in recent decades is attracting growing 
public and professional interest. In this context, governmen-
tal bodies, higher education institutions and academics are 
under pressure to improve the effectiveness and profes-
sional development of academic staff. This article explores 
the need to adapt current human resource management 
practices in higher education in Croatia as a response. The 
article presents recent empirical data from higher education 
institutions in Austria, Croatia and Finland collected in the 
international project “Modernisation of Higher Education 
Institutions through Enhancement of Human Resources 
Management Function”. Descriptive indicators of current 
human resource management practices in higher education 
institutions reveal substantially different levels of devel-
opment and use of certain practices to manage the effec-
tiveness and professional development of academics. This 
article discusses the role of the human resource function at 
higher education institutions, the possibilities of using spe-
cific human resource development activities designed for 
different job roles held by academics, the importance of a 
performance management system that suits the academic 
environment, and the need for a strategic approach to human 
resource management at higher education institutions.
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1  | INTRODUC TION

Higher education institutions are under unprecedented pressure to satisfy requirements concerning account-
ability, effectiveness and applicability in all of their activities; including research (knowledge creation), teaching 
(knowledge dispersion) and their public role (engaging in socially relevant knowledge). For instance, the results of 
scientific research are expected to be directly transferable to economic development, teaching should support 
learners in taking on positions as future professionals, while academic knowledge should help address a range 
of societal challenges. To better answer these demands of modern society, higher education institutions are ex-
pected to apply new approaches to human resource management, this includes managing both the effectiveness 
and professional development of academics; a process that disrupts the social privileges and monopolies that 
academics have traditionally enjoyed. This article explores the latter, and whether policies and laws governing 
higher education, as well as human resource management practices, have been adjusted in response to these 
new demands. Most importantly: how are changes reflected in the effectiveness and professional development 
of academic staff? This article addresses these points primarily by presenting empirical data on current human 
resource management practices at higher education institutions in Croatia and by comparing with certain more 
developed European countries.

2  | EUROPE AN AND NATIONAL POLICIES FOR HUMAN RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT AT HIGHER EDUC ATION INSTITUTIONS

The European Union's policies on human resource management in the academic sector clearly aim to make higher 
education institutions more responsible for the recruitment, development and management of their academic 
staff. At least three European documents that discuss the human resource (HR) function at higher education in-
stitutions and link it to quality assurance are relevant. First, the agenda for the modernisation of Europe's higher 
education systems (EC, 2011) posits the reform and modernisation of higher education institutions on the com-
petence and motivation of the staff. The motivation and competence of academic staff is understood to depend 
on: (a) professionally implemented transparent and fair recruitment practices; (b) initial training is continued with 
professional development; and (c) there is a systematic approach to documenting, transparently monitoring, rec-
ognising and rewarding staff for excellence in teaching and research. Policymakers believe these conditions are 
needed to ensure that Europe creates, attracts and retains highly competent academic staff. Second, according 
to a European Commission report (2017) based on data collected in collaboration with eighteen ENQA member 
agencies from fourteen countries, the trend of higher education institutions' growing institutional autonomy is 
evident in several areas, including in human resource management policies and processes in the academic sector. 
Third, the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG), alongside 
key areas of quality assurance—from higher education institution management, infrastructure, and funding to cur-
riculum development, teacher competencies, and student acquisition of learning outcomes—extends the concept 
of "quality" by stressing the importance of a supportive work environment (ENQA, ESU, EUA, & EURASHE, 2015). 
On top of staff expertise, the specific ESG standard for academic staff focuses on various aspects of the work 
environment like the employment process, working conditions, professional development, career advancement 
opportunities, and the balance between teaching and research. In addition, the report of the expert group on 
“Shaping the future of the human resources strategy for researchers “HRS4R” (EU, 2015) emphasises the need for 
a proper recruitment process for researchers. Higher education institutions which have implemented it have the 
honour of displaying the “HRS4R” logo.

National policies in Croatia in terms of directions for human resource management in higher education in-
stitutions (HEI) are well defined. The Strategy of Education, Science and Technology aims at increasing man-
agement efficiency at higher education institutions (Official Gazette 124/2014, objective 2.1). Higher education 
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institutions are expected to function autonomously and responsibly to develop and implement an effective model 
of management for meeting the objectives. Although not explicitly stated, this encompasses effective manage-
ment of academic staff. In addition, the funding changes in higher education in Croatia over the last few years 
have led to the introduction of strategically oriented planning for the promotion of academics and related fund-
ing. Further, the regular process of re-accreditation obliges higher education institutions to inform the Expert 
Committee and the Agency for Science and Higher Education (ASHE) about the number and qualifications of the 
academic staff, as well as precise details of their professional development, teaching load, or research activities 
and associated results.

The above-mentioned policies and guidelines do not indicate any loss of autonomy at higher education insti-
tutions. On the contrary, although higher education institutions' strategic planning is aligned with European and 
national policies as well as priorities established for the higher education sector, the formulation and implementa-
tion of a human resources management and development strategy is up to each higher education institution itself. 
An effective strategic HR approach is the only tool available for realising the general strategic intent of the higher 
education institution. It should include a common, realistic vision of the way a particular higher education institu-
tion should manage and develop its most valuable resources: its academic staff. This means a strategic approach 
to human resource management must include a clear definition of the systems, processes and activities the higher 
education institution will rely on to attract, recruit, select, evaluate, develop, promote, motivate, retain and reward 
its academic staff. In practice, a strategic approach to HR management in higher education institutions has not 
prevailed in Croatia. This is due either to organisational inertia, lack of policy level guidance, or unclear authorities 
and responsibilities (between the state and a certain higher education institution) regarding the recruitment and 
progression of academic staff.

Further, the wider field of strategic human resource management as well as particular aspects of implementing 
HR management and development systems, processes and activities with a view to making the necessary im-
provements in the academic sector are investigated relatively rarely in Croatia. Admittedly, one can find research 
that either studies specific human resource management processes or deals with the consequences of human 
resource management practices for academics. For example, Begičević Ređep et al. (2015) present a model for 
improving the selection process in an educational context. The developed model is based on weighted criteria 
calculated according to the judgement of managers and professors at higher education institutions with the aim of 
making decisions on the best candidate for job positions at higher education institutions more accurate. Further, 
Turk and Ledić (2016) studied the competencies academics need at the start of their senior career and proposed 
a model of multiple competencies, which enables a synergy of different academic activities without strictly set 
hierarchical frameworks. Some of the research on the outcomes of human resource management at higher ed-
ucation institutions deal with the contributions made while applying different coping strategies to reduce the 
workload-related stress of university teachers to explaining job satisfaction and mental and physical well-being 
(Slišković et al., 2012) or examining specific aspects of the relationship between job attitudes, job performance 
and the turnover intentions of scientists (Jerneić & Kutleša, 2012). HR management research at higher education 
institutions in Croatia compares to that in other European countries. Namely, a large number of studies examine 
only certain aspects of human resource management at a higher education institution, such as: developing aca-
demic competencies (e.g., Williams et al., 2016), performance evaluation (e.g., Thornton, 2014), recruitment and 
selection (Siekkinen et al., 2016) or promotion of academic staff (e.g., Sanz-Menéndez & Cruz-Castro, 2019). Here, 
it should be stressed that a considerable proportion of the studies that address human resource management 
issues fall within the scope of quality assurance in higher education (e.g., Elken & Stensaker, 2018; Seyfried & 
Reith, 2019).

Despite a growing interest in this area, there is a lack of comprehensive research that considers the overall 
process of human resource management (HRM) at higher education institutions. The authors of this article partic-
ipated in a recent Erasmus + funded project titled “HRMinHEI” on this topic. The HRMinHEI project focused on 
the modernisation of higher education institutions through the enhancement of human resources management 
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functions.1 The aim of the project was to “map existing practices and prompt future reforms, which would foster 
further development of HRM policies and practices in European higher education” (Pausits, 2017, p. 8). As an 
outcome of the project, a comprehensive model of human resource management in higher education institutions 
was produced. The model is described in the following.

3  | ANALY TIC AL FR AME WORK AND METHOD

The analytical framework we have used for the development of human resource management in higher education 
institutions (HRMinHEI) is a slightly adapted version of “HR Navigator” (Cimerman et al., 2003). HR Navigator was 
developed as a comprehensive process model of human resource management by the AT Adria consulting group, 
a company specialising in human resource development. Originally, it was designed to be a process-consulting 
tool to help organisations in implementing changes, while addressing the challenges of management and leader-
ship in organisations from different industries in Slovenia and Croatia. The model has also been used as a frame-
work in the review and analysis of organisational interventions designed for preserving employees' mental health 
(Sušanj, 2012), as well as to clarify the roles of HR specialists and managers in preventing stress in the workplace 
(Sušanj, 2013). The HRMinHEI analytical framework (for details, see Pausits (ed.), 2017) contains ten interrelated 
components or sub-processes of human resource management in higher education institutions:

 1. HR strategy and planning. The process of strategic and operational planning of all elements of human 
resources management in the higher education institution, based on the national policy for higher ed-
ucation and institution specific strategies (e.g., number of academic staff elected to scientific-teaching 
and associate titles required for each department in the higher education institution).

 2. Job demands. The process of defining specific requirements and responsibilities (e.g., expected results of work 
and the employee competencies needed to achieve them for each academic position within the organisational 
structure—from assistant to full professor).

 3. Recruitment and selection. The process and practice of attracting, selecting and filling positions (e.g., recruiting 
and selecting young researchers and teaching assistants).

 4. Performance evaluation. The process and practice of monitoring and evaluating whether employees meet per-
formance expectations and are developing the competencies they need. This includes providing feedback and 
planning ahead (e.g., an annual report on the effectiveness and development of young researchers).

 5. Training and development. Continued professional education for enhancing employee competencies (e.g., train-
ing sessions to acquire new knowledge and skills necessary for the teaching or research role).

 6. Career progression. The process of planning and aligning institutional goals with the employees' ambitions 
and career goals, which includes creating career pathways and defining the conditions for progression (e.g., 
plans for the professional advancement of academic staff to a higher scientific-teaching grade within HEI 
departments).

 7. Pay and benefits. The process of motivating and rewarding employees' performance and personal develop-
ment, which includes both material and non-material remuneration (e.g., the higher education institution's 
system of internal recognitions, awards and honours).

 8. HR analyses and reporting. The process of preparing and disseminating a range of information on human re-
sources for monitoring and enhancing HR management, or for a longitudinal organisational diagnosis (e.g., 
statistical analysis of sick-leave or academic staff's work absences).

 9. HR special issues. The process of dealing with specific HR topics, depending on characteristics of the actual 
workforce as well as the historical and social circumstances of the particular higher education institution (e.g., 
various surveys on work–life balance, well-being or stress among academics).
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 10. Information systems and personnel administration. The process of linking technology with HR management and 
development to provide administrative support and to document all human resource management activi-
ties in compliance with the legal provisions and labour regulations (e.g., an internal HRIS—Human Resource 
Information System—solution used as the sole personnel database for all academics at a HEI).

The above analytical framework was used in the HRMinHEI research project for evaluating current human 
resource management practices at public and private higher education institutions in Austria, Croatia and Finland. 
A human resource management needs assessment survey of the management of academic, administrative and 
leadership positions at higher education institutions was made. Participating institutions carried out a self-assess-
ment of the ten above noted human resource processes. Survey items were chosen to encompass various HRM 
practices according to actual differences in national HRM policies and higher education systems in participating 
countries (Pausits, 2017). All items were evaluated using a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (completely 
disagree) to 5 (completely agree) for assessing human resource management practices. A link to the online ques-
tionnaire was sent by e-mail to HR professionals (HR managers or HR specialists) or to academic leadership (rec-
tors, deans, heads of departments etc.) at HEIs in participating countries, along with a written formal invitation. In 
total 135 respondents representing HEIs completed the HRM needs assessment survey (29 from Austria, 69 from 
Croatia and 37 from Finland). Data were collected in late 2017 and early 2018.

4  | CHALLENGES IN MANAGING AC ADEMIC EFFEC TIVENESS AND 
PROFESSIONAL DE VELOPMENT

This article reports on a selection of study findings, specifically results on effectiveness and professional develop-
ment challenges facing academic staff.2 Using the empirical data collected, we compare certain human resource 
management activities in Croatian higher education institutions with practices in Austria and Finland. The com-
parison allows us to contrast higher education in Croatia with more established higher education systems which 
thus have different conditions for the practical application of the same European higher education policies. We 
identified two categories for HRM activities as particularly relevant for the purpose and goals of this article. 
We focus on practices in HR management intended to directly regulate both the effectiveness and professional 
development of academic staff. First, we review selected descriptive results relating to human resource manage-
ment practices that refer to the overall performance management system such as determining work tasks and 
expected work outcomes; periodic evaluation of performance and providing feedback; and their connection with 
the remuneration and incentives system. These practices address job demand, performance evaluation, as well 
as pay and benefits elements of the HRMinHEI model described earlier (Table 1). Second, we present descriptive 
results concerning the professional development process of academics such as defining which competencies are 
required for different academic roles, the training and development programmes for improving these competen-
cies, as well as evaluating the effects of academics' development programmes and their connection with their 
career progression. These practices mainly address training and development, and career progression elements 
of the initial model (Table 2).

The job descriptions at Croatian higher education institutions define the job demands for academic positions, 
the main responsibilities, roles and tasks. We find it interesting that work performance standards used in the per-
formance evaluation of academic staff, however, are not defined clearly—such as goals, outputs and key perfor-
mance indicators (KPIs). In turn, measures for the acquisition of required competencies—that is, knowledge, skills, 
values and attitudes—are not part of performance evaluation. The data shows that performance appraisals were 
conducted quite regularly and that a good performance was relatively well recognised. All of the above estimates, 
except for the KPIs, which were surprisingly estimated higher in Croatia, do not vary significantly in relation to the 
two other countries. At the same time, use of a standardised questionnaire to facilitate the performance appraisal 
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was rated lower, particularly compared to higher education institutions in Finland. Similarly, the mechanisms for 
dealing with poor performance were not developed, especially when contrasted with Austria. However, all three 
countries show similar low estimates for HEI use of both fixed and a performance-based salary for all job posi-
tions. Despite this, Austrian and Croatian higher education institutions estimated that they provided merit-based 
pay and benefits for academic staff to a higher extent than Finnish higher education institutions did. Moreover, 
rewards were clearly connected with individual work results and a bigger contribution in Austria than in Croatia 
and Finland. In all three countries, one finds similarly low estimates that managers can decide on changes to pay 

TA B L E  1   HR practices for managing the effectiveness of academics

Selected HR practices for management of 
academic effectiveness

Austria Croatia Finland

M SD M SD M SD

Job descriptions provide a detailed list of main 
responsibilities, roles and tasks for academic staff

4.2 0.85 4.0 0.95 4.0 1.21

Work performance standards (goals, outputs, key 
performance indicators, etc.) are clearly defined 
for academic staff

3.7 1.09 3.7 1.09 3.6 1.24

Key-Performance-Indicators (KPI's; results of work 
activities) are in use for academic staff

3.4 1.24 3.9 0.80 2.8 1.19

We regularly conduct performance appraisal 3.5 1.05 3.5 0.91 3.8 0.91

We recognize good performance 3.9 0.78 4.1 1.04 4.2 0.72

We use a standardised questionnaire to facilitate 
the performance appraisal

3.3 1.29 3.2 1.19 3.7 0.96

We have developed mechanisms for dealing with 
poor performance

3.8 0.44 3.0 0.93 2.9 1.08

We employ both fixed and performance-based 
components of the salary for all job positions

2.8 1.48 2.8 1.23 3.0 1.21

We provide variable pays and benefits for 
outstanding performance of academic staff

3.4 1.22 3.3 1.19 2.9 1.15

Rewards are clearly connected with individual 
work results and contribution

4.1 0.93 3.2 0.79 2.9 0.90

Managers can decide on changes in pays and 
benefits for the employees in their units

2.0 1.00 2.8 1.10 2.5 1.06

We have clearly defined criteria for pay and a 
benefits system for academic staff

3.9 1.18 3.6 0.97 3.9 0.92

We have a pay and benefits system for academic 
staff that recognises accomplishments in teaching

3.1 1.17 3.2 0.96 2.9 1.27

We have a pay and benefits system for academic 
staff that recognises accomplishments in research

3.3 1.23 3.4 1.01 3.2 1.16

We have a pay and benefits system for academic 
staff that recognises accomplishments in third 
mission/social engagement

2.7 1.14 2.8 1.19 2.7 1.13

We have a pay and benefits system for academic 
staff that recognises accomplishments in 
managerial/leadership positions

3.3 1.22 2.8 1.12 2.8 1.13

Pay and benefits system includes nonmonetary 
rewards (i.e., public recognition, awards, honours, 
etc.)

3.6 1.24 3.3 0.73 3.3 0.97

Source: Authors.
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and benefits for the employees in their units, and relatively high estimates that higher education institutions have 
clearly defined criteria for the pay and benefits system for academic staff. The pay and benefits system for aca-
demic staff recognises accomplishments in research more than teaching, social engagement, or leadership roles in 
the three countries. Still, rewarding one's leadership role is somewhat better assessed in Austria. Finally, the pay 
and benefits system included non-monetary rewards (i.e., public recognition, awards, honours etc.) at almost the 
same level in all three countries, but still assessed slightly higher in Austria than in Croatia and Finland.

The individual training and development needs assessment for academic staff was relatively similarly esti-
mated in all three countries, although it is obvious that direct superiors play a central role in that process to a 
significantly greater extent in Austrian and Finnish than in Croatian higher education institutions. Training and 
development programmes are provided for upgrading academic staff competencies in teaching and research to a 
greater extent than for their social engagement or management and leadership competencies. The latter was pro-
vided significantly more at Austrian and Finnish higher education institutions, suggesting that greater importance 
is attached to these competencies in these two countries. Finally, it should be noted that, despite the relatively 

TA B L E  2   HR practices for managing academics' professional development

Selected HR practices for management of academics' 
professional development

Austria Croatia Finland

M SD M SD M SD

Along with job descriptions, a detailed list of required 
employee competencies is provided for academic 
staff

4.2 0.66 4.3 0.77 4.1 1.11

We use the development of required competencies 
(knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, etc.) in staff 
performance evaluation

3.7 0.87 3.6 0.87 3.6 1.00

We conduct individual training and development needs 
assessment for academic staff

3.9 0.96 3.8 0.92 3.5 1.17

Direct superiors play a central role in the training and 
development needs assessment for their subordinates

4.2 0.83 3.6 0.94 4.0 0.85

We provide training and development programs for 
upgrading academic staff competencies in teaching

4.6 0.70 4.1 0.82 4.3 0.49

We provide training and development programs for 
upgrading academic staff competencies in research

4.1 0.88 3.8 0.94 3.9 0.79

We provide training and development programs for 
upgrading academic staff competencies in third 
mission/social engagement

3.3 0.67 3.0 0.98 3.0 0.77

We provide training and development programs 
for upgrading academic staff competencies in 
management/leadership

4.5 0.71 3.1 1.09 3.8 0.72

We measure training and development effects 2.9 1.18 3.0 0.86 2.6 0.95

We provide pre-defined promotion criteria for 
academic staff

3.1 1.13 4.2 0.74 2.9 1.17

Career progression criteria for academic staff consist 
of balanced teaching, research, social service and 
management competencies

3.3 1.33 3.9 0.84 3.1 0.98

We provide additional specific career progression 
criteria (i.e., honours, awards, prior managerial/
leadership function, etc.)

2.8 0.67 3.6 0.84 2.3 0.89

We have defined succession plans 2.3 1.12 3.1 0.84 2.4 1.05
Source: Authors.
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positive evaluations of this aspect of human resource management, the measurement of training and development 
effects was assessed to be relatively weak, not only in Croatian higher education institutions, but in the two other 
countries as well.

According to self-assessment data, pre-defined promotion criteria for academic staff were provided to a sig-
nificantly greater extent in Croatian higher education institutions than in their Austrian or Finnish counterparts. 
The same goes for estimating that the career progression criteria for academic staff is associated with a bal-
ance between teaching, research, service and management competencies, which was rated higher in Croatia than 
Austria and Finland. Croatian higher education institutions defined additional specific career progression criteria 
(i.e., honours, awards, prior managerial/leadership function etc.) more than in Austria or Finland. Likewise, suc-
cession plans were less defined but still better than in Austria and Finland. Perhaps the better estimates of the 
HR practices for career advancement at Croatian higher education institutions can be explained by the fact that 
there is actually no real differentiation in the awards related to performance, making both academics and higher 
education institutions more focused on promotions. In Croatia, academic performance evaluation is mainly based 
on the legislation governing the promotion system, which means that anyone holding the same scientific-teaching 
title has the same income, regardless of their actual effectiveness.

The overall results indicate that substantial differences exist in the level of development and functionality of 
certain human resource management practices. Differences in survey responses on current practices that corre-
spond with the HRMinHEI model suggest that some HR management practices were more prominent while others 
were less pronounced. In particular, the observed HR practices that refer to job demands, training and develop-
ment, and career progression, on average, attract relatively higher ratings, while the HR practices of performance 
evaluation, and pay and benefits relatively lower average estimates. It may thus be concluded that the existing 
human resource management practices in Croatian higher education institutions are concentrated more on the 
placement, development and career advancement of academic staff than on measuring and monitoring their ef-
fectiveness, providing them with relevant feedback, and rewarding academics for their performance. Given that 
performance evaluation, feedback and associated rewards are considered to be the key HR management pro-
cess that integrates other processes, the question arises as to whether the functioning of this particular process 
could be improved to become a central managerial tool available for higher education institutions to achieve their 
strategic intent. For now, such attempts have negative connotations and are criticised by academics themselves, 
commonly referred to as managerialism (Shepherd, 2018).

In addition, considerable differences are found in human resource management practices. For example, in the 
area of defining job demands, the competencies required of academics are described to a greater extent than the 
desired job outcomes or their performance indicators. Similarly, despite a high score for teaching skills training and 
the development of research competencies, measuring associated effects is less prevalent in practice. Further, 
although Croatian higher education institutions clearly define the criteria for the salaries and benefits of their 
academics, their degree of autonomy in allocating budget funds for new job positions is quite low. This finding is 
understandable given that decisions on planning the recruitment of new staff, as well as academic career progres-
sion, are centralised at the state level and based solely on budget constraints on academic staff's salaries.

Evident differences were also found among the three countries in specific human resource management prac-
tices. The most important for future management and development of Croatian academics include performance 
evaluation practices (e.g., using a standard form for performance appraisal, dealing with poor performance)—sur-
vey responses estimated this as comparatively low for Croatia. Also, practices related to training and development 
including the role of one's immediate superior for the training needs analysis of subordinates; this was more 
pronounced in the two other countries than in Croatia. Croatian higher education institutions devoted compar-
atively less attention also to the training and development of managerial or leadership skills. However, we must 
point out that marked similarities can also be found among the countries, especially in terms of the relatively 
lower estimates of the performance management process of academics, which may thus be seen as a general 
challenge facing HR management at all higher education institutions, not just in Croatia. In addition, the practice 
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of determining the job demands for academics is similar in all countries, as is the greater recognition of academic 
accomplishments in research than in teaching, social engagement, or managerial and leadership roles, when we 
consider the area of pay and benefits. Likewise, equally across countries, managers are not able to make decisions 
on rewarding their subordinates, just as the effects of the training and development of academic staff was re-
ported as poorly measured in all three countries.

5  | FUTURE STR ATEGIC APPROACH TO IMPLEMENTING HRM IN HEIs

This section presents overall recommendations that we propose for the human resource management function in 
Croatian higher education institutions. Based on our analysis of survey results, we discuss (a) the institutionalisa-
tion and role of the HR function at higher education institutions; (b) specific HR activities to develop the different 
roles of academics; (c) the need for a strategic approach to HRM in higher education institutions; and (d) the role 
of performance management systems appropriate for the academic environment.

First, the results indicate the need for a faster development and transition of the human resource manage-
ment function from an administrative to a strategic one, as HRM should play a strategic role in HEIs. Of course, 
responsibility for HR management activities would remain with the academics themselves, yet the responsibility 
for establishing and maintaining the HR system and process should be left to the experts. In other words, the first 
step in professionalising human resource management as a fundamental function calls for establishing human 
resource development units similar to those in Austria and Finland, to replace current personnel administration 
departments. HEIs in Austria and Finland have established HR departments with well-defined roles for staff de-
velopment in line with institutional goals. The next step is to formulate HR strategies aligned with the overall 
strategic intent of HEIs. As advocated by Evans and Chun (2012), this allows HR units to become strategic partners 
to HEI management. Of course, this will not be easy to achieve since there is resistance to strategic HRM at HEIs, 
mainly due to a lack of understanding of the importance and value of strategic HR principles, but also organisa-
tional inertia as a consequence of a rigid organisational structure.

This resistance to the induction of a strategic approach to the management of academic staff, in addition to 
the institutional ones mentioned above, also has individual roots. Academics cannot be regarded as “ordinary” 
human resources. Anyone who has ever managed academic staff would agree they are very special and hence 
very demanding to lead; they might rightly be called “unmanageable” human resources. This is in part due to their 
role as top-level knowledge workers. They possess rare expert knowledge and continuously learn to develop very 
specific competencies and complex skills, which they use in different areas of their work. The work activities of 
academics are becoming more and more diverse (Musselin, 2007) because their work duties no longer only include 
the traditional research and teaching roles, but many others (Gordon, 1997). These new roles expected of academ-
ics may be classified in four overarching functions: (a) community service, (b) professional service, (c) leadership, 
management and consultancy, (d) and developmental project work (Gordon & Whitchurch, 2007). Precisely be-
cause they are so special, academic staff demand, yet also certainly deserve, a special approach to management 
that ensures high-quality academic staff, while motivating, educating and developing them to perform well and 
contribute to achieving institutional goals. In doing so, it is important to keep in mind all the roles played by ac-
ademics, not only the traditional research and teaching role, as the current HR practices show. For example, the 
results of this study show that higher education institutions in Austria and Finland to a greater extent provide 
training and development programmes for upgrading academic staff competencies in management and leader-
ship; in Austria they even have a pay and benefits system for academic staff that recognises accomplishments in 
management and leadership positions.

Some authors advocate a well-designed holistic approach to academic leadership to reduce the tensions be-
tween particular roles (Blackmore & Blackwell, 2006). We propose that the model used in the HRMinHEI project 
for institutional diagnosis, can also serve as a comprehensive framework for a holistic approach to developing the 
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efficiency and competencies of academics. It provides a strategic approach to every single aspect of HR manage-
ment while streamlining it with HEI strategy. As strategic HRM involves the planning and implementing of various 
processes, systems and activities, the key is to consistently apply process logic and adapt the model to particular 
HEIs. Our findings indicate that performance management processes are important for the development of HRM 
at HEIs in Croatia. Such mechanisms are already developed in Austrian HEIs to deal with poor performance; re-
wards are clearly linked to results and contributions of individual academics.

Performance appraisal is a cornerstone of effective human resource systems since it represents a strategic 
tool for changing, as well as a system for controlling, individual performance (Devanna et al., 1984). Linking per-
formance management to promoting and rewarding academic staff is unfortunately often perceived negatively. 
However, it does not have to lead to “terrors of performativity” (Ball, 2003), “quantification of outputs” and “hard 
managerialism” (Trow, 1993), the decline of the academic profession due to the excessive “metrification of quality” 
(Lorenz, 2015) or too much “quantified control” (Burrows, 2012). On the contrary, performance evaluation should 
be understood and used as the only effective motivational tool to link institutional goals with individual perfor-
mance and development. It is theoretically based on goal-setting, control and self-regulation theories as well as 
generally well-recognised and empirically verified work on motivation theories (Donovan, 2001). The few empir-
ical studies that have been carried out have demonstrated that performance management is a key strategic HRM 
feature with positive effects on academic staff in HEIs. For example, Smylie and Wenzel (2006) found that, among 
other strategic HRM processes, reward and evaluation are some of the significant factors that affect the effective-
ness of teaching and learning processes. Similarly, using quantitative and qualitative methods, Türk (2008) showed 
that the pay-for-performance system has guaranteed highly motivated staff. Recently, Mathies et al. (2020) con-
firmed the impact of performance-based funding on researchers' publishing patterns in international scientific 
journals. Of course, we are aware, and the literature suggests, that effective performance appraisal in the public 
sector, and hence in higher education institutions, differs from that in the private sector (Mansour et al., 2015), 
meaning one must be very careful while applying performance management systems in higher education insti-
tutions. Yet, despite this, we are convinced that performance evaluation, as the key to strategic human resource 
management works because it provides transparent expectations in performance and development terms so nei-
ther HEIs nor individual academics can justify inefficiency by referring to a loss of academic freedom, identity 
and autonomy. The essence, it seems, lies in taking responsibility for success and development on both the in-
stitutional and individual levels. And that is exactly what is needed in the Croatian HE system where the idea of 
autonomy, connected with academic freedom, often leads to non-transparency and a lack of responsibility (Zgaga 
et al., 2013).

Performance evaluation systems should be designed to support conditions and a framework for the continued 
development of academics, while securing the freedom, individuality and identity of all academic staff including 
doctoral students, teaching assistants, experienced researchers, lecturers, mentors, scientific project leaders and 
deans. As this area of higher education is still developing (Kwiek & Antonowicz, 2015), we propose the introduc-
tion of performance evaluations as a unified system that deals with accountability on both the institutional and in-
dividual levels. The guidelines developed within the HRMinHEI model3 can be used for supporting the operational 
planning of the processes, tools and activities needed.

Despite inflexible and centralised administrative rules and regulations, and a limited budget for hiring and 
promoting academic staff, HEIs should accept the responsibility for strategically managing the performance and 
development of their employees. Or, as noted by Archer (2005), every element of people strategy and personnel 
practice (from recruitment, training and development, staff retention and performance management) should be 
aligned with the direction of the higher education institution, as is happening today with the best universities. To 
summarise, the current status of the academic profession and higher education institutions in Croatian society is 
marginal (Brajković, 2016) and in our opinion this can only be changed through a well-designed and well-consid-
ered strategic use of human resource management systems and practices.
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6  | IMPLIC ATIONS FOR RESE ARCH AND POLICY DE VELOPMENTS 
IN CROATIA

In conclusion, implications of the above findings for research and policy development of human resource manage-
ment in higher education institutions in Croatia appear on three levels: national, institutional and individual. At the 
national level, while directives for HRM at HEIs formally exist, there is a lack of genuine verification of their im-
plementation. This is evident from the criteria and procedures for rewarding and promoting academics, which are 
still under the authority of state bodies in Croatia; these remain focused on scientific achievements and neglect 
teaching and other emerging academic roles. Two solutions are possible. First, strategic directions need to be fur-
ther clarified so as to give real autonomy as well as responsibility for implementing human resource management 
systems to HEIs. Second, it is desirable to speed up the processes of “programme contracts”. Namely, accelerating 
the preparation and signing of performance agreements between the Ministry of Science and Education in Croatia 
and HEIs in which the budget for a particular HEI is determined at the national level according to the programme 
(including teaching, research and public function) for which the higher education institution is responsible.

At the institutional level, HEIs should take systemic responsibility for their own academics' effectiveness and 
development. That is, institutional strategies are still not being clearly translated into strategies for HR devel-
opment, while responsibility for the implementation of the strategic intentions are even less individualised. We 
propose that programme contract responsibilities are translated into concrete individual responsibilities of aca-
demics where both the strategic HRM role of a particular HEI as well as the transformation of the purpose and 
significance of its HR department comes to the fore.

Finally, at the individual level, academics should seek to clarify what their institutions expect of them and 
accept personal responsibility for devising their own career path within the institutionally specified requirements, 
managing their own effectiveness and development process for different roles that are needed at their HEI, and 
gaining systemic rewards for performing these roles. In this way, academics will take on an active role in helping 
their higher education institution create appropriate strategic human resource solutions.

ENDNOTE S
 1 The HRMinHEI project (2016–2019) was funded by the European Commission's Erasmus + programme. It was led by 

the Agency for Science and Higher Education (ASHE), from Croatia. Four European higher education institutions par-
ticipated in the project: Danube University Krems, Austria; University of Tampere, Finland; Faculty of Humanities and 
Social Sciences at the University of Rijeka and University College Algebra from Croatia (http://hrmin hei.eu/proje ct/). 

 2 For full results, see HRMinHEI Output 2: Report on preparing and conducting HRM needs assessment survey at HEIs 
in participating countries: https://hrmin hei.eu/asset s/Uploa ds/Docs/daad7 96a96/ O2-repor t-final_v5.pdf. 

 3 Guidelines for Human Resources Management at Higher Education Institutions are available at: https://hrmin hei.eu/
asset s/Uploa ds/Docs/54952 582af/ Gener al-guide lines -for-devel oping -HRM-in-HEIs-1.pdf. 

R E FE R E N C E S
Archer, W. (2005). Mission critical? Modernising human resource management in higher education, Oxford: Higher Education 

Policy Institute.
Ball, S. J. (2003). The teacher‘s soul and the terrors of performativity. Journal of Education Policy, 18(2), 215–228. https://

doi.org/10.1080/02680 93022 00004 3065
Begičević Ređep, N., Klačmer Čalopa, M., & Bočkaj, J. (2015). Decision making on human resource capacity in the higher 

education institutions. In ICERI2015 Proceedings (pp. 2514–2524). Valencia: IATED Academy.
Blackmore, P., & Blackwell, R. (2006). Strategic leadership in academic development. Studies in Higher Education, 31(3), 

373–387.
Brajković, L. (2016). Academic marginalism in Western Balkans: The case of Croatia. European Journal of Higher Education, 

6(4), 312–327. https://doi.org/10.1080/21568 235.2016.1167613
Burrows, R. (2012). Living with the H-Index? Metric assemblages in the contemporary academy. The Sociological Review, 

60(2), 355–356.

//hrminhei.eu/project/://hrminhei.eu/project/
//hrminhei.eu/assets/Uploads/Docs/daad796a96/O2-report-final_v5.pdf://hrminhei.eu/assets/Uploads/Docs/daad796a96/O2-report-final_v5.pdf
//hrminhei.eu/assets/Uploads/Docs/54952582af/General-guidelines-for-developing-HRM-in-HEIs-1.pdf://hrminhei.eu/assets/Uploads/Docs/54952582af/General-guidelines-for-developing-HRM-in-HEIs-1.pdf
//hrminhei.eu/assets/Uploads/Docs/54952582af/General-guidelines-for-developing-HRM-in-HEIs-1.pdf://hrminhei.eu/assets/Uploads/Docs/54952582af/General-guidelines-for-developing-HRM-in-HEIs-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093022000043065
https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093022000043065
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2016.1167613


     |  487SUŠANJ et Al.

Cimerman, M., Jerman, S., Klarič, R., Ložar, B., & Sušanj, Z. (2003). Manager, prvi med enakimi: Knjiga o slovenskem manage-
mentu. Ljubljana: GV Založba.

Devanna, M. A., Fombrun, C., & Tichy, N. (1984). A framework for strategic human resource management. In C. J. 
Fombrun, N. M. Tichy, & M. A. Devanna (Eds.), Strategic human resource management (pp. 33–51). New York: John 
Wiley and Sons.

Donovan, J. J. (2001). Work motivation. In N. Anderson, D. S. Ones, H. K. Sinangil, & C. Viswesvaran (Eds.), Handbook of 
industrial and organizational psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 53–76). Thousand Oaks: Sage.

Elken, M., & Stensaker, B. (2018). Conceptualising ‘quality work’ in higher education. Quality in Higher Education, 24(3), 
189–202. https://doi.org/10.1080/13538 322.2018.1554782

European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA)/European Students’ Union (ESU)/European 
University Association (EUA)/European Association of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE). (2015). Standards 
and guidelines for quality assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG). European Association for Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education, European Students‘ Union, European University Association, European Association 
of Institutions in Higher Education.  Brussels: EURASHE. https://enqa.eu/wp-conte nt/uploa ds/2015/11/ESG_2015.
pdf

European Commission. (2011). Supporting growth and jobs – An agenda for the modernisation of Europe‘s higher education 
systems, Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.

European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice. (2017). Modernisation of Higher Education in Europe: Academic staff – 2017, 
Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.

European Union. (2015). Shaping the future of the human resources strategy for researchers - HRS4R. https://cdn1.eurax ess.
org/sites/ defau lt/files/ policy_libra ry/exper ts-repor t-stren gthen ed-hrs4r -9-2015_0.pdf

Evans, A., & Chun, E. (2012). Creating a tipping point: Strategic human resources in higher education. San Francisco: Wiley 
Periodicals, Inc.

Gordon, G. (1997). Preparing and developing academics for the needs of effective provision in mass tertiary education. 
Higher Education Management, 9(3), 67–78.

Gordon, G., & Whitchurch, C. (2007). Managing human resources in higher education: The implications of a diversifying 
workforce. Higher Education Management and Policy, 19(2), 135–155.

Jerneić, Ž., & Kutleša, V. (2012). Stavovi prema radu, radni učinak i namjera napuštanja organizacije kod znanstvenih 
djelatnika. Suvremena Psihologija, 15(1), 43–64.

Kwiek, M., & Antonowicz, D. (2015). The Changing Paths in Academic Careers in European Universities: Minor Steps and 
Major Milestones. In T. Fumasoli, G. Goastellec, & B. M. Kehm (Eds.), Academic Work and Careers in Europe: Trends, 
Challenges, Perspectives. The Changing Academy – The Changing Academic Profession in International Comparative 
Perspective vol 12. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-10720-2_3

Lorenz, C. (2015). The Metrification of ‘quality’ and the fall of the academic profession. Oxford Magazine, 355, 7–11.
Mansour, H. F., Heath, G., & Brannan, M. J. (2015). Exploring the role of HR practitioners in pursuit of organiza-

tional effectiveness in higher education institutions. Journal of Change Management, 15(3), 210–230. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14697 017.2015.1045539

Mathies, C., Kivistö, J., & Birnbaum, M. (2020). Following the money? Performance-based funding and the changing pub-
lication patterns of Finnish academics. Higher Education, 79, 21–37. https://doi.org/10.1007/s1073 4-019-00394 -4

Musselin, C. (2007). Transformation of academic work: Facts and analysis. In M. Kogan & U. Teichler (Eds.), Key challenges 
to the academic profession (pp. 175–190). International Centre for Higher Education Research Kassel (INCHER) & Paris: 
UNESCO Forum on Higher Education Research and Knowledge.

Pausits, A. (ed.) (2017). Overview of recent national policy developments in regard to human resources management (HRM) 
in higher education institutions (HEIs) within European higher education sector, Zagreb: Agency for Science and Higher 
Education.

Sanz-Menéndez, L., & Cruz-Castro, L. (2019). University academics‘ preferences for hiring and promotion systems. 
European Journal of Higher Education, 9(2), 153–171. https://doi.org/10.1080/21568 235.2018.1515029

Seyfried, M., & Reith, F. (2019). The seven deadly sins of quality management: Trade-offs and implications for further 
research. Quality in Higher Education, 25(3), 289–303. https://doi.org/10.1080/13538 322.2019.1683943

Shepherd, S. (2018). Managerialism: An ideal type. Studies in Higher Education, 43(9), 1668–1678. https://doi.
org/10.1080/03075 079.2017.1281239

Siekkinen, T., Pekkola, E., & Kivistö, J. (2016). Recruitments in Finnish universities: Practicing strategic or pathetic human 
resource management? Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 2(3), 1–11. https://doi.org/10.3402/nstep.
v2.32316

Slišković, A., Nikolić, M., & Tokić, A. (2012). Contributions of different strategies of coping with stress in explanation of job 
satisfaction and wellbeing of university teachers. Paper presented at 18th Days of Psychology in Zadar, Croatia.

Smylie, M. A., & Wenzel, S. A. (2006). Promoting instructional improvement: A strategic human resource management per-
spective, Chicago: Consortium on Chicago School Research.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13538322.2018.1554782
https://enqa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/ESG_2015.pdf
https://enqa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/ESG_2015.pdf
https://cdn1.euraxess.org/sites/default/files/policy_library/experts-report-strengthened-hrs4r-9-2015_0.pdf
https://cdn1.euraxess.org/sites/default/files/policy_library/experts-report-strengthened-hrs4r-9-2015_0.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-10720-2_3
https://doi.org/10.1080/14697017.2015.1045539
https://doi.org/10.1080/14697017.2015.1045539
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00394-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2018.1515029
https://doi.org/10.1080/13538322.2019.1683943
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1281239
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1281239
https://doi.org/10.3402/nstep.v2.32316
https://doi.org/10.3402/nstep.v2.32316


488  |     SUŠANJ et Al.

Sušanj, Z. (2012). Organizacijske intervencije u procesima upravljanja ljudskim resursima: uloga rukovoditelja u očuvanju 
mentalnog zdravlja. In V. Božičević, S. Brlas, & M. Gulin (Eds.), Psihologija u zaštiti mentalnog zdravlja (pp. 246–263). 
Zavod za javno zdravstvo “Sveti Rok” Virovitičko-podravske županije.

Sušanj, Z. (2013). Delovni stresorji in mentalno zdravje zaposlenih: Odgovornost kadrovskih strokovnjakov in menedžer-
jev za organizacijsko vitalnost. Human Resource Management Magazine: Strokovna Revija Za Ravnanje Z Ljudmi Pri Delu, 
11(54), 34–39.

The Strategy of Education, Science and Technology (Official Gazette 124/2014). (2014). http://narod ne-novine.nn.hr/
clanc i/sluzb eni/2014_10_124_2364.html

Thornton, T. (2014). Professional recognition: Promoting recognition through the Higher Education Academy in a UK 
higher education institution. Tertiary Education and Management, 20(3), 225–238. https://doi.org/10.1080/13583 
883.2014.931453

Trow, M. (1993). Managerialism and the academic profession: The case of England, Stockholm: Council for Studies of Higher 
Education.

Türk, K. (2008). Performance appraisal and the compensation of academic staff in the University of Tartu. Baltic Journal 
of Management, 3(1), 40–54. https://doi.org/10.1108/17465 26081 0844257

Turk, M., & Ledić, J. (2016). Kompetencije akademske profesije. Fata volentem ducunt, nolentem trahunt. Rijeka: Filozofski 
fakultet u Rijeci.

Williams, L., Nixon, S., Hennessy, C., Mahon, E., & Adams, G. (2016). Inspiring to inspire: Developing teaching in higher 
education. Cogent Education, 3(1), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1080/23311 86X.2016.1154259

Zgaga, P., Klemenčič, M., Komljenovič, J., Miklavič, K., Repac, I., & Jakačić, V. (2013). Higher education in the Western 
Balkans: Reforms, developments, trends, Ljubljana: University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Education.

How to cite this article: Sušanj Z, Jakopec A, Đorić A. Academics' effectiveness and professional 
development in Croatia: Challenges for human resource management in higher education institutions. Eur J 
Educ. 2020;55:476–488. https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12422

http://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2014_10_124_2364.html
http://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2014_10_124_2364.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/13583883.2014.931453
https://doi.org/10.1080/13583883.2014.931453
https://doi.org/10.1108/17465260810844257
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2016.1154259
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12422

