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INTRODUCTION: RATIONALISATION AND CONVERGING
HiGgHerR EDUCATION POLICIES

As a sector of the economy, higher education has been the subject of sub-
stantial change in the last couple of decades, not least due to the exponen-
tial growth in the number of students and institutions, often seen as
pertaining to the phenomena of massification (Trow and Burrage 2010).
All over the world, organisational fields and their specific institutions, such
as universities, have similarities in organisational design and activities. In
many countries, universities have experienced a shift towards ‘academic
capitalism” (Slaughter and Leslie 1999) and are operating as ‘entrepre-
neurial universities’ (Clark 1998; Etzkowitz et al. 2008). Rationalisation
of the universities as organisational actors has been done via the introduc-
tion of'a more formal structure in terms of a stronger emphasis on quality
assurance, evaluation, accountability measures and incentive systems.
These can be considered a transnational process linked to the New Public
Management (NPM) type of governance reforms (Ramirez and
Christensen 2013; Seeber et al. 2015).

The social mechanisms of spreading ideas of rationalisation can be
highlighted through the perspective of institutional isomorphism
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Literature on isomorphism concentrates on
the increasing similarity of organisational and institutional structures and
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cultures. Studies on policy convergence instead focus on changes in
national policy characteristics. Policy convergence, that is, the develop-
ment of similar or identical policies across countries over time (Knill
2005), scems to be particularly evident in Nordic countries. They show
similar types of policy development in many significant areas of higher
education policy, particularly those related to governance.

One of the most important reasons behind policy convergence is inter-
national policy promotion, where an actor with expertise in a policy field
promotes certain policies. International (or supranational) organisations
specialising in certain policy fields are the main actors for inducing the
convergence of policies. This happens when they actively promote certain
policies and define objectives and standards, as well as arguments, to sup-
port their case in an international setting. Countries diverging from pro-
moted policy models may feel pressure to comply with the policies
(Holzinger and Knill 2005; Knill 2005).

There are two overarching international political processes relating to
higher education in Europe which presumably have a significant impact on
the policy convergence: the higher education ‘Modernisation Agenda’
(European Commission 2006, 2011), promoted under the auspices of the
EU institutions (European Commission, in particular), and the intergov-
ernmental Bologna process (Moisio 2014). Many of the NPM ideals
implemented in Nordic universities, such as promoting the accountability
and autonomy of higher education institutions and improving the gover-
nance, funding, quality and relevance of higher education, are directly
aligned with the Commission’s Modernisation Agenda. Interestingly, the
Modernisation Agenda presents the American higher education system
and universities in particular as one of the important points of comparison
in developing European higher education (Slaughter and Cantwell 2012;
Slaughter and Taylor 2016).

Similarly, the Bologna process seems to increase policy convergence at
the European level, even though research evidence for this is not yet
entirely clear (Witte 2008). However, Voegtle et al. (2011) found that
higher education policies of Bologna participants converge more strongly
and that the Bologna process has made a crucial difference in increasing
the similarity of higher education policies. Particularly in the area of qual-
ity assurance, the majority of Bologna signatories implemented most of
the measures. They also included all the required actors into their quality
assurance measures according to Bologna standards by 2008 (Voegtle
etal. 2011).
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Furthermore, international /intergovernmental organisations such as
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
the World Bank and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) are highly influential actors in higher
education policy convergence (e.g. sce Shahjahan and Madden 2015). At
the European and Nordic level, the OECD has the most notably high
level of impact on policy convergence. Nation states, including Nordic
countries, often rely on the OECD to provide them with the latest data on
trends, current issues and policy options. The OECD uses conferences,
trend and review reports and the mediation of policy language to influ-
ence the thinking of national-level policymakers within and outside of its
member countries (Shahjahan and Madden 2015). For instance, the
OECD’s thematic reviews can provide strong legitimisation or justifica-
tion to national governments for initiating policy reforms, as has happened
in Finland (Kallo 2009).

In addition to the influence of international organisations, cross-
national policy convergence might simply be the result of similar but inde-
pendent responses caused by the countries reacting to the same types of
policy problems (Knill 2005; Bennett 1991). At the same time, conver-
gence in policies is more likely in countries that are characterised by high
institutional similarity. Policies tend to be implemented insofar as they fit
with existing cultures, socio-economic structures and institutional arrange-
ments. In their search for relevant policy models, states are expected to
look to the experiences of those countries with which they share an espe-
cially close set of cultural similarities and ties (Knill 2005).

However, although policy convergence is clearly observable across the
Nordic countries, it is important to note that similar policies are intro-
duced at different points in time and with important variations in the
details. Forinstance, all the Nordic countries have introduced performance-
based funding systems linked to the distribution of resources for basic
research. Yet, performance is measured using different indicators and
redistribution potentials. The effects are also somewhat different. There
seems to be more convergence in policy ideas and policy rhetoric than in
actual policy implementation. Other examples of these dynamics are found
in relation to the overall governance and management structures, as well
as to the national quality assurance systems linked to education.

Reforms inspired by the NPM have had a profound effect on the inter-
nal structures and governance arrangements of public higher education
institutions in the Nordic countries. The impact has been further
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strengthened by parallel calls for increasing accountability and efficiency
(Pinheiro et al. 2014). Yet, few studies to date have systematically and
comparatively investigated what types of effects the so-called modernisa-
tion efforts have had on teaching and research performance in publicly
run and funded universities. This book responds to this gap in knowledge
and brings forth new data and comparative analysis of universities in the
Nordic countries.

The environmental conditions under which Nordic higher education
institutions operate have changed dramatically in the last two decades.
Policy efforts aimed at modernising the sector have paid considerable
attention to the way in which public universities operate. A strong focus
has been given to managerially inspired aspects, such as efficiency, effec-
tiveness and accountability (de Boer and Enders 2017). In addition to
managing their internal operations in more cost-efficient manners, public
universities are increasingly expected to respond to the needs of various,
rather different, external stakeholder groups. In light of the social contract
that exists between the universities and society that, in essence, funds
them, interacting with the surrounding society has become a task to be
tackled actively (Fumasoli et al. 2014; de Jong et al. 2016). One of the
many mechanisms being used to achieve these goals relies on enhancing
the rationalisation of internal structures and activities by promoting pro-
fessional management. As a result, most Nordic universities have devel-
oped extended administrative structures, ranging from central to unit
levels. These structures have been designed to be capable of strategically
supporting the primary activities of universities, that is, teaching and
research (Amaral et al. 2003). Some have introduced changes in the nomi-
nation of formal leaders, that is, they are appointed rather than elected.

Reform efforts are both costly and demanding for the personnel.
Therefore, it is necessary to monitor the extent to which they generate the
expected results. Consideration should be given to the cost-efficient man-
agement of the universities as well as to the situations of the personnel
whose task is to perform their duties according to the academic quality
criteria in the midst of extensive reforms. As a key sector of the economy,
it is necessary to take stock of the ways in which the higher education sec-
tor has changed performance-wise as a result of government-led and/or
initiated reform efforts.

This is, in many ways, the case with Nordic countries, which are
characterised by a welfare state ideology and development of the public
sector within this framework. Moreover, they are relatively similar in
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terms of population size and geographical proximity and share the
same type of political systems and political values. In terms of policy
challenges, all Nordic countries have to deal with the financial, social
and political sustainability of the Nordic welfare model which, in turn,
as has been mentioned before, has triggered government-led reform
efforts under the label of NPM, particularly in the higher education
sector. In all countries, universities are expected to play an increasingly
important role in local and national economic development and to
spur innovation. Such expectations have further intensified govern-
ment-led efforts to modernise the higher education sector in all Nordic
countries but have also led to calls from the higher education sector to
balance governmental funding and leeway regarding, for example,
autonomy to better match with the growing demands for more diverse
activities.

Before moving forward, we provide a brief note on the Nordic region,
which is the geographical focus of this book. The Nordic region is situ-
ated in Northern Europe, and the Nordic countries are generally consid-
ered to include Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden,
including their associated territories (Greenland, the Faroe Islands and
the Aland Islands) (Fig. 1.1). The region shares a strong cultural history
and is known for its commitment to social-democratic values, equal
opportunity and a generous but financially sustainable welfare state
model (Hilson 2008). The Nordic region ranks rather high internation-
ally across a multiplicity of comparative dimensions, ranging from inno-
vation to trust in government to educational quality to quality of life.
One of its great successes has been its ability to combine a strong safety
net for its citizens, together with the adoption of market-based mecha-
nisms (open economy) aimed at increasing its global competitiveness.
When compared to other countries, and as a whole, the Nordics were
able to withstand the pressures emanating from the 2008 financial crisis,
despite being affected differently as a result of their economic profile and
vulnerability to global export markets. That being said, as is the case
elsewhere, the region faces a series of challenges, including but not lim-
ited to an ageing population, an over-reliance on particular industries
(economic specialisation) and the need to reform the pension system
(Norden 2014).

The next section provides information on the research project that pro-
vided the framework for the current volume.
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Fig. 1.1 The Nordic countries as the geographical focus of the book (excluding
Iceland). Source: Mapswire.com. This work is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License

Tuae FINNUT-PERFACAD Stupy

Aim and Reseavch Problem

This volume reports on the results emanating from a three-year (fall
2014-summer 2017) comparative, international research project entitled
“Does It Really Matter? Assessing the Performance Effects of Changes in
Leadership and Management Structures in Nordic Higher Education”,
funded by the Norwegian Research Council in the context of its FINNUT
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programme (Research and Innovation in the Educational Sector). The
study’s focus was on the relationship between changes in formal leadership
structures and performance shifts and was substantiated around the fol-
lowing research problem:

o To what extent ave changes in leadership and management structurves
related to shifts in teaching and vesearch performance in public univer-
sities across the Nordic countries (Novway, Sweden, Denmark and
Finland) in the last decade?

In doing so, it illuminated three key dimensions:

1. the key drivers promoting the rationalisation of academic activities in
general and, specifically, the rise of managerialism within public
universities,

2. the rolesplayed by both internal (academics and administrators alike)
and external actors in strengthening the managerial structures (cen-
tral and unit levels) of universities and

3. the effects of changes in leadership/managerial structures in the
(teaching and research) performance of individual subunits, as well
as in the behaviours of internal actors.

In a nutshell, the study provided both a guantitative assessment of
formal structures and a gualitative interpretation of the meanings held by
social agents (central and unit levels) associated with those same struc-
tures, for example, on being ‘modern’, ‘responsive’, ‘accountable’; ‘entre-
preneurial’ and so on. Rather than simply focusing on generating new sets
of empirical data, the study aimed to advance new perspectives for theoris-
ing ongoing rationalisation processes on the basis of the various disciplin-
ary traditions and competencies brought together in the multidisciplinary
research team, the core of which was composed of the authors of the cur-
rent volume.

Theoretical Foundation

Organisations have traditionally been conceived as either instruments, or
tools to reach certain ends (goals), or as institutions, that is, having lives of
their own (Scott 2008). Both views have merits and provide important
insights on the dynamics facing modern organisations across the public
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and private sectors. The rational view of organisations (c.f. Scott 2003:
33-55) views internal behaviour as resulting from the purposctul actions
of a set of coordinated social agents within a given local setting (Battilana
2006; Hay and Wincott 1998). Key elements like goal specificity and the
formalisation of structures and procedures are seen as critical to the ‘ratio-
nality of organizational action’ (Scott 2003: 34), therefore ranking high
on the managerial agenda. The general assumption in the literature is that,
as a process, rationalisation is, first and foremost, substantiated around the
formal structure of organisations (Thompson 2008; Pfefter 1997):

[...]in 7ules that assure participants will behave in ways calculated to achieve
desired objectives, in cognitive decision-premises that guide individual deci-
sion making, in control arrangements that evaluate performance and detect
deviance, in 7eward systems that motivate participants to carry out prescribed
tasks, and in the set of criteria by which participants are selected, replaced,
and promoted. (Scott 2003: 54; emphasis added)

The rational systems’ view of organisations, vividly contested by many
(March and Olsen 2006a), puts a preferential emphasis on the role of for-
malised rules (plans, strategies, programmes, etc.) and normative struc-
tures (roles, sanctions, regulations, etc.). In doing so, this view disregards
more tacit dimensions, such as the effects of macro-level scripts (DiMaggio
and Powell 1983) and the preferences and behavioural patterns of organ-
isational participants (Powell and Colyvas 2008). Proponents of rational
systems argue that structural (often hierarchical) arrangements play a criti-
cal role in the ways in which organisations interact with, and respond to,
environmental demands (Selznick 1984). Leadership structures are cele-
brated, with the lower levels of the organisations primarily involved in the
implementation, rather than problem assessment, of the key decisions
undertaken at higher levels (Blau and Scott 2003).

In (continental) Europe, the basic structural features of academic
organisations, that is, decentralisation of authority, loose-coupling of
structures, multiplicity of tasks, unclear goals, complex technologies and
so on (Pinheiro 2012; Clark 1983), have not traditionally been conducive
to the implementation of centralised models of decision-making (Amaral
et al. 2003). This is particularly the case when it comes to both the speed
and scope of university responses to external demands (Holttdi and
Karjalainen 1997). For example, Musselin (2007) contended that:
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[...] in universities, formal structures and procedures, even if numerous,
rarely favor cooperation and coordination. They hardly define what to do
and how to do it because of the specific characteristics of teaching and
research [...] As a result, changing the formal structures most of the time
has no effect [...] formal rules and structures weakly support hierarchical
power. (Musselin 2007: 75)

Over the years and in many countries, including those within the
Nordic region, the conception of traditional or classic research-intensive
universities was that of ‘ivory towers’, that is, closed systems isolated from
the dynamics of their surrounding environments (Etzkowitz et al. 2000).
A key item in the policy agenda on national and supranational levels has
been to institute a series of structural reforms in order to redesign univer-
sities. This is partly a result of the rise of a global knowledge-based soci-
ety/economy (Maassen and Stensaker 2011) and partly due to the
strategic imperatives surrounding the modernisation of the Nordic welfare
state (Castells and Himanen 2004). This is particularly the case with those
with a long historical record. The aim has been to make them more adap-
tive and responsive to external events and stakeholder demands (Maassen
2009; Etzkowitz 2001; Pinheiro and Stensaker 2013). In other words,
ongoing reform processes aim at transforming public universities into
organisational actors. There is a push towards becoming tightly integrated,
goal-oriented and competitive entities which deliberately or strategically
choose their own actions and are held accountable for their own behav-
iours (Kriicken and Meier 2006; Ramirez 2010). In these circumstances,
rationalisation measures such as the strengthening of managerial and lead-
ership structures play an increasingly important role (Teichler 2005;
Kriicken 2011).

The view of universities as rational(ised) tools or instruments for reach-
ing certain pre-determined goals or ends (Olsen 2007) pays considerable
attention to the technical or material-resource features of the environment
(c.f. Scott 2003: 133). These aspects are intrinsically related to the daily
management and operations of universities, as well as their performance.
In such circumstances, social agency is characterised by what March and
Olsen (2006Db) called the ‘logic of consequences’. According to this logic,
university actors behave in ways that are congruent with the successful
realisation of strategic objectives either set internally by the central admin-
istration or emanating from the outside (government/funding agencies).
For example, this is clearly visible in the prominence given to contractual



DOES IT REALLY MATTER? ASSESSING THE PERFORMANCE EFFECTS... 13

arrangements (Gornitzka et al. 2004) and /or the rise of what Rip (2004)
has termed ‘strategic science regimes’ in academia.

Yet, there are those who have convincingly argued that most organ-
isations, universities included, are not simply instruments or tools at the
mercy of certain internal (managers) or external (governments) social
agents (Selznick 1966; Olsen 2007). They contended that internal
rules, both formal and informal, and standard operating procedures like
the allocation of academic power or authority (Tapper and Palfreyman
2011) cannot be changed arbitrarily (Maassen 2009; Maassen and
Olsen 2007). Prior consent from academics at the unit level is similarly
necessary for the definition of university strategic objectives (Zechlin
2010). Such limitations are seen to safeguard what Clark (1998) referred
to as the academic heartland. This is the view held by most institutional
scholars who, amongst other aspects, have argued against the limita-
tions of ‘means-ends rationality’ while assessing change dynamics within
organisations (Greenwood et al. 2008; Powell and DiMaggio 1991),
universities included (Maassen and Olsen 2007; Pinheiro et al. 2012;
Gornitzka 1999).

Regarding the rationalisation processes, it is worth bearing in mind that
this is far from unique for the higher education sector. It follows the ratio-
nalisation of administrative structures across the entire public sector and
even across the entire organisational landscape (Brunsson and Sahlin-
Andersson 2000). Thus, studies shedding light on ongoing attempts at
transforming public organisations along the lines of New Public
Management reform regimes (Christensen and Lagreid 2007; Hood
1991, 1995) provided important insights for our study. We paid particular
attention to the nature and degree of response to such transformative
processes by social agents at the local (micro) level (Oliver 1991; Powell
and Colyvas 2008) within the broad context of mimetic isomorphic pro-
cesses/collective rationality (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) and the need
for securing (internal and external) legitimacy (Deephouse and Suchman
2008). This includes, but is not limited to, the role played by such critical
aspects as the de-coupling of structural arrangements (Bastedo 2007) and/
or their contextualisation or local translation (Czarniawska-Joerges and
Sevon 2005).
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Conceptual Backdrop

Visions of the University

The study’s conceptual framework is built on the work of Johan P. Olsen
(2007) on the visions of the (European) university. Olsen made a distinc-
tion between an instrumental and institutional view of universities. In the
former, the focus is on universities as means to achieve certain pre-
determined ends (e.g. policy goals or managerial aspirations); the latter
sheds light on the university as a relatively independent fiduciary institu-
tion characterised by a life (norms, identity, inner dynamics) of its own.
Following seminal work on formal organisations (Cohen and March 1974;
March and Olsen 1979; Olsen 1988), Olsen advanced four stylised visions,
or a typology (along two dimensions; autonomy vs. conflict), on the mod-
ern university. The typology was based on different assumptions about
what the university is for as well as the circumstances under which it will
operate appropriately. At the heart of Olsen’s inquiry was this question:
what type of university for what type of society? (Table 1.1).

The four visions represent key features of universities as organisations
and institutions. They are thought to be complementary rather than
mutually exclusive, that is, key features associated with the four visions are
present at any moment in time, shaping dynamics within a given
organisation:

The four stylized visions are based on assumptions which make it unlikely
that any of them alone can capture current university practices. As less than
perfect approximations to the abstract visions, universities as practices show
“a shocking diversity” (Neave 2003: 151), and the relations between uni-
versities, public authorities and society are characterized by a great variety of
forms of interaction, intervention and control (Hood et al. 2004: Part III).
(Olsen 2007: 33)

In the FINNUT-PERFACAD study, an issue of particular relevance
was that of the interplay between different types of actors and their various
roles in the broader higher education system. First, the interplay between
internal and external dimensions of universities places pressure on the uni-
versity governance systems. This reflects the instrumental view in Olsen’s
typology, as the interplay presumes that expectations exist between the
external stakeholders and the internal university dynamics. It further
implies that these expectations are mutual, that is, directed not only from
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Table 1.1 Visions of the European university

Autonomy:

Conflict:

University operations and
dynamics are governed by
internal factors

University operations and dynamics
are governed by environmental
factors

The University is a self-governing
community of scholars

Constitutive logic:
Free inquiry, truth finding, rationality
and expertise.

Criteria of assessment:

The University is an instrument for
national political agendas

Constitutive logic:
Administrative: Implementing

predetermined political objectives.

Criteria of assessment:

Actors have | Scientific quality. Effective and efficient achicvement of
shared national purposes.
norms and
objectives |Reasons for autonomy: Reasons for autonomy:
Constitutive principle of the University | Delegated and based on relative efficiency.
as an institution: authority to the best
qualified.
Change: Change:
Driven by the internal dynamics of Political decisions, prioritics, designs as a
science. Slow reinterpretation of function of clections, coalition formation
institutional identity. Rapid and radical |and breakdowns and changing political
change only with performance crises. leadership.
The University is a representative The University is a service enterprise
democracy embedded in competitive markets
Constitutive logic: Constitutive logic:
Interest representation, elections, Community service. Part of a system of
bargaining and majority decisions. market exchange and price systems.
Criteria of assessment: Criteria of assessment:
Acmr? h.ave Who gets what: Accommodating Meeting community demands. Economy,
conflicting |. - . - .
internal interests. efficiency, flexibility, survival.
norms and
objectives

Reasons for autonomy:
Mixed (work-place democracy,

functional competence, realpolitik).

Change:

Depends on bargaining and conflict
resolution and changes in power,
interests, and alliances.

Reasons for autonomy:
Responsiveness to “stakcholders™ and

external exigencies, survival.

Change:

Competitive sclection or rational leamning.
Entreprencurship and adapting to changing
circumstances and sovereign customers.

Source: Olsen (2007: 30). Figure used with permission from Springer.
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the external inwards but also from the university towards the external
players. The second interplay refers to the degree of internal conflict within
the university institutions, which relates to the institutional view in Olsen’s
typology. It presumes that there is a shared foundation in the core values
of the university institution. However, it accounts less for the differences
in which the multiple professions in universities adapt to changes in the
operational and working environment. In short, the university institution
is seen to function in a constantly changing context in which a multiplicity
of adaptive measures are necessary. Next, we inspect the different dimen-
sions of interplay which formed a core qualifying factor for Olsen’s typol-
ogy and furthered the conceptual framework for our study.

Adaptation of University Governance Between Multiple Pressuves

Higher education institutions are public organisations and operate in a
highly institutionalised environment (laden with rules, regulations and
procedures). They are heavily dependent on public resources to finance
their core activities. As such, higher education institutions are susceptible
to shifts in governance arrangements. Yet, these internal changes do not
occur in a linear manner, and universities are far from being passive recipi-
ents of reform agendas. As institutions, universities have both a history
and lives of their own. They are also characterised by multiple internal
constituencies  (academics, administrators, students, managers).
Universities have traditionally been bottom heavy and loosely coupled
organisations which change only through minor local adjustments and
where academics have had a lot of autonomy to act and direct their own
activities (Bleiklie et al. 2017; Clark 1983; Fumasoli and Stensaker 2013;
Weick 1976). Internal factors have traditionally been essential in the gov-
ernance of university dynamics, and a kind of vision of the university has
been ‘a self-governing community of scholars’ (Olsen 2007).

Historically speaking, universities have proven to be rather resilient to
shifts in political orientations and economic regimes. They are able to
decouple themselves from short-term political imperatives (Bastedo
2007). However, due to globalisation, knowledge society development,
changes in political thinking and financial stringency, universities are
increasingly embedded in competitive markets, wider material resources
and institutional environments. They have social connections, not only to
internal academic constituencies and disciplines but also to policymakers
and other external stakeholders (Bleiklie et al. 2017; Scott 2003; Williams
and Kitaev 2005). This implies that universities are increasingly governed
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with external environmental demands and factors (Olsen 2007). All these
aspects (and others) play an important role in the ways in which universi-
ties respond to shifts in government policy.

In looking at the reforms of public institutions’ autonomy in general
and university organisations in particular, assumptions regarding the ratio-
nale for autonomy appear. One key assumption is that reforms can be
implemented only if administrative autonomy is strengthened. Such
actions come tied to increased external result control, financial incentives
and competitions (Fumasoli et al. 2014 ). This constitutes a double-edged
sword: while input autonomy is granted to the public organisation, output
control is kept tightly in the hands of the government (Verhoest et al.
2004). A second key assumption is the expectation that autonomy will
semi-automatically strengthen competitiveness and specialisation, thus
being beneficial to the public institution in comparison to other similar
organisations acting in the same market (Fumasoli et al. 2014).
Effectiveness, economic efficiency and a better competitive edge with
regard to quality through prioritisation are expected to follow as a result
of increased autonomy.

The interaction between the state and universities can be viewed as an
interdependent principle—agent relationship (de Jong et al. 2016).
Rational choice theory guides the thinking in which the institutional lead-
ership of the agent is seen to lean on self-interest, while the principal
requires control mechanisms as well as incentives to guide the action
(Fumasoli et al. 2014). A social contract exists between the two actors in
which the state provides funds to universities to perform research and
teaching of the highest level. Policymakers need the information produced
by the universities, not only for society at large but also, and in particular,
to provide guidance on how to tackle complex and often ambiguous pol-
icy problems. Knowledge regimes, such as universities, act as sense-mak-
ing apparatuses. In policy settings, sense-making includes power struggles
as well as contestations and negotiation. Similarly, in universities, sense-
making processes vary depending on how they are organised (Campbell
and Pedersen 2014).

The policy guidance and control provided by the state (funder) to the
universities in return for services rendered constitute a form of a social
contract. Relevance of science to society is a central aspect of the contract.
However, the meaning of relevance is not a constant; rather, it evolves in
time and reflects the general societal development. Relevance changes
over time in line with the ideas of what benefits science can bring to society
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(Hessels et al. 2009). Knowledge regimes are fields of the policy research
organisations and institutions that govern them. They are organisational
and institutional machineries that generate data, research and policy rec-
ommendations, as well as other ideas that influence policy debate
(Campbell and Pedersen 2014). The idea follows the same line of thought
as Olsen’s typology (2007), where the universities may be seen as instru-
ments of national policies while also as leaning on a base of a community
of scholars. In other words, universities are expertise-based institutions
that simultaneously aim to influence policies proactively and respond to
policy initiatives reactively.

The relationship between the state and the universities can be seen as
based on highly different grounds. Universities have traditionally viewed
themselves as communities of scholars where strong autonomy guarantees
high quality and trustworthy research and teaching (Olsen 2007). As a
result of this view, society is considered to benefit from a strong science
basis without unnecessary middlemen. The state can be seen to sell the
university free hands to manage its tasks in the way it sees fittest. In
contrast—and juxtaposing this view with another classification of Olsen’s
typology—the university is an instrument of national policies. The state
funds research and highest teaching with the condition that the university
performs its duties in a transparent and cost-efficient manner (Olsen
2007). As a result, tax funds are used to support the development of soci-
ety in ways that are deemed relevant. Activities are reported responsibly
and in a way that demonstrates the accountability of the university institu-
tion towards the state funder and broader society. However, the autonomy
of science is dependent on a non-autonomous economic and manage-
ment system.

The concept of universities as specific kinds of organisations with lim-
ited rationality and loosely coupled has begun to change. The institutional
form of universities lives in the midst of a socio-political (and economic)
struggle characterised by pressures to reconsider their role, regulatory
practices and funding arrangements, as well as the processes that link uni-
versities to other societal actors. Now, universities are increasingly trans-
forming into penetrated hierarchies that are managed organisations with a
central leadership and formalised rule systems (Bleiklie et al. 2015).
Strategic actorhood has become a key aspect in this. Penetrated hierarchies
balance between multiple pressures from a broad range of external actors
and stakeholders who hold power in the funding and prestige of the uni-
versities. As such, this creates a dependence that affects the internal power
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structures, control mechanisms and working practices of universities. The
academically focused pressures have been joined by managerial perfor-
mance demands, not only from the government but also from other exter-
nal actors who share an interest in how the university institution is
managed. Yet, the ability of universities to respond to the external pres-
sures to, for example, innovate and develop organisational strategies is
dependent on the availability of resources from a number of actors
(Whitley 2008).

The development of universities as particular types of strategic actors
relies heavily on the policies of governments, in particular, regarding their
role in steering. National politics and the governance of universities are
strongly coupled through the implementation of policies, despite the for-
mal autonomy of universities. The linkage has often been approached
from a point of view of dichotomy, where the autonomy of universities
and the external steering of them are seen as opposing poles (Stensaker
2014). In an attempt to move beyond a top-down/bottom-up dichotomy
and a duel-based view of the governance model, Sabatier (2005) applied a
more general policy implementation toolset for the analysis of university—
state relationships. In this model, the study of policy implementation is
approached with institutional learning as a central element. Though the
top-down perspective allows the study of learning amongst proponents of
a particular reform, it is ill-suited to similar studies amongst opponents of
the reform. According to Sabatier, this lack can be rectified by looking at
the strategies with which the bottom-uppers (the opponents) aim to
strengthen the attainment of their goals. Sabatier called for the combina-
tion of the top-down and bottom-up approaches in the analysis to avoid a
bias towards the proponents or opponents. In order to allow for the learn-
ing and systematic change (rather than ad hoc deviance from the norm), a
period of at least a decade is necessary (Sabatier 2005).

Finally, the interplay between the university governance and political
landscape can also be investigated based on the operational logics that are
used. Universities work with a dynamic operational logic in their external
relations and with an organic logic in the internal environments (Stihle
and Aberg 2012). The former outlines the conditions for the relationship
between university actors and external stakeholders, while the latter defines
the rationale for cooperation with actors outside academia. In a dynamic
working environment, university actors network with other independent
actors. The actors have a self-determined relationship with each other, and
they can be seen to gain mutually from the interaction. Universities are
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not considered to simply react to changes in their surrounding environ-
ment and/or act as instruments for national political agendas (Olsen
2007), but are presumed to influence their working context themselves.
Universities can, then, be seen as active elements of policy planning pro-
cesses, provided they have the will and skills to act.

The way universities interact with the policy planning actors is, how-
ever, also linked to the internal working environment. In the modern
context, universities function as a type of representative democracy
(Olsen 2007) in the midst of managerial pressures. This democracy con-
tinues to rest on the ideals of academic freedom, broad interest represen-
tation, an open discussion culture and respect for the self-correcting
mechanism of science—in essence, the academic heartland (Clark 1998).
In the Nordic context, the democratic aspect includes an active organisa-
tion of student representation and involvement in the formal structures
of the university. The systems have been built to be responsive to the
needs of the groups whose work and study conditions are affected by
collective decisions regarding the running and structure of the university.
In such an organic working environment, dialogue and exchange of
experiences and feedback are central building blocks in developing func-
tions and academia (Stihle and Aberg 2012). It can be argued that the
core skills for dialogue exist in the conventional academic environment.
Thus, the issue becomes whether these skills can be transferred and
adapted for use in interaction with the university management and policy
planning actors.

The interplay between shifts in governmental policy, university gover-
nance and internal university dynamics form a complex, continuously
changing system. In the Nordic context the converging policies form a
dimension that affects the way the national systems develop. These consti-
tute a moulding tool that can either support system development or act as
a hindrance to organisational learning.

Operationalisation of the Conceptual Framework

In order to operationalise the study, six organisational/management
mechanisms related to organisational performance were identified (see
later). A shared understanding of what performance means in an academic
university context was formed in order to ensure a coherent approach to
the major issue at hand. An in-depth discussion on the meaning of perfor-
mance, as well as other central concepts such as accountability, are included
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in Chap. 2 of this volume. Extant literature on organisations more gener-
ally, as well as on the nature of higher education systems and universities
more specifically, was used to sketch these. These mechanisms are
as follows:

e Strategy

Decision-making structures
Organisational structures
Accountability measures
Funding arrangements
Cultural climate

The study acknowledged that modern universities are complex
organisations, and that performance can be achieved in multiple ways.
As such, ‘NPM/modern reforms’ is a messy concept; therefore, it was
necessary to decompose what so-called new management structures
imply for university performance. The six identified mechanisms were a
way to acquire more knowledge about what the relationship is between
management,/governance structures and performance. The next step
was to formulate the basic assumptions underpinning the study in light
of the rescarch problem following Olsen’s work,! namely:

e there is a direct positive link between governance/management
structures and performance (instrumental argument),

e there is a direct negative link between governance/management
structures and performance (institutional argument) and

e there are a number of contingencies between governance,/manage-
ment structures and performance (matching instrumental and insti-
tutional views).

A series of core hypotheses for each of the six mechanisms were then
identified, driving the development of the survey questionnaire and

! Analytically, Olsen’s four stylised visions models can be reduced to two broad ideal types
or archetypes, instrument and institutional or cultural views, with models being ‘variants’ of
these archetypes. ‘Market’ models also assume a kind of rationality that build on the same
mechanisms as the instrumental model. The ‘democracy’ model builds on a normative
assumption about the legitimacy of participation, which connects back to the institutional or
‘cultural’ model.
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interview guide.? These mechanisms are described in some detail later. It
should be noted that while these hypotheses were not tested per se in the
study, they were instrumental in developing the conceptual framework
into a coherent structure. They played an important role as we designed
the operationalisation for the gathering of quantitative and qualitative
data. The hypotheses were used, for example, to ensure that the two sets
of data corresponded with each other and could be utilised to study the
same phenomena in a comparable and complementary manner. We return
to these hypotheses in the concluding chapter of this book to reflect on
their role and meaning in the empirical analysis of our data. The method-
ological considerations are discussed in more detail in the latter part of
this chapter.

Strategy

e HO: an overarching and penetrating institutional strategy boosts
performance

e HIl: an overarching and penetrating institutional strategy alienates
staff and negatively affects performance

e H2: strategies that are developed through participation boost
performance

Decision-Making Structures

e HO: more hierarchical decision-making structures stimulate increased
performance

e HI1: more hierarchical decision-making structures negatively affect
performance

e H2: participatory decision-making structures stimulate increased
performance

2In order to operationalise the study empirically, a series of key questions were devised
around eight key themes associated with each of the six mechanisms described above (consult
Table 1.5 and interview guide and survey template in Appendix). The empirical evidence
provided in Part II of this volume sheds light on key findings along selected core themes,
emanating from the survey questionnaire and the interview data.
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Organisational Structure

e HO: larger, more interdisciplinary structures boost performance

e HI1: larger, more interdisciplinary structures negatively affect
performance

e H2: diverse structures are best fitted to the diversity found in univer-
sities, and diversity boost performance

Accountability Measures

e HO: more systematic and regular (intense) reporting boost
performance

e HI1: more systematic and regular (intense) reporting negatively
affects performance

e H2: it is the way and form of reporting that affect performance

Funding Arvrangements

e HO: more incentive and result-oriented funding boosts performance

e HI1: more incentive and result-oriented funding negatively affects
performance

e H2: a mixed funding arrangement is the best way to boost
performance

Cultural Climate

e HO: systematic training and competence building in the organisation
boost performance

e HI: systematic training and competence building (takes time away
from primary activities and) negatively affect performance

e H2: cultural change through participatory and trust-based processes
drives performance

In addition to shedding light on the relationship between the identified
mechanisms associated with new management structures and perfor-
mance, the study also aimed at exploring;:
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e the linkages amongst the (six) mechanisms, for example, strategy is
only effective if combined with hierarchical management and
accountability measures;

e the possible tensions between the (six) mechanisms, for example, the
existence of a strategy arguing for a particular profiling of the organ-
isation may collide with pressure to achieve results in a shorter time
frame; and

e the relative importance of institutional governance/management
structures in relation to national steering frameworks, for example,
whether national models override what single universities try to do
and how they are organised.

Finally, the study aimed to provide new theoretical explanations for
how changes in university governance can be interpreted in light of the
extant literature and major organisational and public administration theo-
ries. Our interest was in the linkages between formal change and perfor-
mance, although not in a strict causal sense.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

This FINNUT project adopted a comparative research design and applied
a mixed methods approach (Bryman 2006) comprising a desk-top analy-
sis, surveys and interviews (see Appendix). While the time period
2000-2013 was set as the focus of study, some of the thematic analysis
included developments until 2016 in order to respond to recent changes
brought up in the empirical data, in particular, in the interviews. The desk-
top analysis consisted of major policy initiatives with national statistics and
other official documentation on performance data related to education,
research and management of the higher education sector. Such register-
based and performance-related data can be compared across countries and
institutions (Ragin and Rihoux 2009). The data provided background
material for the further development of the study (in the form of a com-
prehensive database), and relevant information has been utilised in the
individual chapters composing this volume. A large set of new empirical
data was collected through surveys and interviews.

The target groups of the survey were full-time managerial staft’ and
academics employed at the 54 publicly run universities in Denmark,
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Finland, Norway and Sweden. The survey took place at the end of 2014
and the beginning of 2015. The sampling and the definition of the popu-
lation was done differently in the four countries because of different
national higher education systems, availability of sampling frames and also
considering the different information needs of national research teams.
Table 1.2 describes the study’s population, sampling and response rate.
The national samples were planned in a manner that allowed for Nordic
comparisons. The comparative international subsamples included the
respondents working in senior positions (European career levels IIT and
IV) in official management positions or in ordinary academic positions.

Table 1.2  Survey population, sampling and response rate

Population Sampling Response N
rate
Denmark Institutions: All Managers N/A 334
Staff categories: 11, 111, IV Academics 17% 1989
(assistant, associate and (census study)

professor levels, including
post docs and managers)

Finland  Institutions: All Managers: — 44% 199
Staff categories: 111, IV (census)
Managers: (deans, vice- Academics: Systematic 24% 757

deans, heads of departments, random sample (every

vice-heads of departments)  second)

Academics: (University Total:
lecturers/researchers, 1038
associate professors, research

directors, professors)

Norway Institutions: All - 10% 1300
Staft categories: All (census study)
Sweden  Institutions: 10 out of 16 Managers: — 16% 700
public universities (census)
Staft categories: 11, 11T, IV Academics: Stratified
(all academics, including (Systematic random
managers, excluding PhD sampling (1,/4). Small
candidates) institutions (<800
academics) simple random
sampling of 200)

*Of the respondents, 73 did not report about their title, and 9 individuals worked primarily outside
Finland
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Table 1.3 Comparative samples of managers and senior academics®

Seniors in officinl Seniors not holding officinl
management positions management positions
Denmark 319 1319
Finland 258 660
Norway 143 721
Sweden 215 289
Total 935 2989

*Question: ‘Do you hold an official management position?’

The comparative samples are described in Table 1.3. Because the man-
agement positions differ from country to country, in comparative sam-
ples, the variable ‘are you holding an official management position?” was
used as a categorising variable. This means that the distinctions between
academics and academic managers are based on the respondents’ own
reporting. The Nordic comparisons were made by using subsamples
that best fit for the purpose. For instance, in some cases, it was better to
compare only heads of departments and deans, whereas, in other cases,
it was more suitable to work with the self-reported official management
positions.

The most inevitable limitations of the data pertain to the fact that it
describes subjective performance, that is, the performance as experienced
and reported by the informants. During the research project, a large
amount of statistical data on actual (objective) performance was also col-
lected from each country. However, due to the long timescale of the
academic performance, national differences in performance measure-
ment and intervening variables, the connection between survey data and
statistical data was statistically difficult to establish. Therefore, the survey
findings described and explained the subjective performance (Kivisto
etal. 2017).

For the interviews, we selected two case universities in each of the four
countries. We chose to perform the interviews at one of the flagship uni-
versities in each country and one regional university. The case universities
were multidisciplinary, and the inclusion criteria were that the universities
have both natural (including medicine) and social sciences. Within the
institutions, we selected participants strategically based on their official
positions in the system. These positions were senior academics from the
social and the natural sciences, managers from different levels who mainly
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had academic backgrounds and professionals in central administration
dealing particularly with issues relating to research and teaching, as well as
their development. Overall, a total of 93 interviews were conducted
between the springs of 2015 and 2016 (Table 1.4).

A common interview guide was developed. As the selected participants
were highly educated people and experts in their fields, we used the elite
interviewing approach (Aberbach and Rockman 2002; Goldstein 2002).
Such an approach puts an emphasis on giving room to the interviewees to
talk freely on the presented themes while ensuring that the different
themes are covered so as to be able to compare findings across the cases.
A semi-structured interview approach was selected, and the questions
were adjusted to the knowledge of the participants.

Since quantitative methods are more suitable for providing an overview
from a larger audience, and the ability to dig deeper into a theme follows
qualitative methodologies, different questions were posed in the survey
and interviews. The questions evolved around similar themes (see
Table 1.5) per the conceptual and analytical framework adopted in the
study, as sketched out earlier. The qualitative data generated by the inter-
views aimed at shedding light on the main drivers of and reactions to

Table 1.4 Number of interviewees per country

Denmark — Finland — Norway — Sweden  Total

Managers and administrators 17 14 18 9 58
Academics 11 10 8 6 35
Total 28 24 26 15 93

Table 1.5 Themes for primary data collection

Survey themes Interview themes

Perceived performance Goal specificity and degree of autonomy
Goal specificity and autonomy Decision-making and strategy
Decision-making and strategy Control and evaluation

Control and evaluation Support structures

Support structures External stakeholders

External stakeholders Trust and accountability

Trust and accountability Incentives/recognition

Incentives
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rationalisation processes. The data also helped identify qualitative effects
across teaching and research activities. This way of collecting data increased
the study’s external validity (Denzin and Lincoln 2011). SPSS was used in
the analysis of the statistical data. A systematic content analysis of the qual-
itative data was conducted using Nvivo.

Ethical guidelines were followed in the collection, publishing and the
storing of data. We assured the anonymity of the participants in the data-
collecting phase, and we referred to them in an anonymised manner
related to the flagship /regional universities, positions and fields (consult
Part II of the volume). The project was reported to and approved by the
Norwegian Centre for Research Data, which also stored the anonymised
quantitative data.

There were certain limitations which had to be accounted for through
the analysis phase of the project. Due to different access requirements in
administering surveys in the case countries, four individual approaches
were applied. Some country teams sent the survey to all the academic staff,
while others sent it to selected groups, as described earlier. This bias had
to be addressed while selecting groups for the analysis of statistical data so
that the same type of data were included in the comparisons. Another
issue was the different organising structures of higher education institu-
tions within the Nordic countries. This also had to be scrutinised, as we
were comparing findings across cases and countries. A strategy to deal
with these critical issues and to increase the reliability of the data was to
include researchers with knowledge of the specific countries in each of the
project’s publications.? The semi-structured interview approach also made
it more difficult to analyse the material when compared to fully structured
interviews. This approach requires a more thorough reading and inductive
approach to the data. The teams used a similar concept tree structure in
the content analysis of the interview data to increase comparability between
the countries.

3In the case of the current volume, each chapter (with the exception of Chap. 6) has at
least one co-author from each of the four countries, and all the individual chapters have been
peer reviewed by an editorial board composed of senior authors from the region who were
also directly involved with the study, as either team leaders and /or members.
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THE VOLUME’S ORGANISATION AND INDIVIDUAL
CONTRIBUTIONS

As indicated in section “Introduction: Rationalisation and Converging
Higher Education Policies” of this chapter, the volume reports on the
results of'a comparative project that assesses the interplay between changes
in leadership and management structures in public universities across the
Nordic countries and shifts in teaching and research performance in the
last decade and a half. The chapters included in this book illuminate the
key aspects associated with some of the thematic areas presented earlier
from a comparative perspective. However, each chapter stands on its own,
both conceptually and empirically, and can be read separately. The overall
results should, however, be assessed against the backdrop of the larger
project that was undertaken.

This book is structured into three distinct Parts. In Part I, the first chapter
sets the context and presents the rationale for and the design of the FINNUT-
PERFACAD study and elaborates on the theoretical foundations and con-
ceptual landscape underpinning it. Chapter 2 by Kivistd et al. provides
clarification on the key terminology underpinning the study, including con-
textualisation within a Nordic setting. The book then moves on to Chap. 3
where Pinheiro et al. describe the system evolution, as well as the higher
education systems of each of the four Nordic countries. Part II of the book is
dedicated to thematically focused chapters. While all of them lean on the
same conceptual backbone that encompasses the study as a whole, each of the
chapters adopts its own theoretical approach to the question at hand. The
chapters begin from the system level and move towards the institutional.

Part II begins with Chap. 4 by Soderlind, Berg, Lind and Pulkkinen on
how research funding systems at the national level affect local perceptions
of research as a core task. Chapter 5, by Lind, Hernes, Pulkkinen and
Soderlind, elaborates on the role that increasing levels of external funding
play on the experiences of autonomy and how the effects on academic
freedom are felt in research work. In Chap. 6, Geschwind, Berg, Lind and
Aarrevaara investigate the evolving roles of academic leaders and managers
amidst reforms that emphasise performativity alongside academic virtues.
Chapter 7, by Aarrevaara, Pinheiro and Soderlind, explore the various
ways in which strategic processes play out within Finnish, Norwegian and
Swedish universities. Chapter 8, by Hansen, Aarrevaara, Geschwind and
Stensaker, undertakes a comprehensive approach to evaluation practices
by bringing together some of the topics discussed in the other chapters
composing Part IT of the volume.
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In Part ITI, we return to look at the results of the FINNUT-PERFACAD
study as a whole. Led by Geschwind, the volume editors take a step back
to reflect on where we started and what we have learnt on the journey this
comparative study has taken us on. In closing the volume, the editors
contemplate on next steps and potential new avenues for future research
endeavours.
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