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INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION

This work is based on an international study, comprising three national proj-
ects, of the higher education reforms that were put into place primarily in the
1980s and 1990s in England, Norway and Sweden. The studies were conducted
by teams from the Department of Government, Brunel University, England,
the Department of Education and Education Research and the Department of
Political Science, Göteborg University, Sweden and the Norwegian Research
Centre in Organisation and Management, University of Bergen, Norway.

They originated from informal discussions with senior members of the
Swedish academic world. Our Swedish discussants, the Directors of the Swedish
Council for Studies in Higher Education, the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary
Foundation, the Karolinska Institute and Uppsala University, expressed sup-
port for a bi-national project which was formulated by the English and Swedish
teams. By good fortune, colleagues at the University of Bergen were working on
similar themes in Norway and it was decided to make it a tri-country study.

It was agreed that each country would produce its own national account,
(Bauer et al. 1999; Bleiklie, Høstaker and Vabø 2000; Henkel 2000; Kogan and
Hanney 2000) but then combine our results in a comparative study. To this end
the three groups ensured that the research frames were compatible and capable
of being read across. We noted how major changes were occurring in all three
welfare states and in the concept of the state. It seemed obvious that different
kinds of change in the different countries must affect the way in which higher
education policy was being formulated and the ways in which policy changes
would have an impact on academic working and values. The studies were
intended to reflect on the particular and idiosyncratic case of higher education
policy and on the relationships between the worlds of policy and academe –
important and fascinating in its own right – but also to illuminate policy gen-
eration and its impacts as a generalisable set of phenomena.

The authors are indebted to a large number of individuals and funding bod-
ies for the achievement of this work and the four other published works on
which it feeds. The initial encouragement came from Johnny Andersson, Dan
Brändström, Lars Ekholm and Thorsten Nybom who at congenial meetings in
Reykajvik and Stockholm encouraged us to formulate and seek funds for the
project. The principal source of funding for the English and Swedish projects
was the then Swedish Council for Studies in Higher Education. We are
indebted to Professor Sigbrit Franke and her colleagues at the Council for the
confidence and support which they lent to our efforts. In particular we owe a
massive debt to the Council’s Director, Professor Thorsten Nybom, whose
expert knowledge and support accompanied and sustained us throughout the
years in which the project was carried out. The Norwegian study was initially
financed by the Norwegian Research Council; support from the Meltzer Fund
of the University of Bergen made completion of the study possible.

We also owe debts of gratitude to the Swedish government’s Committee on
Follow-up of the 1993 Higher Education Reform, the Spencer Foundation of

xiii



Chicago, the Leverhulme Trust (for an emeritus fellowship awarded to Maurice
Kogan which enabled a particular part of the English study to be completed)
and to the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation which provided funds
assisting us with the last stage of the project and its dissemination.

The list of names of the editorial team on the cover of this book in no sense
exhausts the account of its authorship or of those responsible for the contrib-
utory country studies. Our equal partners in the whole exercise have been Steve
Hanney (England), Berit Askling and Susan Marton (Sweden), and Roar
Høstaker and Agnete Vabø (Norway). The names of individual authors are to
be found at the beginning of each chapter. Throughout the five years of our
project we have enjoyed an intellectual camaraderie which enabled the experi-
ence of different cultures and systems to flow into our research.

We are also indebted to Tom Kogan for expert copy editing of the first ver-
sion and to Deana Parker for producing a camera ready version of this second
edition.

Our first publishers, on selling out the first edition, arbitrarily took the
book out of print. We have been fortunate in finding new publishers, Springer,
for this second edition which has given us the opportunity to update our macro
data about changes in systems and advance further some of our arguments.
Four years on from our first edition, we can develop the analysis of the impacts
of reform. We are grateful to Peter Maassen, the series editor, for this oppor-
tunity.

An editorial note. This book contains material based on empirical work
undertaken in English institutions. But many of the policies and issues
described in it apply to United Kingdom policies more generally. We have
therefore referred to either England or the United Kingdom as seemed appro-
priate. Not all of the points covered were directly researched in our national
projects and we have referred freely to the work of other scholars to comple-
ment our own analyses.

Bergen, Göteborg, London, Stockholm
May 2005
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PART 1: THEMES, CONCEPTS AND METHODS



Chapter 1

COMPARISON AND THEORIES

Ivar Bleiklie & Maurice Kogan

INTRODUCTION

Between the years of 1965 and the late 1990s higher education in a number
of West European countries, including England, Norway and Sweden, went
through a period of unprecedented growth, both in terms of its scope and its
comprehensiveness. The purpose of the first edition of this book was to render
a social science analysis of this period. The second edition brings the analysis
up to date and includes developments until the end of 2004. Our aim is to
develop an understanding of the changes that the higher education system has
undergone in the last 40 years, what these changes mean in terms of the rela-
tionship between knowledge and political power, and the perspectives the
observed developments raise for the future ‘education society’.

In our analysis we shall do this by trying to identify and explain common-
alities and variation of the change processes in the three countries. This will
prevent us from committing the obvious fallacy of implicitly assuming that pol-
icy changes are generated exclusively within the confines of nation states and
help us identify the interaction between national processes and international
developmental trends. Empirically, the main emphasis is put on the role of the
universities within higher education, and the present book gives a political sci-
ence analysis of higher education politics, administration and organisation of
educational institutions. It gives a sociological analysis of educational institu-
tions, research disciplines, processes of social differentiation and the formation
of academic status hierarchies and identities. It gives a comprehensive depiction
of the reform policies and changes that have affected the higher education system
in the three countries in recent years. Finally, it analyses the impact of changes in
policy formation, policies on academic values and working, and changes in con-
ceptions of knowledge.

The task of providing a social science analysis of changes within higher edu-
cation policies and educational institutions is an exciting one. Working with this
book and the collaboration between the three research teams have provided the
authors with an opportunity to develop insights into a social institution that will
have a central position in discussions about the development of our societies at
the beginning of the 21st century. The university represents forceful traditions
through the 800-year history of the institution. Yet it also represents the future
to the extent that higher education and research will be a central driving force in
the ongoing formation of society. This being said, it is important to bear in mind
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that most universities in the world are young institutions that have been estab-
lished since the Second World War. However, the idea of being part of a cen-
tury-old tradition is also frequently cultivated by these younger institutions.

The fact that this analysis is exciting prevents it neither from being difficult
nor from raising a number of specific methodological problems. One such
problem is represented by the fact that the researchers are studying a policy
field and a type of institution in which they themselves are active participants.
The present study is also characterised by the fact that we venture into an area
of higher education reform that has been dominated by polemics and easily
predictable views, whereas thoughtful analyses have been harder to come by.
The risks notwithstanding, it is therefore our ambition to develop an empiri-
cally based conceptual understanding of higher education as a social, political,
organisational and educational phenomenon.

THE TOPIC

From the perspective of educational policy the topic of our analysis was
originally delimited by two important reform periods in higher education – one
in the late 1960s and early 1970s and a second during the late 1980s and 1990s.
In between we find a third period. Although it may not have been characterised
by high-profile national reform efforts to the same extent, it nevertheless
brought with it important changes within higher education. By adding devel-
opments up till 2004 in the second edition, we enter into a reform period in
which European higher education policy, embodied by the so-called Bologna
process, has gained in importance, although variably. In some countries it has
substantially influenced the goals and means that are deployed in their higher
education policy initiatives.

Seen from the perspective of organisational sociology and organisation the-
ory, our topic turns on how the higher education system, primarily university
education, has changed during the course of a long period of expansion. The
expansion has been characterised by periods of rapid growth during the years
before and after 1970 and shortly before and after 1990, alternating with a rel-
ative standstill in the intermediate period in the case of the universities. There
was then further growth in the first years of the millennium in some countries.
The reform periods have coincided with the growth periods, but as will be
demonstrated below, they have been related in different ways. The growth peri-
ods represent simultaneously important stages of the transition process in
which the role of higher education in society is about to change from ‘elite edu-
cation’ via ‘mass education’ to ‘universal education’ (Trow 1970, 1974).

There is an important ideological similarity between the reforms of the 1960s
and 1970s and those of the 1980s, 1990s and into the 2000s. They have all been
based on the recognition that higher education is of great socio-economic
importance and ought to be exploited as a means of achieving major political
goals. However, whereas the higher education in the 1960s and 1970s was con-
sidered a welfare benefit and emphasised issues related to its distribution, the
reforms of the 1980s and 1990s regarded higher education as a necessary tool,
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and a resource in international economic competition. With the so-called
‘Bologna process’ in which 22 European nations have agreed to introduce a
common degree system by 2010, European political integration has become a
political factor, influencing national policies, sometimes in a major way. This has
added a European dimension to the previous nationally oriented policies aim-
ing at improving efficiency and quality of higher education as part of the inter-
national economic competition. The goal is thus to make the European Higher
Education area into a tool for developing the most advanced ‘knowledge soci-
ety’ in the world. Accordingly, production efficiency (student flow and publica-
tion frequency) and product quality (students’ achievements, academically good
and socially useful research) were the focus of attention.

Although similar trends seem to have affected all three countries there are
important differences between them and their reforms that need to be further
explored. In the chapters that follow we shall address a number of questions
about change over time and across national boundaries related to the purpose,
national policy and system characteristics of higher education, the manage-
ment and organisation of academic institutions, and the characteristics of aca-
demic identity and work. Before we embark on this analysis, however, we need
to clarify our comparative methodology and our conceptual approach. These
two issues will be addressed in the following two sections.

PERSPECTIVE ON COMPARATIVE POLICY STUDIES

Within the relatively small world of academic studies of higher education
there are contending assumptions about methods which spill over into per-
spectives on comparative studies. The comparative study of public policy and
administration to which the analysis of higher education policies belongs is, as
Heady (1990) argues, struggling to accommodate two seemingly inconsistent
tendencies. One tendency is to try to ‘generalise by making comparisons that
are as inclusive as possible and by searching for administrative knowledge that
transcends national regional boundaries’ (Heady 1990: 3). The other tendency
is towards case-specific or idiosyncratic analyses ‘...with only scant attention,
or none at all, to foreign experience’ (ibid.).

Page (1995) divides comparative studies under four headings: single coun-
try studies; juxtapositions; thematic comparisons and causal explanations.
The comparative studies of all kinds account for nearly three quarters of all
empirically based articles published in leading English language public admin-
istration journals. They can be classed as comparative inasmuch as they add
to knowledge in specifying what it is that marks off one set of administrative
arrangements from another. Those offering a particular study need not under-
take the comparison. The fact that one-offs are available in the literature, how-
ever, makes it possible for comparisons to be made somewhere within the
universe of scholars. The many edited collections of essays on a range of
countries that are published are obviously examples of these. Moreover, the
analysis can be based on comparisons between different periods of change,
rather than comparisons between countries.

1. Comparison and Theories 5



6 Ivar Bleiklie & Maurice Kogan

Juxtapositions bring together single country studies and, at minimum, allow
a relatively rapid impression of the range of experiences to be secured.

It is with thematic comparisons that we have our best hope of finding a
systematic presentation of evidence that allows common questions about dif-
ferent political systems to be asked. At the most ambitious level, facts can be
used reiteratively as explanatory factors when the institutions are examined
one by one (Finer 1956). Thematic comparisons might include specified
objectives of the comparison, and gather common data in order to generalise
on the basis of those data. They attempt to establish regularities in different
patterns of administration and deviation from these patterns. Finer hoped
that the process might lead to causes, although such a quest often leads to
banality rather than illumination. But even if one might be able to determine
causal relationships, data collection does not of itself produce fruitful theo-
rising. Some daring assumptions of a prioris based on the wider literature of
other cases seem a necessary prerequisite.

The notion of thematic comparisons may be made more precise if speci-fied
in terms of what Alexander George (1979) calls the method of ‘structured,
focused comparison’ of cases. This approach relies on a common set of ques-
tions to examine a small number of cases for comparability and similarity. In
their award-winning book on deterrence theory, George and Smoke (1974) jus-
tify the strategy of constructing a set of common questions when neither the
empirical nor the theoretical literature provides the investigator with hypothe-
ses or questions ‘which are precise, operationally significant, and adequate’.
They continue by arguing that in the absence of a clear set of testable hypothe-
ses, the investigator’s research design becomes

...at least informally and for practical purposes, an iterative one. Tentative questions
and ideas are tried out against two or three case studies in a preliminary way, and
are then refined and expanded upon on the basis of the tentative results. A new trial
is made, and the process of question-asking and -answering iterates back and forth,
until a satisfactorily full menu of hypotheses or questions can be arrived at for more
formal application to all one’s case study material. (George and Smoke 1974: 98).

However, this approach implies that the researcher takes a stand on two
closely related issues, that of causality and that of generalisability. In order to
identify our position we shall borrow Theda Skocpol’s distinction between
research strategies in historical sociology where she defines three major strate-
gies (Skocpol 1980: 356-391). Our ambition is similar to what she calls
analysing causal regularities. It positions itself between the ambitious quest
for grand theories to find general causal models, based on concepts of com-
mon properties of phenomena that are supposed to be valid irrespective of
time and place, and comparisons where concepts are used to arrive at mean-
ingful interpretations of each distinctive case. We share the ambition to look
for explanations, but believe that such explanations need to be socially and
historically grounded, i.e. that they have to be specified in time and space. In
practice we realise that our ability to arrive at an analysis of causal regulari-
ties is limited and that realistically we should start out with a set of concepts
in terms of which we may arrive at meaningful interpretations by identifying



similarities and differences between our cases. The next step in the analysis is
then to try to identify factors that can explain patterns or regularities in the
reform processes.

Our position is different from the more ambitious attempts at arriving at
more general causal explanations taken by Leo Goedegebuure and Frans van
Vught (Goedegebuure et al. 1994; Goedegebuure and Van Vught 1994). They
offer a helpful framework of themes within an international perspective. They
are, however, somewhat critical of what they regard as ‘individual hobbyhorses’
which they think will be ‘curbed’ by providing an overarching framework to
‘maximise comparability of outcomes of the constituent parts.’ They offer the-
matic blocks against which they organise national characteristics. In their posi-
tion we thus find both the ambition of developing general explanations and a
top-down perspective on higher education policy.

Limitations of top-down macro analysis

Goedegebuure and Van Vught follow Ragin (1987) in his claim that com-
parative method in the social sciences is distinguished by its use of attributes of
macro-social units in explanatory statements. An example from Van Vught and
Goedegebuure is the hypothesis that the extent to which steering mechanisms
are facilitatory or controlling affects the propensity of curriculum reforms to
go through. Our criticism would be that the macro analysis is not too mean-
ingful without linked fine-grained analyses of curriculum and institutional
changes, some of them unique.

There is a tendency to regard the internal logic of governmental systems as
sufficient to explain policy. Without the detailed knowledge of social processes
that requires micro-analysis, however, untidy and difficult to generalise though
it is, generalisation at the macro-level will not be true for one country, let alone
in comparison across countries. As Teichler (1993) rightly points out, ‘higher
education research does not seem to move to any balance regarding theories,
disciplines and themes, but rather research-linked management and policy
issues seem to take over the scene.’ In our view, policy and management issues
not only take over the scene but their pursuit fails to have much force if they do
not take account of the true criteria variables, namely changes in research, schol-
arship, teaching, and learning in which particularity rather than commonality is
likely to be the rule.

Limitations of general hypothesising

Page, quoting Sartori 1970, notes that the whole of political science is a trade-
off between configurative or detailed discussion of one case or a few cases and
broader and more abstract theoretically based generalisations which ‘are best
seen as a continuum rather than as categories of comparison’.

Archer (1979) has noted that it has proved virtually impossible to make an
adequate match between micro analysis, in which the verities of close-grained

1. Comparison and Theories 7



8 Ivar Bleiklie & Maurice Kogan

empirical studies can be demonstrated, and macro analysis, in which more gen-
erally applicable propositions can be announced and interrogated.1 The world
of knowledge has increasingly accepted that more than one incommensurate or
apparently inconsistent proposition can be advanced simultaneously. In the
social domain, in particular, reality does not pile up in well-connected hierar-
chies of paradigm and theorems.

If stating hypotheses from previous accumulated knowledge and testing, ver-
ifying and adding to them were to be our dominant intellectual and research pro-
cedure, we would be subscribing to a major hypothesis which is dubious in its
own right. The presumption would be that there are sufficient regularities in
social experience for them to be capable of being incorporated into overarching
frameworks and hypotheses. Such an intellectual procedure is based on the pre-
sumption that the phenomenon under study is both objectively and unequivo-
cally given and subject to some form of rigid regularity. However, phenomena
such as public ‘higher education policy’, ‘the higher education system’, ‘academic
disciplines’, ‘the academic profession’, ‘teaching’, ‘learning’ and ‘research’ are
social constructions. Their contents vary according to time and place. It would
be odd to presume that phenomena the actual content of which may vary under
different circumstances, can be conceptualised as objective variables, arranged in
clear causal chains of cause and effect. Thus the data may emerge in topological
rather than progressive arrangements and one of the necessary tasks in a com-
parative study like ours is to identify the precise content of the phenomenon we
study. Whilst we can certainly look for juxtapositions and thematic comparisons,
and attempt to find causal explanations, we will be tying ourselves into an unnec-
essary bed of nails if we try to direct our research on the basis of pre-structured
hypotheses. Where there are usable hypotheses we prefer to use them as assump-
tions that we may explore for the purpose of thematic comparisons.

Comparative approach

Our own approach, as elaborated by Susan Marton (1994), follows that of
Castles who, by using methods of comparison, attempts ‘to comprehend the
purposes for which and the strategies by which policy is elaborated’ (Castles
1989: 8). One method he suggests is the use of comparative case studies of two
or more countries, the distinctiveness or similarity of whose policy outcomes is
highlighted by the similarities or differences in other respects. The substantive
method employed is that of thematic comparisons.

The issues, which we pursue thematically over the three countries, are:

● Changes in the ideologies of the state.
● Changes in the mechanisms of government and the salience of central gov-

ernment.
● Policy formation and the place of government agencies, educational insti-

tutions, elites, interest groups and actor networks of various kinds.

1 For a thorough discussion of the limitations of macro oriented survey research see
Castles (1989).
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● The nature of the reforms created by government.
● The impacts of the reforms in terms of the academic profession, epistemic

identities and working practices of academics in a range of disciplines, and
in a range of institutions in the three countries.

● The generation, application and impacts of quality assurance policies in the
three countries.

Comparisons can be made across the three countries by working strongly
from inductive methodologies, which are essentially bottom-up and starting
from the analysed experiences and not the other way round. But this does not
mean that we start with atheoretical perceptions. This will become clear in our
discussion of the actor-context model later in this chapter and in the concep-
tual analyses of the data presented in the chapters that follow. In these analy-
ses we shall draw on a wide range of theories such as the theory of elites,
interest groups and pressure groups in order to see how differences in their
presence, position and operation reflect differences in the national political cul-
ture or expectations of the higher education systems. Furthermore we want to
clarify to what extent these differences affect policies in the three countries.
Finally, we shall use theories about the nature of knowledge generation and
transmission, the academic profession, and academic identity, which can be
played against the three country examples.

Why the three systems

Our choice of three systems for comparisons was initially opportunistic;
that is, we took advantage of opportunities presented to us for funding and
access, and for work with colleagues known and respected by each other. Given
the intention to work intensively in the qualitative mode we in any case
accepted that we could not hope to work with a full representative sample of
national systems. But familiarity with each system reassured us that there were
significant differences that would make the comparisons worthwhile.

In all three countries throughout the 1970s the traditional assumptions
about the Welfare State – of which higher education formed one element –
remained firm, if somewhat battered by economic hazards and growing lack of
confidence in the capacity of public systems to deliver services with sufficient
responsiveness and economy. But the first casualty within assumptions about
the Welfare State was less its distributive policies than its assumptions about
the state’s duty to support public professions largely on their own recognisance.

The differences between countries were, however, significant. The
Scandinavian countries had been centralist in their public policies whilst the
British were highly devolutionary. At the same time there were substantial dif-
ferences between the Norwegian and the Swedish approaches to centralised
planning – Sweden was the locus classicus of social engineering (Åasen 1993)
whilst Norway offered a mixture of rule governed administration and fierce
localism (Eide 1993). The advent of that ambiguous confection known as New
Public Management (Pollitt 1993) had quite different implications for the three
countries because they started from quite different assumptions about the



modes through which policy could be generated and implemented. The struc-
tures of influence and the nature and working of elites, too, were different. So,
too, were the nature of state-university relations and the assumptions about the
inner government of institutions. And, finally, the nature of teaching and
learning displayed significant differences.

OUR METHODS

We give a full account of the methods adopted in our projects in the four
books which report them, and have also summarised them in the appendix to
this chapter. For the most part, our methods were qualitative and based on
documentary and interview material.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The object of our study is straightforward and may be outlined in terms of
a simple explanatory model. We aim at explaining the dependent variable,
change in higher education, over a specified time period from about 1960 till
2004. Change within higher education systems is a complicated affair, as indi-
cated above. In public higher education systems it is often regarded (e.g. Cerych
and Sabatier 1984) as an outcome of public policy and is usually conceptu-
alised as follows. New policies are initially formulated in a top-down process by
national policy making bodies. They are subsequently translated into laws and
resources and are implemented within educational institutions. Finally they
affect the behaviour of individual faculty and the way in which they conduct
their research, teaching and administrative tasks. This process is usually under-
stood as a hierarchical process that spans what is usually considered different
‘levels’ of analysis: the macro level of national politics, the meso level of insti-
tutional behaviour and the micro level of individual behaviour. The process
normally runs like this: decisions made at a higher level become structural con-
ditions that affect behaviour at lower levels. Alternatively, the process may be
‘reversed’, so that influence moves the other way, from the bottom up. This may
occur e.g. when policy makers have to take into consideration claims for insti-
tutional autonomy by leaders of academic institutions or for academic freedom
by groups of academics, when they formulate policies. In the study of public
policy and particularly in the field of policy implementation, there is an exten-
sive literature on such processes (Berman 1978; Bleiklie 1997; Elmore 1979;
Lester and Goggin 1999; Sabatier 1984; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (eds.) 1993;
Schneider and Ingram 1997. But see also the critiques of this description pro-
vided by Gornitzka and Kogan (2005)).

When the problem is conceptualised like this, the question of how the levels
are related to one another presents itself. Examples of general sociological dis-
cussions on the topic are found in e.g. Alexander et al. (1987). Because the dis-
cussion is framed in terms of a hierarchical model, the range of possible answers
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is given. The levels are related through chains of events as reflected in the dis-
cussion about top-down versus bottom-up perspectives on public policy mak-
ing. In addition to the methodological problems pointed out above, there are
additional reasons why this conceptual separation of levels often does not facil-
itate analysis of real world change processes. Quite to the contrary, the analyst
is presented with a world that is conceptually divided into segments that he or
she must relate to each other. In practice it is our experience that decisions in the
different contexts of higher education are highly interwoven in a number of dif-
ferent ways that make a separate levels model unsuitable. Indeed it may even
obscure rather than illuminate analysis. We shall therefore prefer the concept of
‘fields of social action’, where a field is an institutionalised area of activity
where actors struggle about something that is of importance to them.

We thus combine two definitions. The first part about social activity is
derived from Powell and DiMaggio’s definition of ‘organisational field’ as a
‘recognised area of institutional life’ (1991: 64f), and the second part from
Bourdieu’s concept of ‘social field’ (1988). However, we shall still use the con-
cept of ‘levels’ where it is appropriate for heuristic reasons. The point is not,
therefore, to conceal the obvious fact that so many policy initiatives come from
the political centre and are implemented in bodies and institutions at formally
lower levels in a governmental hierarchy. The theoretical point we make here is
that while admitting the obvious existence of a formal hierarchy, we seek to
retain an analytical openness that is particularly important in a field of social
life where multiple forces so clearly work together in forming the system. The
significance of the autonomy of academic institutions, the role of academic dis-
ciplines and academic professional interests testify to this. One of the advan-
tages of this definition is that it is easier to incorporate in the theoretical
framework the fact that certain influential individuals may influence simultane-
ously processes in many different contexts, their department, university and
national policies. Reform ideas may furthermore move around and take effect in
very complicated patterns as the following example from Norway may illustrate.
Reform ideas on graduate education were originally imported from the USA by
Norwegian scientists in the 1950s. They managed to get their universities to
introduce new graduate education degrees during the 1960s. In the 1980s the
same reform ideas came back as national graduate education reforms in the
humanities and social sciences. These reforms were not the product of top-down
or bottom-up processes within a formal hierarchy, but of multiple interlocking
processes within international academic disciplines, academic institutions and
central authorities that finally resulted in national reform.

Although there are important characteristics that are particular to each
nation we can say that higher education in practice is regulated by more than
one system: the governmental and the academic. Governmental regulation
takes place through the central policy-making bodies and bureaucracies, the
allocative bodies and the quality assurance bodies. These provide the frame for
the policies for the universities, which then seek to find their particular identi-
ties and niches within them. At the same time, a different set of policies is
formed through the invisible colleges of academics. They decide the award of
the more prestigious academic posts and honours, reputational statuses and,
interlocking with the allocative systems, the awards and differential allocation
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of funds. There are thus two policy- and decision-making systems, which have
no formal connection with each other but which affect, and generate energy
between, each other. Their action can be likened to that of tectonic plates2

which shifting under the surface of the earth generate energy between them.
The tension and energy are created through the allocative functions that

academics exercise on behalf of government within institutions or on decision-
making bodies like research councils. In these functions the academic not only
has to balance the needs of the government against those of academia. He also
operates within a field of social action that requires him to reconcile social sys-
tems that are subject to different modi operandi and are driven by forces of
bureaucracy and politics opposed to the development of knowledge within
academic disciplines and institutions. These points indicate the exceptionalism
of policy making within higher education.

The reach of decisions made by groups or individuals defines the different
fields within higher education politics. This reach may vary from decisions
that concern national policy choices, via those affecting individual higher edu-
cation institutions, academic disciplines or individual departments to those
that concern only the individual academics themselves. Our dependent vari-
able, accordingly, is change within three different fields of social action:
national policy, educational institutions and academic work within different
disciplinary settings.

We shall explain the changes in terms of a simple explanatory model where
we assume that change is affected by two sets of independent variables. On the
one hand we assume that the actors are bounded rational actors. We assume
accordingly that they seek some kind of satisficing outcome defined in terms of
specific goals, rather than trying to maximise some exogenously given utility
function. Since preferences are not exogenously given they must be identified
empirically.

In order to understand the nature of the choices actors make we need to see
how their attempts to reach specific goals interact with the second set of inde-
pendent variables which is the institutional context in which they act. Among
approaches to ‘the New Institutionalism’ we find considerable variation both as
to what extent human agency plays a role and how it interacts with the institu-
tional context (Peters 1999: 142ff; see also Hall and Taylor 1996). Regarding
the latter aspect we can identify two kinds of ideas that we may consider oppo-
sites. There is institutional rational choice, as formulated by authors such as
Ostrom (1990) and Scharpf (1997). Here institutions, defined as a set of rules,
act as constraints on goal-seeking behaviour. There is also normative institu-
tionalism as presented by March and Olsen (1989). In their rendition institu-
tions do not constrain behaviour. They shape it. Institutions are defined as a
collection of values and rules and routines that are developed in order to imple-
ment and enforce those values (Peters 1999: 29). It follows from their concept
of a logic of appropriateness that institutions and human agency are insepara-
ble, because the latter is a product of the former.

12 Ivar Bleiklie & Maurice Kogan

2 This metaphor of tectonic plates has also appealed to Professor Ronald Barnett who
used it in his inaugural lecture at the London Institute of Education. This appears to
have been spontaneous adoption of the metaphor on both sides.
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If we return to the question of the extent to which actors play an important
independent part in these models, neither the rational nor the normative ver-
sion of institutionalism per se offers unambiguous and clear-cut answers. In the
case of institutional rational choice the answer turns on how severely actors are
constrained in the pursuit of their goals by institutional rules. This is partly an
empirical question and partly a question of analytical focus. We may thus focus
on how choices and choice opportunities are limited by the rules, or we may
focus on how the actors try to use, bend or circumvent rules in order to achieve
their goals. However, the rational choice approach is in the words of Fritz
Sharpf, ‘an actor-centred’ institutionalism, and the analytical focus is on the
actors and their choices, whereas rules are secondary limitations or constraints.

Correspondingly in the case of normative institutionalism we may choose
between a focus on how institutions shape preferences in order to be effective or
on how actors themselves are carriers of normative expectations. By expressing
and communicating these expectations they develop, reinforce or shape institu-
tions (cf. Peters 1999: 57f, 107f). However, the main focus is on individuals, not
as atomistic utility maximisers, but as actors embedded within a normative
order. The analytical emphasis is on routines rather than rules. As rules are
internalised rather than external, actors embody and represent institutions by
normally doing the appropriate thing. Thus in trying to explain the resistance of
academics to merging university departments (Chapter 7) the rational institu-
tionalist is likely to assume that the reform threatened academic privileges and
interests. The normative institutionalist would be more likely to assume that the
reforms clashed with the established norm that a proper academic discipline has
its own department. The academic would furthermore defend this view regard-
less of how it might affect his or her immediate interests.

In order to understand change in higher education we believe that it is fruit-
ful to combine these perspectives. Historical institutionalism may be helpful in
this connection because it seeks to find a middle ground between the extreme
positions outlined above (Thelen and Steinmo 1995). Researchers within this
tradition find the opposition between interest driven and normative behaviour
that is posited explicitly by rational choice and normative institutionalism to be
artificial. In practice human agency is guided by and drawn between these two
driving forces. The interesting question is therefore usually not whether we
ought to focus on one or the other, but how the tension between the two prin-
ciples plays out in specific settings. We agree with their view, and will accom-
modate this position by introducing more explicitly the temporal dimension in
the analysis.

Although both institutions and human agency are constantly shaping and
affecting the outcome of political processes, their role and significance vary
according to characteristics of the situation at hand as well as to the theoreti-
cal perspective applied. We emphasise, therefore, the tension between what
Becher and Kogan (1992: 176) call organic growth and radical change. The
implication for how we regard policy change is that the notion of consciously
designed reforms and radical change needs to be supplemented. We propose
therefore to add the idea of gradual change where new structures and values
imposed by reforms are grafted onto established arrangements in a process of
meandering and sedimentation that gives policies and institutions their character



of complexity and ambiguity (Bleiklie and Marton 1998). These two explana-
tory foci may also supplement one another, ceteris paribus, in the following
sense. The more macroscopic the scope and the longer the time frame of the
analysis, the more relevant are the relatively stable structural arrangements for
explaining patterns of behaviour. The more microscopic the scope and the
shorter the time frame, the more relevant will choices and strategies made by
individual actors be for explaining the outcome of a given policy process.

We expect that the implications of these perspectives as to how higher edu-
cation may be shaped by processes of change are pretty straightforward. The
reform period of about 40 years that we focus on is fairly short in a historic per-
spective. This means that we should be able to close in on the actors and that
their environment is relatively stable. The analysis should therefore focus on the
actors, and the problem of to what extent they manage to realise their goals
within given constraints. However, given our premise that we cannot assume
what the goals and choices of the actors really are, we need to identify them by
focusing on the setting in which they find themselves.

The main model is therefore applied like this (Figure 1.1.). First we shall
describe the situation at T1, which is the starting point for the reform period in
question, with a particular view to the structural, normative and material set-
ting, i.e. the constellation of actors, their objectives, resources and values.
However, we shall also venture into occasional historical analyses over longer
time spans in order to understand the original context better. Second, we want
to analyse the reform process itself, focusing on actor behaviour, the choices
they make and how successful they are. Finally we shall describe the situation
at T2 and compare with the situation at T1, in order to spell out the changes
that have taken place and explain the outcome in terms of the two sets of inde-
pendent variables: human agency and institutional characteristics.3 (Table 8.1)

The question of change in higher education is not, however, a simple one of
either/or. Whereas some aspects of higher education such as ideologies or for-
mal organisational structures may change drastically in a relatively short time
period, other aspects such as faculty or student behaviour and identities, may
change more slowly and gradually. The same may be true of certain basic tech-
nologies such as academic lectures or study techniques. This indicates that in
an analysis of developments over shorter periods of time we should also be
open to the tension between organic growth and radical change. Finally, we
may find that actors’ ability to induce change and the degree of structural con-
straints they face may vary over time and from place to place. We expect this to
be clear from the cross-national comparison of our three countries. We shall
demonstrate that the capacity of the British government to induce drastic
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3 It is important to note that we use the word ‘institution’ in two different meanings:
used as a theoretical concept ‘institution’ refers to formal or informal structures that
regulate behaviour; used as concrete denomination ‘institution’ refers to a specific
organisation, such as a university or college.

Figure 1.1. The actor-context model of higher education change.
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change in the higher education system seems to be greater than that of the
Swedish government and much more so, at least until recently, than the
Norwegian central government. In the latter case the impression of continuity
and gradual change has been comparatively strong.

RESEARCH ISSUES

When we try to define and explain these policy changes we shall focus on a
number of aspects of change such as the values that characterise the policies
and processes of change, the actors that formulate the policies, the policy con-
tent, and the outcome and implications of the policies that are adopted and
how they interact with other ongoing processes of change. We aim at binding
together analyses of political reforms and of processes of social change as they
manifest themselves at different levels of analysis: the national, the institu-
tional, the disciplinary and the individual. We shall focus on the tension
between the practical tasks that actors seek to solve through goal-oriented
action and the cognitive maps and social norms that direct them (Becher and
Kogan 1992; March and Olsen 1995). These ideas form a general conceptual
framework around the work, although in the different chapters we will make
use of specific conceptual approaches in the analyses of national policy for-
mation, the implementation of reforms, the policy impacts and processes of
change at educational institutions and within disciplinary groups. The ‘synop-
tic model’ of higher education may illustrate the complexity of the higher edu-
cation system and the way in which it is affected by policy initiatives. This
model emphasises how the multilevel character of the system in combination
with normative and instrumental or operational modes that are generated both
within and outside the system creates a multifaceted system that is formed by a
multiplicity of social forces (Becher and Kogan 1992: 7-21).

These forces play themselves out within different contexts. We shall follow
Burton Clark’s argument (Clark 1983) that higher education institutions find
themselves within a triangular field of co-ordinating forces constituted by
state authority, academic oligarchy and the market (see also Chapter 4). By co-
ordinating forces is meant those forces that represent sufficient power and
authority to pull higher education systems together in the face of a complex
and disparate array of tasks, beliefs and forms of authority that pull in differ-
ent directions (Clark 1983: 137-145) (see Chapter 4). Becher and Kogan (1992),
adapting Premfors (1983), added a welfare state force. The co-ordinating forces,
furthermore, manifest themselves in different ways at the level of national poli-
cies, educational institutions and individual academics within their disciplinary
departments.

Within the field of national politics three sets of considerations apply in
this connection. One consideration concerns the understanding of political
change. Here we are concerned with the tension and interplay between the
strategic and institutional aspect – i.e. between the conscious attempts at cre-
ating change in order to achieve instrumental goals and the habitual and rule
bound processes where change take place gradually and less noticeably. On
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this basis two interpretations of reform processes are at hand. We may regard
them as conscious clearly distinguishable attempts at achieving specific goals.
Or we may see them as embedded processes that form parts of more compre-
hensive social and political processes of change. In this latter perspective
reforms may be regarded as expressions of how public authorities react to
such phenomena as rising student numbers, changed conceptions of the sig-
nificance of higher education, research and the different disciplines or changes
in philosophies about higher education governance. These questions are
addressed in particular in Chapter 2.

The second consideration concerns the understanding of the field of higher
education as a public policy domain. In this connection we have developed an
analysis of policy regimes along two dimensions. One is the influence dimen-
sion where we apply a typology of influence according to the actors or con-
stellations of actors who dominate policy formation: central authorities, higher
education institutions, higher education elites or interest organisation. The
other dimension concerns the relationship between the actors that may range
from relatively tightly knit, stable and cohesive policy communities to transient
and loosely coupled issue networks. A dynamic regime approach has been
developed in order to analyse the political processes within higher education
policy regimes. This analysis is found in Chapter 3.

The third consideration relates to the way in which we seek to understand
policy content. We emphasise three aspects of higher education policy: 1) The
ideological aspect appears through the values that are promoted, the actors’
understanding of reality and the justifications they provide for the policies. 2)
The organisational aspect manifests itself through the procedures by which
influence and authority are sought and distributed. 3) The educational and
research policy aspects appear through the way in which education and
research activities are designed and through the resources that are invested.
These three aspects are analysed in Chapters 4 and 5.

In the analysis of the fields of institutional and individual practices we shall
focus on the interplay between institution, discipline and the individual aca-
demic. Two questions will be at the centre of our attention.

The first one turns on the position of the academic profession which we
shall address in Chapter 6. In this connection we shall consider important ques-
tions relating to university policy and how it interacts with dominant concep-
tions of knowledge and the position of various academic disciplines.

The second question turns on how reforms had an impact on academic
identity and how characteristics of academic disciplines and academic identity
contribute to the formation of university policy and local practices. This is the
topic of Chapter 7.

In the analysis of the institutional field in these two chapters we shall
mainly make use of two kinds of theoretical approaches. First, the underly-
ing theme is the struggle for social recognition within hierarchical social insti-
tutions (Bourdieu 1988). In this analysis we focus on status hierarchies within
disciplines, hierarchies of disciplines, and hierarchies of disciplines and other
social groups at the universities as well as their position within wider social
structures. The second approach is based on Tony Becher’s (1989) concepts
of research modes and disciplinary cultures. In this connection we shall
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emphasise how different disciplines form the basis of different types of com-
munities based on specific modes of work, organisational patterns and common
values.

In the analyses we shall focus on the dynamics of the various social forces
these perspectives are aiming to capture. Central among these are the dynam-
ics between the struggles for social status, disciplinary and professional val-
ues, organisational patterns and forms of practice, political reform efforts
and other external events of significance to the actors involved. In the final
analysis we are concerned with how the processes that are brought together
within academic institutions, affect the basic conceptual understanding and
the epistemic structures on which the activity of each individual academic is
based.

Taking the different aspects of change we mentioned at the beginning of
this section as a point of departure, we shall conclude (Chapter 8) that ‘changes
in formal structures (such as higher education reform) and size (increased stu-
dent enrolment) do not necessarily change behaviour or all aspects of social rela-
tionships as e.g. power and autonomy’. The thrust of this argument is that social
behaviour and social relationships are far too complex and ambiguous to be
fruitfully analysed in terms of a mechanistic model that assumes simple causa-
tion as the engine of social change. We support the view that social causes and
effects in order to be meaningfully identified must be located in time and space.
One implication of this view is that social causation cannot be assumed, but
must be discovered. The assumptions of grand theories or generalised models
of society must therefore be tested. One cannot presume that changes in social
relationships and behaviour within higher education follow from reforms that
change social structures. Neither can the causes of actual behavioural changes
be read back into structural arrangements. These ideas about the nature of
change in higher education systems will be developed further in Chapters 2 and
3 on the higher education policy process. An important subset of these assump-
tions is that academics have a dual accountability to their invisible colleges of
fellow academics and to their institution. On this hypothesis it is indeed possi-
ble to compare systems and, at any one time, to denote the extent to which one
force e.g. managerial as against collegial, or civil society as opposed to market
criteria, is driving the system.

The nature and pace of change in higher education systems are affected by
national socio-political peculiarities. Most major theoretical perspectives on
higher education development and change, such as idealism, functionalism and
rationalism assume that the co-ordinating forces within higher education have
changed fundamentally. They tend to assume, furthermore, that the autonomy
of academic institutions and individual academics has been reduced, and that
the influence of the market and/or public authorities has increased. This is usu-
ally considered to be a consequence of the development of higher education from
elite via mass to universal higher education. We argue that there is a considerable
variation depending on national political and educational and research tradi-
tions. However, we may in trying to identify commonalities across national
boundaries develop alternative assumptions from the functionalist theory of
organisations based on the concept of socio-technology. Joan Woodward
(1965) developed the theme that social relationships develop in response to the
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underlying technology that an institution performs. Thus the traditional view
of collegial academic governance was based on the assumption that the process
was based on diverse and individualistic work. It followed that the main pro-
duction unit was the free academic who required freedom to generate good
research and teaching. It followed from this that the structures of higher edu-
cation would be collegial rather than managerial. By contrast, if the civil soci-
ety functions of higher education predominate, academic freedom is tempered
by social concern and that requires a somewhat more hierarchical channel of
authority to secure it.

Events outside the realm of national politics such as changes in student pref-
erences may affect the higher education system at least as much as national poli-
cies. Much of the rhetoric about higher education policy is based on the notion
that higher education systems are shaped by political decisions and preferences.
We seek to demonstrate how a number of events and processes, such as educa-
tional choices made by young people, the dynamics of academic labour mar-
kets and academic prestige hierarchies have exerted equally important
influences on higher education.

Social practices at the organisational and individual levels have changed less
than formal structural changes may indicate. The argument rests on a number of
premises. Reform policies are often based on the assumption that target groups
can be counted on to act as if they are subject to no other influences than the
policy itself. However, policy reforms and organisational changes represent but
two of several factors that affect the behaviour of individuals and organisations.
In this connection it is important to bear in mind the three set of co-ordinating
forces pointed out by Clark (1983). In addition to the public authorities or
bureaucracy in Clark’s model, there are the forces of the market and the aca-
demic oligarchy that potentially at least may shape higher education, and possi-
bly compete with or prevent the efforts of public authorities to reach their goals
through higher education policies. The way in which reform policies affect
behaviour thus depends on at least the following factors: the extent to which a
policy is clearly identifiable in terms of operational goals and tangible policy
instruments; the extent to which a policy is welcome in terms of compatibility
with the values and interests of target groups; the extent to which a policy is rel-
evant in terms of how likely it is to affect core activities of target groups.

One assumption we shall explore is that this process is likely to be affected
by the relationships between the types of knowledge being generated and dis-
seminated and the higher education organisation required to sustain them. This
point taken from work by Basil Bernstein (1963) relates to the extent to which
forms of knowledge, hard and soft, the collected and integrated curriculum,
affect and are affected by its social or organisational forms. It follows that
higher education organisation, such as decentralisation, binary systems, more
power to rectors, are/should be determined in part by the extent to which they
are applicable to the component knowledge structures in teaching and research.
We may assume furthermore with Geertz (1964) and Scotford Archer (1981),
that forms of knowledge, feeling or value become shaped and structurated into
procedures, processes and structures. Both these assumptions thus refer to a
basic generative process in higher education development where policy move-
ments from above interact with disciplinary processes from below.



Processes of change at the level of national policy, within academic institu-
tions and disciplinary groups, are only partially co-ordinated. The implication of
this argument is that changes within these fields of social action are, like tec-
tonic plates, driven by different forces. It is thus an open question how and to
what extent academic institutions and practices are affected by major policy
changes. This depends on the extent to which the changes are welcomed by, rel-
evant to, moulded and absorbed by academic institutions and practices.
Conversely, academic disciplines and their development may for instance be
formed by processes such as academic drift that may go unheeded by national
political actors.

CONTENTS OF THE BOOK

In the following chapters we shall flesh out the actor-context model and its
institutionalist argument. In doing so we shall deal with changes within the three
tightly interwoven fields of national policy and politics (Chapters 2-4), educa-
tional institutions (Chapter 5), academic identity and work (Chapters 6-7).

In Chapter 2 Marianne Bauer and Maurice Kogan provide an outline of the
recent higher education policy history of the three countries. Chapter 3 by Ivar
Bleiklie analyses the relationship between policies and the actors and patterns
of influence in the policy process. Chapter 4 by Maurice Kogan and Susan
Marton deals with the relationship between the state and higher education and
theories of the state and of academic autonomy relevant to that relationship.
Chapter 5 by Berit Askling and Mary Henkel analyses the relationship between
academic institutions, national political authorities and the framing of aca-
demic authority. Chapter 6 by Roar Høstaker focuses on the academic profes-
sion and how it has been affected by policy changes. Chapter 7, by Mary
Henkel and Agnete Vabø, deals with the impact of higher education reforms
on academic identity. Chapter 8 sums up and draws conclusions from the
analyses in the preceding chapters.

APPENDIX

Procedures and data

More detailed accounts of methods are given in the four national studies
published separately. The common procedures for the whole project were, how-
ever, as follows:

(i) Joint identification by the three teams of the substantive content and meth-
ods of the national studies and hence of the comparative study. This
process was conducted through workshops and the exchange of drafts.

(ii) Study of policy documentation to tabulate changes in the governing struc-
tures of higher education. Intensive documentary study was undertaken in
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all three projects, but most intensively in Norway and Sweden where more
detailed current policy documentation was more readily available which to
some extent balanced the amount of data available to the three projects.

In Norway, secondary material included statistics and reports from the follow-
ing sources. a) Norwegian Institute for Studies in Research and Higher
Education, b) Central Bureau of Statistics, c) the online Ministry Database on
Higher Education (DBH) provided by the Norwegian Social Science Data
Services.

Swedish material and data were derived from documents, including
Parliamentary and Government reform documents and material from central
agencies. Reports and descriptions of organization and the distribution of
authority and responsibility, as well as accounts of their systems for quality
assurance and development, were collected from the institutions in the study.
When relevant, documented information from other Swedish higher education
institutions were employed. The statistics were obtained from Statistics
Sweden, the National Higher Education Agency and from individual institu-
tions and departments.

(iii) Selected interviews with policy formers and other past and present key
informants on changes in the policies and structures of central government
in relation to higher education.

The total number of those interviewed specifically for the English study of
policy formation was 90 ministers and former ministers, senior civil servants,
and other key informants e.g. journalists. The project also benefited from inter-
views with both policy makers or observers and academics conducted for our
contemporaneous evaluation of the Foresight Initiative, funded by the Nuffield
Foundation.

The Norwegian study included interviews with 12 national level actors includ-
ing a minister, three senior civil servants, the Secretary-General of the Council of
Norwegian Universities and the Director of the Norway Network Council. Eight
interviews were undertaken with institutional leaders.

In Sweden, at the macro level, the purpose of conducting the interviews was
to shed light on and confirm the information obtained from official government
documents. This was quite different from the micro and meso level where the
interviews comprised a large part of the primary empirical material. A total of
12 interviews were conducted (approximately two and a half hours in length)
during the time period of February 1996 to March of 1998 with the majority
taking place during 1996.

(iv) Interviews with academics of different levels in a range of institutions and
subject areas.

All of the studies concentrate on the more academic fields of knowledge
and excluded, for example, the more professionally oriented faculties of Law,
Medicine and Engineering. This limitation was applied in all three countries on
the assumption that change or non-change in values and attitudes among

20 Ivar Bleiklie & Maurice Kogan



academic staff would be better observed within more traditional disciplinary
fields. These would be the a fortiori examples, because change would be least
expected in them.

Within the English project, studies were made through documentation and
over 300 semi-structured interviews within the following subject areas: bio-
chemistry, chemistry, economics, English, history, physics and sociology. This
part of the project also comprised two case studies of quality assurance; work
on the enterprise in higher education initiative also incorporated interviews
with those involved at national level in the two specific policy areas, as well as
with members of senior academic management teams and administrators in
seven universities and academics in seven disciplines. The more general study
was based largely on interviews with individual academics from six disciplines
in four more universities.

The Norwegian case focused on change and reform within the three differ-
ent fields of action: national policy, educational institutions and the individual
academic. The analysis tried to overcome the uniqueness of the single case by
describing it in terms of general theoretical variables and located the case as a
particular value on each variable for the more detailed investigation in the var-
ious empirical chapters. We selected the two largest of Norway’s four universi-
ties, the universities in Bergen and Oslo. Within the two universities were
selected the faculties of the humanities and social sciences that together employ
70% of all Norwegian academics within these types of university faculties.
Thus the selection of disciplines at the institutional level was somewhat differ-
ent from the two other country studies. 46 semi-structured interviews were
made with actors or respondents operating at different levels. At the discipli-
nary level 32 academics at the two faculties of the Humanities and Social in
Bergen and Oslo were interviewed.

In addition, there were two surveys of all faculty at the Faculty of the
Humanities and Faculty of Social Sciences, the University of Bergen (N=334,
85% response rate) and the Faculty of the Humanities and Faculty of Social
Sciences, the University of Oslo (N=425, 81% response rate).

In Sweden, four universities were selected as study objects – two large and
two smaller ones of varying age. However, in order to cover the institutional
variance of the Swedish comprehensive higher education system, one large and
one smaller college were included.

Six disciplines were selected to cover the range from the humanistic and
social sciences to the natural sciences: history, modern languages, sociology,
economics, physics and biochemistry. In both the English and Swedish studies,
the interviewees were guaranteed anonymity and are therefore not identified.
Such an undertaking was not considered realistic in the smaller and more spe-
cific Norwegian project.

Interviews were made with the rectors, other institutional leaders, deans and
top administrators (two to five persons at each institution). At the micro level,
seven to fourteen academics (including the head of department) from each of
the six disciplines were interviewed, that is 108 interviews in all. The rectors of
the six institutions all gave very positive responses to our request to let their
institutions take part in the study. All persons being approached for an inter-
view immediately agreed (only one person found it impossible to find a suitable
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time for the interview). Several persons expressed appreciation about the
opportunity to talk about these matters. Interviews with the 108 academic
teachers/researchers were structured in three groups of themes.

(v) Most of our empirical work was placed on databases which enabled us to
read across interview, documentary and secondary material under discrete
thematic headings. The analysis of material was assisted by the creation of
detailed coding frames against which our data could be recorded. The
recording was an onerous task, and if we have any counsel to offer it is to
be relatively parsimonious in the coding heads selected, and to avoid over-
allocation of empirical sections when creating the codes.
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Chapter 2

HIGHER EDUCATION POLICIES:
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Marianne Bauer & Maurice Kogan

INTRODUCTION

Before entering on the analysis of change processes in higher education
between 1965 and 2005 we shall describe common features and contrasts in
higher education policies and systems in the three countries as they existed at
the starting point (T1) of our study. We shall also note the periodisation of
each country’s reform as these have been documented in our three national
reports. In spite of the complexities and variations that such periodisation may
involve we will analyse similarities and differences in the changes in national
policies and systems within the time-span of our study and interpret them in
terms of sources of change. We shall in particular focus on the extent to which
political actors have been able to formulate preferences and impose change or,
alternatively, the extent to which policy changes are the product of evolution-
ary processes of change in social structures.

BEFORE THE 1960S (T1)

In the post 1939-45 war period the political frame of higher education in the
three countries was similar in some respects. They all more or less adhered to
Welfare State ideologies and practices. All had had left-of-centre administra-
tions for much of the post-war period and even when more conservative gov-
ernments came into office they were reluctant to alter the substantive thrust of
redistributive policies. From the 1950s, as in the rest of Europe, they experi-
enced a steep increase in student demand for higher education and the begin-
ning of the questioning of the university elite system. This demand was met by
the establishment of new institutions and the expansion of existing ones.
Abundant resources were assigned to higher education and research.

However, there were as well deep-seated differences between the three
countries, primarily in their relationships between the state and the higher
education institution. These originated from different basic models and
developed within different traditions: the Norwegian and Swedish systems in
the traditions of continental Europe with two strong centres of power, the
government and the faculties, while in the British system power had been
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concentrated in the basic units of the universities under relaxed central con-
trol (Clark and Youn 1976).

In the two Nordic countries there were close relationships between the uni-
versities and the state, which has also funded them. In Sweden, from the 15th

century universities were responsible for the training of higher civil servants in
accordance with a fairly strict degree system, which reflected the demands of
the national state, its schools, church and judicial system (Askling 1999). Until
the 1990s the Swedish universities were subordinate to the state in recruiting
professors and teachers. In Norway, from the founding of the first university,
1811 in Oslo, the main purpose of the university was to fulfil the need of the
emerging Norwegian nation state for educated manpower (Bleiklie 1999). As in
Sweden, Norwegian university teachers were and are civil servants, and
Parliament until recently formally made decisions on detailed matters such as
the establishment of new professorships.

In the UK universities were almost wholly free of state control. Their fund-
ing came in quinquennial tranches determined in advance on assumptions that
entailed maximum autonomy. Universities were assumed to be private institu-
tions but sanctioned by charter and entitled to receive all necessary funding
that they could not earn or otherwise find themselves (‘deficiency funding’). In
like fashion, all full-time undergraduate students were entitled to free tuition
and subsistence allowances, subject to parental income. Higher education was
thus a fully subsidised emanation of the welfare state. By contrast, the
Norwegian and Swedish systems allowed generous allocations for institutional
funding, and free tuition, but for the students only repayable loans and in
Sweden) a partial allowance.

The differences between British and continental European higher education
government have been remarked by Neave (1988) in the following terms: ‘in the
Continental European countries the revolutions of the late eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries ensured that the university was incorporated in the
national bureaucracy’. By contrast in the UK ‘the status of academia as a
property owning corporation of scholars, the purest expression of which was
in the two ancient British universities, was preserved ... Until the First World
War ... there existed a broadly held view which regarded education ... as ill-
served by state intervention.’ (37).

Other factors that generated different conditions for policy development
and impact between the three countries were the size and age of the higher edu-
cation systems. In Norway, the top civil servants and university professors all
belonged to the small national civil service elite, and the question of autonomy
could for a long period be settled within the homogenous community of this
elite. The long tradition in Sweden of close relations between the universities
and the state meant that whilst the institutions were state governed, within this
fairly small system, rules and regulations were often laid down after long and
respectful negotiations between the government and the professors (Askling
1999). Within such a tradition Swedish universities never had the legally
autonomous status of the Anglo-Saxon universities (Lane 1992).

A further national characteristic of these systems was their degrees of dif-
ferentiation, to some extent sharpened by changing policies. While, within the
British system, there developed ranking orders between the autonomous
universities with a clear elite summit, in both the Scandinavian countries
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differentiation of their higher education institutions was counteracted. In
Norway a national hierarchy was avoided by way of regionalisation, and in
Sweden through a deep-seated ambition of equivalence of all higher education.
The propensity to differentiate occurred more easily in the UK system which
even before the ending of the binary system included 45 universities, whilst the
much smaller Norwegian (4 universities) and Swedish (6 universities) systems
could assume greater degrees of homogeneity.

Sweden stands out as the country that traditionally has had the strongest
state control, (a position that was modified by an increasing influence of cor-
porate structures by the reforms of the 1970s). England was located at the
other extreme with little state interference and a high degree of institutional
autonomy combined with a strong co-operation of academic elites with cen-
tral government. Although Norway like Sweden had an almost completely
state-owned higher education system, it was characterised by a fairly high
degree of autonomy combined with a strong role of academic institutions
operating as regional actors in a political system characterised by strong
regionalist influences.

From T1 to T2 – the whole of our period – strong forces making for conti-
nuity interacted with attempts at reform. These included the inheritance of
buildings and equipment, tenured staff and other resources, reputations and
academic culture and values.

PERIODISATION OF REFORM

Our three national studies reflect changes taking place over a period
roughly from the 1960s to the present time with particular concentration on the
latter period. In comparing the different periods and content of change which
we note here, we can discuss later whether causes and processes of change were
different between the countries.
In Norway there were four periods of higher education policy:
1960s–early 1970s

The policy of expansion developed in the Kleppe (1960) and Ottosen (1965)
Commissions.
1970s–1980s

The policy of selectivity. District colleges, an outcome of the Ottosen
Commission.
Late 1980s–1990s

The policy of quality and integration inaugurated by the Hernes
Commission (1988).
Late 1990s onwards

The policy of quality and internationalisation with the reforms introduced
from 2003 after recommendations by the Mjøs commission (2000) and the
Bologna Declaration.

There was rapid growth in student number during the 1960s, reaching its
peak in 1972, and again between 1985 and 1995 with a relative standstill in
between. Reforms coincided with growth but were related to it in different ways.
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The first wave was an attempt to meet greater student numbers, but academic
resistance to key reforms of the structure of degree patterns led the government
to create and put its additional resources into regional colleges. During the
1970s, in a wave of strong vocationalism and criticism of the universities as
‘ivory towers’, a large number of district colleges were established in non-uni-
versity towns all over Norway. The universities were left in benign neglect and
both their budgets and student numbers were allowed to slow down. This was
the time of the democratisation of universities.

Two political tendencies contributed to this development. First, regional
policy became an important instrument for increased investment for higher
education purposes, and contributed to a political climate that was
unfavourable to the universities. Secondly, budgetary growth became detached
from the school systems’ need for teachers. Growth became instead linked with
changes in student numbers as the universities’ main tasks were transformed
from the production of a necessary minimum of qualified candidates to the
civil service and the professions, to the distribution of education as a welfare
benefit.

In the second period of change (1970s–1980s), the emphasis shifted back
to the development of universities, their quality and efficiency, and concern
for the building-up of graduate studies. In the third period, the Hernes
Commission argued for an integrated system as epitomised in ‘the Norway
Network’ and for the creation of research academies, that is graduate
schools. It thus looked towards essentially US patterns of structure.

In governmental terms the Norwegians joined the universal surge of inter-
est in explicit quality measures and towards public service ‘activity planning’
and away from rules led government. Higher education was no longer con-
ceived primarily as a welfare benefit and was instead envisaged by government
primarily as a tool of economic development. Our study reflects on the extent
to which this view was shared by the academics.

In the fourth period changes in the degree structure, a general introduc-
tion of a course credit system and a stronger teaching emphasis was the main
policy thrust. In 2001 the Parliament formally approved “The Quality
Reform”, that proposed sweeping changes through a set of measures that
consisted of three main components: 1) The study program reform involved
the implementation of the recommendations of the Bologna declaration,
introducing a new degree structure: the so-called “3+2+3” system indicating
the duration of the bachelor-, masters- and doctoral degree programs. The
reform emphasised the responsibility of the institutions for student efficiency
and successfulness and the need to introduce modern teaching methods, fre-
quent feedback to students, longer teaching semesters and portfolio evalua-
tion. 2) Internationalisation aimed particularly at increasing mobility of
bachelor students, offering a 3–6 months’ stay abroad for all students who
wish to travel. 3) Organisational changes concerning the formal status of
higher education institutions in relation to central government, governance
structures within institutions and introduction of a significant incentive
based element in the funding system that put a heavy emphasis on the effi-
cient production of examinations and student credits.
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The Swedish reforms can be characterised by the following time stages:
1960–1977

Expansion of higher education paving the way for structural reform in 1977.
1978–1993

Tinkering with decentralisation leading to a major reform in 1993.
1994 onwards

Further expansion and partial return to a more centralist policy. In the mid-
dle of the nineties, as part of the general cuts in the state budget, the alloca-
tions to higher education became somewhat diminished. The goal of 50%
participation is still valid (and nearly reached), but since 2004 an upper limit
for the financing of the student places has been set.

In the 1960s the student numbers more than tripled. Most of the students
chose the faculties of humanities and social sciences and courses that did not fit
the structure of the labour market. Continuous efforts were made by the gov-
ernment to manage this expansion, e.g. by introducing a lecturer position for
teaching only, establishing institution and fixed study plans. Finally, the U-68
Commission was set up with the task not only to cope with the expansion but
with the idea of the higher education system as a tool for reforming society.

Nearly ten years later, after a thorough preparation phase, the Parliament
decided to put the extensive reform into action in 1977. All post-secondary
education was integrated in ‘Högskolan’ and subordinated to a Higher
Education Law and Ordinance. Under this unitary attire, however, a binary sys-
tem was concealed, in that only the universities received basic funding for
research. Access to higher education was centrally regulated to a fixed number
of study places in universities and colleges, and funding for undergraduate edu-
cation was earmarked to the study-lines and courses of the new system.

After strong criticism of the inflexibility of the new higher education sys-
tem, the Social Democratic Party, in the 1980s, gradually retracted from its
centralist policy and took several steps towards deregulation and decentrali-
sation in order to improve flexibility and efficiency of the system. Student
numbers were kept practically constant during this decade in spite of a
considerable increase in applications for study places. Confidence in the
public sector decreased, and at the end of the 1980s a new steering system
for the entire sector was introduced based on goal-oriented regulation and
extensive autonomy combined with accountability. Concern about the qual-
ity of undergraduate education was raised by student criticism, and a com-
mission was called upon to scrutinise the state of teaching and to suggest
improvements.

With a change to a Conservative/Liberal government in 1991 higher educa-
tion was seen as a tool, not for reforming society, but for supporting national
interests in an international competitive market place, and a series of proposi-
tions were issued announcing a more profound devolution of power and
responsibilities. In 1993 the ‘Freedom for Quality’ reform was launched which
brought more responsibility to the vice chancellors and the boards and power
on matters such as internal organisation, allocation of resources and establish-
ing of professorships. Important changes were also a performance-based
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resource-allocation system for undergraduate education and the obligation to
establish internal quality assurance systems in all institutions.

The number of student places had continuously increased during the 1990s,
but access was still centrally regulated, and with the return of a Social
Democratic government in 1994 there was a re-strengthening of central influ-
ence, e.g. by appointing external representatives as chairs of the institutional
boards and establishing a new central agency for higher education. The
Swedish degree structure (reformed in 1977) has a total duration of seven
years; three years at undergraduate level and four years researcher training.
Even though the possibility for separate master degrees is lacking, the educa-
tional authorities in Sweden have however insisted that this structure fits well
enough in to the model set up in the Bologna process. Given the demand for
internationally standardised degrees, a special graduate programme (“magis-
terexamen med amnesbredd”) has been introduced, with a view to making up
for the lack of a Master’s degree (Kim 2002: 61-62).

In the UK, from the 1960s it is possible to analyse the reforms in higher edu-
cation in the following time segments:
1945–1963

A period of growth in demand and provision but essentially continuing a
pattern in which research-led universities were divided from non-university and
teacher training institutions, all within a highly selective system. The non-uni-
versity sector itself, other than teacher training, was somewhat undifferentiated
and included technical and further education colleges offering courses of
advanced study at the same time as they offered craft and technician training.
1963–1975

A period of moderate growth and consolidation stretching from the legiti-
mation of expansion, under broadly continuing conditions, by the Robbins
Report (1963). During this time, the non-university sector grew in parallel to
the universities and gained strength with the creation of 30 polytechnics.
Numbers continued to rise but the participation rate levelled off and there was
increasing financial stringency.
1975–1981

The ending of the quinquennial system in 1973/4 was a decisive turning
point, with 1975 marking the start of the post-quinquennium period. From the
1980s distinctive ideologies were pursued alongside drastic reductions in the
units of resource.
1981–1997

A period of change in which the finance, government evaluation and sub-
stantive content of higher education were subjected to radical changes, but in
which also, from the mid-1980s there was a return to rapid expansion.
1997 onwards

The New Labour government did not begin to put its own stamp on higher
education policy until after the turn of the century (DfES 2003). Since then
there has been an emphasis on the social inclusion function of higher educa-
tion through widening participation, the blurring of the boundaries between
higher and further education with the introduction of shorter ‘foundation
degrees’, and the promotion of teaching only universities. Public funding has
increased. At the same time, however, there has been a further shift towards
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market mechanisms. Under new legislation in 2004, universities have been
allowed to charge ‘top-up’ fees (within a fixed limit) for undergraduate degrees.
Otherwise, earlier policies for strengthening the contribution of higher educa-
tion and research to the economy; and concentrating public research funding
have been reinforced. The Bologna process has, as yet, had limited impact.

The various national interpretations of the Bologna process are certainly
illustrative of the significant role of national policies and systems within the
frame of “globalisation” (Musselin 2000), a topic to which we now turn.

COMMON FEATURES AND CONTRASTS IN CHANGES 
TO THREE NATIONAL SYSTEMS

The sequence of policy change was much the same in all three countries.
Social expectation and economic demand stimulated student recruitment and led
to the transformation from elite towards mass higher education systems. This in
its turn evoked governments’ insistence on quality assurance, cost effectiveness
and interplay with market. But the countries also differed in important respects.

At the end of the 1970s an important common feature was that all three
Welfare States came under challenge. Almost all countries felt the economic
stress engendered by the oil crises of the first few years of the 1970s. This led
to the first questioning of the assumption that higher education must be
allowed to grow, under constant cost per unit, in response to qualified demand.
However, between 1985–6 and 1996–7 expenditure in the UK went up more in
higher education than in all education, or on the armed services, the police or
even health and social security. The contradiction between the general backlash
against the welfare state and the growth of higher education has been even
more marked in the UK than in other European countries (Scott 1995). But if
student numbers increased, the cost per student was forced down. In Sweden,
too, higher education was long prioritised and sheltered from cuts compared
with most other public sectors. Between 1988 and 1993, and again from 2004
on this was the case also in Norway.

Whilst the three countries started from different points they were all deeply
affected by the obligations placed on universities by the expansion of student
demand. Underlying those demands were similar social and economic expec-
tations of higher education. The combination of economic stress and growing
student demand raised questions as to whether the basic qualities and values
of higher education were under threat and whether available resources were
used efficiently. This led to pressures, common to all countries, on the higher
education institutions for accountability and explicit quality assurance. This,
in turn, demanded shifts in assumptions about the traditional university-state
relationships.

Norway and Sweden attempted to strengthen the government of higher edu-
cation, but through the exercise of stronger leadership at the institutional level
and a corresponding relaxation of government through rules. Especially in
Sweden, with its long tradition of detailed central control, deregulation, finally
codified by a comprehensive reform, was of significant scope. In Norway, with
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the stability that has characterised its state-university relations, the change has
taken place piecemeal and gradually, and the intensity with which central
government authorities have tried to interfere with university affairs has never
fundamentally changed the relationship between state and university. However,
the last reform effort seemed to break with the Norwegian tradition as several
important changes were attempted such as changing the status of higher educa-
tion institutions from civil service institutions to public enterprises or public foun-
dations and the internal governance structure from one based on elected bodies
and leadership to appointed leaders and boards. However, the former change did
not take place, while institutions have been granted the freedom to choose their
governance model. Thus, both the extent of change and the direction in which it
will move depend on a number of conditions that are not yet settled.

In the UK whilst the institutions were expected to assert their authority and
thus reduce academic power, the central authorities increasingly strengthened
their position through the requirements of institutional plans, quality assurance,
research assessment and the legalisation of the system. The changes in state-
university relations were more acute in the UK, partly because of the strong
ideological position taken by radical conservative governments in the 1980s, and
partly because they started from a position in which universities had had auton-
omy. A further difference was that whilst the changes in Norway and Sweden
can be described as forms of de-bureaucratisation, the UK, in strengthening the
authority of central institutions, did not become bureaucratic in the sense of
imposing detailed rules.

There were thus substantial differences in reform of government and
administration, because the three countries started from different positions,
and also due to varied traditions in the use of reform instruments, where
Sweden stands out in its use of large comprehensive reforms.

Common goals, different means

The universal conditions of economic stress, increased demands for and the
importance of higher education in the developing ‘knowledge society’ thus led
to similar goals in the three countries: both quantity and quality of higher edu-
cation should increase, closer relationships with society and industry should be
established in order for higher education both to contribute better to their
development and to gain a larger proportion of its funding from the ‘market’.
The means and instruments to cope with these problems, however, varied
between the countries, depending on their ideological traditions and state-insti-
tutions relationship. (For the different outcomes of attempted reforms see
Chapters 6–8.) We shall use two examples for our analysis: changes in the insti-
tutional systems and in the policies and systems of quality assurance.

Changes in the institutional systems

The quantity/quality problem was first tackled (in the 1960s and 1970s) by
means of the institutional development including differentiation and strength-
ening of the institutional role.
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In both Norway and the UK the solution was binary systems, where poly-
technics and district colleges respectively were established in order to accommo-
date the need for a vocationally oriented higher education alternative to the
traditional universities, and in Norway, for shorter courses. The universities
although larger, operated as previously and the tasks of university teachers did
not change significantly. In the UK the non-university sector grew in parallel to
the universities and gained strength with the creation of 30 polytechnics but with
lower teacher/student ratios, which reflected the assumption that research, whilst
not restricted, was not centrally funded. Similarly, in Norway, as the universities
resisted reforms to become more socially ‘relevant’ and useful, the government
set up the district colleges to make more student places available all over the
country. This new kind of educational institution comprised shorter vocational
studies, university-like disciplinary subjects and multi- or cross-disciplinary sub-
jects, but were not funded for research. Contrary to this, in Sweden with its more
centralist policy, the model became a unitary, integrated higher education system,
containing, however, a binary divide concerning teaching and research. The
Swedish solution was a more radical transformation of the existing university
education in a more vocationally oriented direction. This also meant that the
teacher role within the universities became more differentiated, with a corps of
staff restricted to teaching operating alongside the traditional university profes-
sors who combine teaching and research functions (Askling 1999).

In the 1990s, with more emphasis on quality, the three types of systems
changed in different ways.

In the UK, the end of the binary system in 1992 constitutes a major case
study in the post-1970s politics of higher education. Central government
responded to those interests whose objectives coincided with theirs. Suspicion
of local government and ministers’ perceptions of the shortcomings of univer-
sities must have persuaded them that their interests need not be accommo-
dated, and that the polytechnics’ interests should be advanced instead. The
issue was decided by the interaction of quite closed interests and politics. It was
also decided by ministers who lacked the deference to academe of a previous
political generation.

The moves against local authority control of polytechnics and their promo-
tion to university status were connected with changing assumptions about pub-
lic institutions. Originally there had been the parallel theories of the free
universities, best able to use their freedom to produce excellent research and
scholarship, whilst the polytechnics would be more aligned with public pur-
poses through their connections with local government. Now there was a the-
ory of institutions free to compete with each other but working within far
tighter funding and demands for accountability as largely expressed through
quality assurance.

The result of these changes at the system level has yet to be fully evaluated
although some of the impacts on individual academics and on institutional
governance have been assessed (Henkel 2000; Kogan and Hanney 2000 (see
also Chapters 5, 6 and 7 of this book)). The ‘old’ universities lost the protec-
tion accorded to those whose standards were accepted without challenge. Some
reshuffling of the order of esteem, particularly at the point of previous over-
lap, could be expected and did, indeed, occur. The most esteemed institutions
have, however, remained secure or indeed better secured because comparisons
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difficult to make before could be made and have been converted into funding
decisions. Alongside legal homogeneity went a creed of diversity, which con-
tinued to accommodate both elite and mass strata of academic existences.

At the end of the 1980s the Norwegian universities were accused of medi-
ocrity and failing ambitions. In the Hernes Commission Report (1988) empha-
sis was put on quality of both teaching and research, and the aim was an
integrated, flexible and efficient higher education system. Integration was seen
as an important means for raising quality. Institutional fragmentation was con-
sidered a problem both at universities with small departments and in the col-
lege sector with its many small units. The suggested solution was a cooperative
network of institutions in the higher education sector – the ‘Network Norway’ –
implying mergers of small colleges as well as closer co-operation between
universities and district colleges. The district colleges retained their status as a
particular kind of college until 1995 when they were integrated in the state
college sector under the new higher education legislation. Thus, in spite of a
clear integration policy, the binary system with its relatively clear distinction
between the university and college sectors was sustained, a feature positive
from the perspectives of university teachers. However, the early ambition of the
district colleges to be different from the universities faded as their teachers
simultaneously fought for the right to do research and for university-like
autonomy, an ‘academic drift’ that might undermine the Norwegian binary
system. As part of the quality reform process, the binary divide has become
further weakened as state university colleges (the previous state colleges) now
have to fulfill certain formal criteria before they can apply for university status
that are handled by a new quality assurance agency (see next section).

In Sweden the integrated higher education system inaugurated by the 1977
reform survived the reform of 1993, but with a new common Higher Education
Ordinance signifying a shift from uniformity to pluralism and to widened
autonomy for the institutions. The ‘hidden binarity’ within this integrated sys-
tem was based on discrimination between institutions with and without basic
funding of research and the rights to award doctoral degrees. The reason for
this differentiation was fear of scattering limited research resources to small
research-milieus, which might reduce both quality and efficiency. However, also
in Swedish higher education ‘academic drift’ has been apparent, and partly suc-
cessful. Thus, the four largest colleges after being scrutinised for meeting uni-
versity criteria have received university status, and others are about to qualify
for it. Furthermore, all colleges have received funding for research and are stim-
ulated to develop their research competence within chosen areas. This means
that also in Sweden the integration trend is gaining force with the aim of
strengthening the quality criterion of research-based education and increasing
the number of graduate students and of doctors’ degrees.

Policies and systems for quality assurance

Another policy trend directed at managing the risks of diminishing quality
as student numbers rose while funding decreased was the development of ‘the
evaluative state’, i.e. arrangements that guaranteed that higher education kept



its standards and further developed its quality. Again, even though the goals
were similar, the quality assurance policies and undertakings in the three coun-
tries were different; in the cases of the UK and Sweden they were practically
opposite. Since then, however, they have moved closer to each other.

In Sweden, where quality earlier had been secured (or was believed to be) by
central regulation of study lines and courses, there was a significant change in
policy that put the primary responsibility on the higher education institutions
themselves. The resource-allocation system for undergraduate education had
been based entirely on student numbers. It was changed to a 60% performance-
based system, a shift that could imply a threat to the quality level in order to
let enough students pass the examination. Therefore, all institutions were
obliged to set up and demonstrate their own quality assurance systems, while
the Higher Education Agency kept a low profile in carrying through audits of
the local systems and a few national programme assessments. In 2000, however,
the Government commissioned the Higher Education Agency to carry through
a programme of evaluation of all disciplines, similar to the English model.
Evaluation of research has mainly been a task of the research councils. Neither
kind of evaluation has been connected with resource allocation.

By contrast, the UK quality assurance policy for the formerly autonomous
and self-regulating universities put the responsibility for evaluations of both
research and education on the government’s funding bodies. Evaluation of
teaching was eventually placed, along with institutional audit, with a central,
independent Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). The QAA initially established
increasingly prescriptive evaluative frameworks but, in the face of mounting
criticism from the universities, in 2003 it began developing a new ‘lighter touch’
regime, in which the primary emphasis was to be on the audit of higher educa-
tion institutions’ own quality assurance systems. Meanwhile, there was a grow-
ing policy emphasis on quality enhancement, the promotion of a new
professionalisation of teaching in higher education and a stronger orientation
to user perspectives and experience, culminating in 2004 in the formation of the
Higher Education Academy from three recently established structures based on
distinct, if not competing conceptions of quality and means of achieving it
(McInnis 2005).

While the evaluative orientations of the QAA had not been to the universi-
ties’ liking, they were not linked to funding. Since 1985 the Research
Assessment Exercise, established by the University Grants Committee and
taken over by the Funding Councils, has been an important means of ratio-
nalising the stratification of universities and concentration of research
resources.

In Norway, following the traditional state-institutional relationship, the
questions concerning assurance and development of quality were handled in a
much more hesitant manner, while observing what was going on in other
European countries and cautiously copying some of their experiments, like per-
formance indicators and programme evaluation. There was stronger belief in
raising quality of the whole system by merging institutions and departments
and their integration through the ‘Norway Network’. Later on, however, a
model similar to the earlier Swedish one placed more responsibility for the
assessment of quality on the institutions, in agreement with the ideas of New
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Public Management (Bleiklie, 1998). As will be elaborated in Chapter 7, in
1994, all Norwegian institutions were required to develop their own quality
assurance systems. The monitoring of these quality assurance systems is now
the responsibility of a new agency, NOKUT, the Norwegian Agency for
Quality Assurance in Education. This is an intermediary independent body
under the Ministry of Education responsible for accreditation and quality
assurance in higher education, and thus represents a new principle in central
government regulation of the higher education system.

The evaluations of research disciplines that have been carried out in Norway
since the late 1990 have been connected with the wish to improve their perform-
ance according to international criteria of high standard research quality such as
the demand for international publications in well known scientific journals. In
2003 the Network Norway Council, the administrative body managing the
‘Network Norway’, was transformed to NOKUT.

‘ORGANIC’ EVOLUTION OR IMPOSED CHANGE?

To what extent were the changes the results of the ‘organic’ evolution of
systems of higher education, and to what extent were they more the results
of imposed change, perhaps encouraged by imitation of other examples
internationally? There were powerful elements of systems that act as sources
of continuity. They included the power of the academic elites whose position
within academe was reinforced by the part they play in the state’s allocation
of resources, processes which could not operate without academic judge-
ments. Academics still possessed professional and expert status within soci-
ety and the generation of knowledge relied upon the capacity to use and
regenerate knowledge passed on by previous generations of academics. The
‘invisible colleges’ (Clark 1983), that is the networks of disciplines and sub-
ject areas, engaged in inter-institutional judgement forming and decision
making. And institutions possessed an accumulation of assets in buildings
and laboratories and tenured faculties, and in the case of some UK univer-
sities, considerable wealth which made them to some extent independent of
current policy preferences.

But in all of our three countries, the universities had to come to terms with
the dynamic of the system as it responded, sometimes unwillingly and almost
unknowingly, to external pressures. Intentionality, individual consciousness
and free will are always present, but free individuals get used to what they
regard as inevitable.

Thus, the propensity of higher education to expand was influenced by both
the economic dynamic of demand for greater knowledge and skills, and the
personal desires for access to better jobs and greater social mobility, all the con-
sequences of rising standards of living and of expectations for the better. We
have seen how expansion often did not result from consistent planning,
although at times politicians were at least in part responsible. Yet it is so uni-
versal a phenomenon that it all but acquires the status of a natural and
inevitable force.
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Expansion was further driven by an opportunistic use of student demand,
and from the political weakness of institutions in the face of demands that they
take more students on greatly reduced resources. In each case expansion was
blessed and legitimised once it was under way and became a source of strength
for previously less well-recognised institutions.

By the end of the period of our research, the UK government was resisting
demands for an even higher level of recruitment; it had been surprised by the
rapid success of the market approach to funding which encouraged institutions
to recruit. It was not long, however, before the New Labour government gave
the policy of growth new impetus, raising its participation target to 50%. In
Sweden government was still planning for continuous growth of higher educa-
tion. In these respects, therefore, higher education showed less an internal
dynamic than a propensity to respond, when it had to, to external pressures.
Left to themselves in the late 1950s, the universities would probably have been
content to stay relatively still. In the UK, the polytechnics responded with full
vigour in the 1980s, partly when stimulated by the universities’ reluctance to
take in their previous levels of students on reduced funding, but much more as
the decade went on as they sought the opportunity to build maturing institu-
tions. It has been argued that they have always believed in keeping the door
open to those seeking opportunity.

The systems all responded to the power of the contextual factors: demog-
raphy, the changing economic frames, the secular demands for better education
and the ideologies of economic growth and equality of opportunity – all with
origins outside higher education but fed by and feeding higher education. But
then certain of the major trends seem likely to have resulted from virtually uni-
versal propensities to systemic development. Granted expansion, re-stratifica-
tion in the UK was part product of policy determination and part of organic
development; there is a natural propensity for systems both to create their own
new subject specialisations (Clark 1983) and to create or reformulate their own
strata as the range of student recruitment and of research and teaching bal-
ances widens. In Sweden the institutions were challenged to develop their ‘pro-
files’ by developing their best fields and areas. This process was powerfully
reinforced in the UK by policies. The implosion of the binary system seemed
to follow a trend manifest in other systems which allows institutions to mature
to a point where, for both academic and political or social reasons, they were
admitted to independent status, in Sweden one by one after scrutiny. It must
also have been associated with changing assumptions about what constituted
the boundaries of university provided research and teaching.

The contextual factors interacted with shifting ideologies concerning the
nature of the state to promote change, if in no systematic fashion.
Massification led directly to changes in the functions and operational modes of
higher education. The development of evaluation and accountability was a key
factor in reducing the autonomy of UK academics and universities, but in
Sweden it was, on the contrary, seen as part of their widened self-regulation.
The changes in the nature of the state, including New Public Management and
rise of the evaluative state, and the formulation contained in Clark’s triangle of
co-ordination, are perhaps the most appropriate framework to use for consid-
ering these changes.
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It is important, however, not to exaggerate the effects of radical changes – they
varied in each country. Changes introduced by the reforms in many cases
turned out to reflect, or even reinforce, salient characteristics of each country.
In England, academic excellence still remained the leading and most prized cri-
terion, against all the claims of competing ideology, as represented by the allo-
cation of funds and the award of quality assurance grading through the
research assessment exercise and the quality assurance systems. In Norway and
Sweden, expansion and the regionalisation of the universities were accompa-
nied by an equalisation in their statuses. The existing UK hierarchies of esteem,
however, already so steep, were reinforced rather than reduced by these
changes, although expansion and the implosion of the binary system certainly
allowed for some readjustment, particularly in the middle of the pecking order,
of statuses as between institutions. So far from enforcing single ideologies upon
higher education, government, perhaps through avoidance of fundamental
reappraisal, seemed to be content to allow several ideologies, policies and prac-
tices to run in parallel with each other.

Some changes, or at least the rhetoric surrounding them, may have come
about from imitation. Thus the fashion of planning seems to have emerged
strongly in the 1960s, perhaps under the advocacy of the OECD and its coun-
try reviews. The current emphases on quality review and market style arrange-
ments almost certainly spread from country to country. But the deeper changes
– massification, changing state-university relations, stratification between sys-
tems, the new emphasis on curriculum and its delivery might all be described as
the natural evolution of systems once certain contextual factors were in place.

In this chapter we have attempted to provide a descriptive basis upon which
the more analytic treatments which follow can build. In Chapter 4 we follow a
particular strand of the historical sequence in terms of changing theories of the
state and how they affected concepts of higher education government. But first
we pursue in detail the nature of policy regimes and policy making.



Chapter 3

POLICY REGIMES AND POLICY MAKING

Ivar Bleiklie

INTRODUCTION

The analysis of higher education policy change in this chapter seeks to com-
bine two perspectives. A number of theoretical approaches to the study of pub-
lic policy share a common and popular assumption: policy change is the
outcome of changing preferences among political actors. According to such an
actor’s perspective, policy change is the outcome of changing preferences in
actors or changing power constellations between actors with different prefer-
ences (Ostrom 1990). Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1993) advocate another ver-
sion of an actor’s perspective and emphasise that policy change is normally
caused by external system events such as changes in economic and political con-
ditions that affect actors’ belief systems. An alternative to an actor’s perspective
is a structural perspective that emphasises how underlying norms and values
shape policy change. This perspective explains policy change as an outcome of
shifting values or constellations of values (Skocpol 1992; March and Olsen
1989). Such shifts may in turn be caused either by the internal dynamics of and
problems within political institutions or by external events that causes internal
disruptions.

Based on the actor-context model it is a likely assumption that both social
action and structural sources of change may be located within the policy field
in question or outside it. Actors may change behaviour because of changing
preferences resulting from experiential learning or changing positions within
the field, or it may change because their belief systems change as a result of
shifting external conditions of action. Similarly, structural change may have
endogenous or exogenous sources. It may be caused by internal structural ten-
sions or result from reactions to tensions caused by changing environmental
conditions such as reduced autonomy and legitimacy that may threaten the
resource base of the system. In higher education systems where institutional
autonomy is a central concern, much attention tends to be given to the ques-
tion of to what extent change is generated by actors and events within the sys-
tem or the extent to which changes are introduced and driven through by
outside forces.
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The analysis in this chapter is based on a dynamic regime approach
(Bleiklie and Marton 1998).1 In the following we shall argue that variations
in policy can be explained in terms of policy regimes defined as the network
of actors and patterns of influence that are particular to a policy area or an
entire polity.2 This does not mean that the content of policies per se can be
deduced from particular regime characteristics, but it does mean that the
processes that bring about change in policy can. We define policy content in
terms of policy design where design is regarded as a set of characteristics that
are observable by the policy instruments that are deployed (Ingram and
Schneider 1990).3

The next section outlines and analyses the policy design of the recent
reforms by focusing on the choice of policy instruments. Then in Section 3 we
turn to the regime characteristics of higher education policy and develop the
concepts that shall be used for the analysis of regime changes. We discuss both
the roles of the main actors, including central government agencies, local insti-
tutions, elites and interest groups and the relationship between the actors. In
Section 4 follows a discussion of processes of change within dynamic policy
regimes and the main empirical analyses of regime changes and emerging poli-
cies under the current policy regime. The analysis is based on data from two
main sets of sources, written documents and personal interviews with politi-
cians, ministry officials and university leaders.

POLICY DESIGN

Policy changes in higher education since 1945 may be described empirically
in terms of the measures that have been introduced. The first two periods of
policy change took place roughly between 1960 and 1980, and were first char-
acterised by growth, then by democratisation and to some extent by bureau-
cratisation (Daalder and Shils 1982). Our main focus here is on the third period
of transition, characterised by unprecedented expansion and systemic integra-
tion that began during the latter half of the 1980s. Finally, from the latter half

1 Earlier versions of the approach, called a dynamic network approach, was developed
together with Susan Marton and Steve Hanney from the Swedish and British research
teams within the collaboration of the International Study of Higher Education Reform
(Bleiklie et al. 1995; 1997; Bleiklie 1998; Bleiklie and Marton 1998).
2 According to Webster’s unabridged dictionary (1981), a ‘regime’ may refer both to ‘a
method of ruling or management’, ‘a manner of administration’ and ‘a form of gov-
ernment and administration’. The concept of a regime refers to a formal aspect, a form
of government and a procedural aspect, a manner of governing and comprises thus
both the structures and processes of government.
3 We have thus preferred this definition to the alternative in the literature where policy
design is regarded as rational process where policy makers are regarded as architects or
engineers and public policy is seen as the mechanical application of means in order to
realise given ends. When we chose to define policy design as a set of characteristics it is
because this definition does not presume a rational actor model or any other specific
explanation, but is open to alternative explanations.
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of the 1990s into the 2000s the inception of a fourth period may be discerned,
characterised by increasing Europeanisation and national responses to increas-
ing internationalisation of higher education policies.

However, in order to define the dependent variable more precisely we shall
use the concept of policy design. Policy design may be defined in different
ways and two major perspectives are found in the literature. It may be under-
stood in terms of a rationalistic concept where policy makers regard them-
selves as some sort of architects or engineers, and public policy is seen as the
mechanical application of means in order to realise given ends (Brobrow and
Dryzek 1987). Or policy design can simply be understood as a set of charac-
teristics that distinguish a given policy in one field, from policies in other
fields, countries or periods, including policy attributes that affect the orienta-
tion and behaviour of target populations. Design in this latter version is not
the outcome of any master plan, but reflects the decisions of many different
people and organisational units, often acting in different contexts and places.
They are not necessarily logical, or even coherent (Ingram and Schneider
1993: 71f; Rein 1983: xi-xii). The two above definitions are also different in
the sense that whereas the first refers to an activity, the second refers to a set
of characteristics.

We prefer this latter definition and shall regard policy design as a set of
characteristics. The reason for this choice is that where the former definition
presumes a rational actor model, the latter does not presuppose one specific
explanation. As we assume that we need a theoretically integrated perspective
in order to understand higher education policy change, the choice does not
mean that we want to exclude the possibility that rational action may in fact
explain policy design.

We shall take Ingram and Schneider’s behavioural characteristics of policy
instruments as a point of departure because their taxonomy corresponds par-
ticularly well with the policy dimensions that we find interesting for the study
of higher education policy development. The underlying assumption of their
taxonomy is ‘...that public policy almost always attempts to get people to do
things they might not otherwise do; or it enables people to do things they
might not have done otherwise’ (Ingram and Schneider 1990: 513). They iden-
tify five different reasons why people are not taking actions needed to amelio-
rate social, economic or political problems: ‘...they may believe the law does
not direct them or authorise them to take action; they may lack incentives or
capacity to take the actions needed; they may disagree with the values implicit
in the means or ends; or the situation may involve such high levels of uncer-
tainty that the nature of the problem is not known, and it is unclear what peo-
ple should do or how they might be motivated’ (Ingram and Schneider 1990,:
514). Then they distinguish between five broad categories of corresponding
instruments according to the behavioural assumptions on which they are
based. Below we shall first discuss how higher education reform policy can be
described in terms of policy instruments. When we refer to specific measures
under one kind of policy tools, this does not mean that they belong to this
specific category per se. This depends in the final analysis on what assump-
tions a measure is based. Neither does it mean that policy tools are mutually
exclusive.



42 Ivar Bleiklie

Changes in policy design

Over time, significant changes have taken place regarding the policy instru-
ments that are employed, both with respect to what kind of instruments that
are used and with respect to the way in which particular types of instruments
are applied. The most striking development is the increasing array of instru-
ments that are deployed. Whereas policies used to be concentrated on author-
ity and capacity measures, they now encompass all the above categories of
instruments. Secondly, existing types of instruments are used in different ways.
In particular, the changing management philosophies have changed the way in
which authority instruments are used (decentralisation/deprofessionalisation).
Finally, in certain cases discussion may arise as to what category a particular
instrument belongs because the behavioural assumptions behind its use are
unclear or contested.

Comparing the three countries we shall highlight similarities and differences
between them rather than presenting the reform policies in detail. For a
detailed presentation of reforms we refer to the national accounts.

Authority tools are simply statements backed by the legitimate authority of
government that grant permission, prohibit or require action under designated
circumstances. These tools assume agents and targets are responsive to the
organisational structure of leader-follower relationships (Ingram and
Schneider 1990: 514). Authority tools have always been important in the state
management of higher education and university affairs. However, such meas-
ures have traditionally been much more salient in the almost entirely state-
owned higher education systems of Norway and Sweden than in England,
where state authorities hardly tried to wield any authority at all. In the former
countries, however, university legislation and other legislative measures deter-
mined such important issues as the degree structure, examinations, and the
obligations of the academic faculty. Both in Norway and even more so in
Sweden, Parliament made decisions on detailed matters such as the appoint-
ment of individual professors. However, from the perspective of the universi-
ties this formal control did not represent a problem as long as they felt that
their autonomy and qualified judgement in academic matters were respected.
In England, until 1981 ‘there was very little government policy for higher edu-
cation.’ (Kogan and Hanney 1999). Whether measured in terms of the legal sta-
tus of the institutions, academic authority, mission, governance, finances,
employment and academic decentralisation English universities scored high in
terms of autonomy. Although the relationship between the state and universi-
ties used to be close in England, it was characterised by a benevolent regime
under which the universities enjoyed extensive autonomy and little authority
was exercised by the state.

The reforms of the 1980s and 1990s signalled new directions in higher edu-
cation policies in all three countries, but with different emphases. In England
there was a clear centralisation trend, although denied by central politicians and
officials, whereas in Norway and Sweden the reforms came with the message
that in the name of quality a new freedom was to be bestowed upon higher edu-
cation by means of a move from regulation to performance control. The policy
design was supposed to be radically altered by less emphasis on the traditional
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rule-oriented use of authority tools than previously and more emphasis on goal
formulation and performance. This was portrayed as a process whereby state
authority was rolled back and autonomy and decentralised decision making was
put in its place. One characteristic that applied to all three countries was that
higher education had become more politically salient over the years.
Accordingly central government authorities, whatever their leaning, were more
concerned about the cost of higher education and more interested in affecting
the product of higher education institutions in terms of candidates and both
basic and applied research than previously. This meant that although govern-
ments might steer in a more decentralised manner than previously, they were
interested in steering a wider array of affairs and in this sense power was cen-
tralised rather than decentralised. The first years of the new millenium have
been characterised by considerable continuity in terms of policy design in which
many of the policy developments that took place in the preceding years have
been consolidated, modified or developed further rather than fundamentally
changed.

In England the replacement of the University Grants Committee (UGC) by
the Universities Funding Council (UFC) and later the Higher Education
Funding Council for England (HEFCE) meant that the benevolent ‘private
government of public money’ style of the former was replaced.4 Within the new
regime the government started to formulate goals for the universities, and apply
legislative and financial means in order to reach those goals with relatively lit-
tle consultation with the academic community. The message from Norwegian
university leaders was also almost unanimously that a shift in the direction of
less state control did not take place. Although new forms of ex post control had
been introduced (e.g. activity planning and performance indicators), the new
instruments did not replace, but came in addition to, the traditional detailed
legislation that regulated an increasing array of university affairs. New legisla-
tion had also been introduced over the years in new areas such as civil service
regulations and work environment regulation in addition to the new national
higher education legislation. Furthermore, Parliament showed an increasing
willingness to interfere in rather detailed policy questions. However, after a new
government commission (the Mjøs commission) proposed major changes in
the organisation and content of Norwegian higher education in 2000, the ten-
dency has been to grant institutions greater autonomy in their choice of inter-
nal organisation and rely more on a new quality assurance and accreditation
agency (NOKUT)5. This represents a development in which direct government
regulation has been replaced by increased institutional autonomy and more
indirect and ex post forms of control. Swedish reforms were more consistent
with the officially stated goals of decentralisation and autonomy. In particular

4 Heclo and Wildavsky (1974) originally used the depiction to characterize British public
administration in general.
5 NOKUT is an autonomous, government agency, responsible for quality control and
development of Norwegian higher education as well as for approval of higher education
from abroad. NOKUT undertakes evaluation, accreditation and approval of quality
assurance systems, institutions and study programs in Norway and responsible for cen-
tral governmental, regional governmental and private universities, university colleges
and vocational schools.
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the 1993 reform meant to some extent a retreat from the previous relatively
tight central government control that had characterised the 1977 reform. As we
shall see in Chapters 4 and 5 academic institutional autonomy was strength-
ened by the replacement of a dual leadership for a rector that combined aca-
demic and administrative institutional leadership functions. The universities
furthermore gained the right to appoint their own professors. The centrally
determined ‘study line system’ was abandoned and academics regained influ-
ence on curricular matters. Yet government-appointed external representatives
took up a strengthened position on the university boards. The use of authority
tools thus was reduced in the Swedish case. However, both economic difficul-
ties with rising unemployment during the 1990s and the Social Democratic
return to power in 1994 resulted in a gradual return to more centralist policies
with more use of authority tools.

Incentive tools include those that rely on tangible payoffs, positive or negative,
to induce compliance or encourage utilisation.

Incentives have traditionally been important tools in the life of academic
institutions whether it is the use of student grading, competition for fellow-
ships, research money and tenured or untenured academic positions. However,
they have not been considered policy tools, but rather tools that were integral
to the academic community and were used to cater to its internal concern with
maintaining academic quality. Incentives were thought of as tools that were
used by and within the ‘republic of scholars’ to motivate individuals. Conscious
political use of incentive tools first commenced in the late 1980s.

In England a shift in the direction of extensive and active use of incentive
tools began with the introduction from 1985/86 of the Research Assessment
Exercises (RAE) that were repeated in modified versions in 1989, 1992, 1996
and 2001. The idea of the RAE was to rank qualified basic units in hierarchi-
cal categories according to their research performance. Most of the research
funds were dedicated to the top categories and no research funding to the bot-
tom category. The characteristic that distinguished the English use of incentive
tools was the systems perspective on which it was based. The incentives were
ostensibly directed at selective research funding on a meritocratic basis, but the
system also resulted in positioning departments in a hierarchy of esteem in
which non-performing institutions were excluded from research funding. In
2003 the Roberts Report in its review of the 2001 RAE, proposed that the sys-
tem should continue with some modifications.

In Norway the most important incentive tool, both financially and from a
principle point of view, were the funds that were tied to the production of new
graduates. The grants based on production of undergraduate candidates went
to the institutions, but for students at master and doctoral level the money was
intended for the individual professors who served as their advisers. In addition
there was the incentive money for publications. Thus the funds for graduate
candidates and publications were supposed to be distributed as research funds
to the individual teacher. A performance pay system was also introduced, but
played an insignificant and largely symbolic role. Norwegian incentive tools
were thus supposed to increase production of undergraduate candidates by
motivating institutions to produce more graduate candidates. The idea was



furthermore to produce more quality research by motivating individual
teachers to be more efficient advisers and produce more research for publica-
tion in international journals and books. A funding system that was intro-
duced as a part of the Quality Reform in 2002 emphasised efficient candidate
production even more strongly than before. It has come under criticism and
is now being revised in order to put somewhat greater emphasis on research
outcomes.

The Swedish reforms represented yet another version of design and use of
incentive tools by being exclusively directed at institutions in order to enhance
competition between them. A performance-based funding system was estab-
lished. The money partly followed enrolment and performance of undergradu-
ate students, partly it was made dependent on number of PhDs produced. In
order not to encourage universities to focus too much on the competition for
students and student processing without regard for quality, 5% of their fund-
ing should be based on an evaluation of the institutions’ quality development
work. However, the latter measure was revoked by the incoming Social
Democratic Education Minister in 1994 and never really took effect.

Capacity tools provide information, training, education and resources to enable
individuals, groups, or agencies to make decisions or carry out activities.
Capacity tools in connection with university policy are primarily about money.6

Changes in the use of capacity tools over the last decades may be studied from
a number of angles. One may focus on anything from the overall level of fund-
ing via the distribution of funds between individual institutions, classes of
institutions, disciplines or activities (like research or teaching) to the way in
which the funds are used in terms of external control and long-term commit-
ment (e.g. quinquennial, triennial or annual budgets). Three characteristics
were common across the three countries: the formidable growth of the higher
education system, the reduced per unit cost and the assumption behind gov-
ernment policies that higher education institutions needed to be more respon-
sible and accountable for the resources they received. In addition it was
generally believed that they ought to generate more of their own resources from
other sources through competition for students and research funding.
However, if we define the capacity of the higher education system in terms of
qualified teachers and research funding it is clear that both the direction and
use of capacity tools varied considerably.

During the early 1980s English universities faced severe cut backs and the
definite end of the quinquennial budgets. From the late 1980s and during the
first half of the 1990s the system expanded sharply in student as well as budg-
etary terms until the Age Participation Rate reached 30%. By the mid-1990s the
growth was halted and the government introduced measures to prevent student
numbers to rise much above current levels. From the late 1990s onward the
funding levels have improved somewhat. In 2004, the government introduced a
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6 It should be noted that the ‘same’ instrument such as money may be used both as a
capacity tool and as an incentive tool. How it is classified in each instance depends on
what behavioral assumptions about target groups its application is based. The purpose
of capacity tools then is to enable, rather than motivate target groups.



46 Ivar Bleiklie

policy enabling universities to charge ‘top-up fees’ as a means of increasing
resources; it brought in a renewed emphasis on growth with an APR target of
50%. The Norwegian reforms aimed both at expanding the system considerably
and improving the level of funding from 1988 on, but student demand by far
exceeded the plans and the planned real budget growth barely helped to keep
up the level of funding. From 1993 the policy of growth was replaced by aus-
terity and budget cuts. Politically salient shifts have also taken place in the dis-
tribution of funds between different kinds of institutions. With the exception
of the late 1980s and early 1990s, the state colleges (or previously district col-
leges) have tended to be relatively favoured at the expense of universities and
scientific institutions. The implementation of the Quality Reform meant a new
significant rise in the level of funding from 2003 on, although it is not fully
funded accorded to the specified needs of the institutions.

The Swedish government sought to expand the higher education system in
the early 1990s. It was part of a government strategy to fight unemployment
and strengthen the economic competitiveness of the nation. However in the
face of increasing budget deficits the government had to cut expenditures and
limit growth. Although the Swedish system grew much less in the first five years
of the last decade (from 1988) compared to both England and Norway it had
an even growth curve and a stronger growth than Norway from 1993. In the
early 2000s the funding level again started to improve.

Symbolic and hortatory tools assume that people are motivated from within
and decide whether or not to take policy-related actions on the basis of their
beliefs and values. Symbolic and hortatory tools are important in university
and higher education politics among other things because universities are
institutions that are imbued with value, have a long history and embrace a
fairly well codified although not necessarily consistent set of values and wide-
spread norms. The most recent reforms represented a value shift and changing
fundamental notions of what the university was all about. With it a new set of
symbolic tools has emerged (Bleiklie 1996; 1998). As is evident from the pol-
icy documents, other written statements and our respondents, the idea of the
university as a community of scholars, student or disciplines, and as a public
agency to some extent yielded to the idea of the university as a corporate
enterprise. In Burton Clark’s recently coined concept, the idea of ‘the entre-
preneurial university’ was on the rise (Clark 1998). The changing symbols had
at one level apparently far-ranging and deep consequences because they rede-
fined the mission of the institution as well as the content of what it was doing,
the roles of the main actors and the power relationships between them.
Academic institutions and individual researchers were requested to cultivate
competition and entrepreneurship. The symbolic tools that come with the cor-
porate enterprise notion of the university are closely related to other policy
tools such as the authority and incentive tools discussed above. It is hard to
discern clear differences between the three countries with regard to the sym-
bolic and hortatory tools that were introduced. They may all be adequately
described and analysed in terms of the corporate enterprise idea of the uni-
versity and co-exist in an more or less tension-ridden relationship with more
traditional academic values. However, the implications of apparent ideologi-
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cal innovations often are exaggerated and do not necessarily threaten tradi-
tional values. As this study intends to bear out, their impact depends very
much on how the new values are interpreted and what practical arrangements
they sustain. The interesting comparative point lies in the fact that these
apparently identical symbolic tools are used to justify different policies as
should be fairly evident from our discussion of other policy tools. In the lat-
ter years European research and higher education policies have added a new
layer of symbols that to varying extent has affected national higher education
systems. Although the overarching idea is to strengthen European integration
and competitive edge, education and research policies are quite different.
Whereas the former emphasises values associated with mass education such as
access and the importance of increasing the general level of education in soci-
ety, the latter emphasises excellence and exclusiveness and the value of sup-
porting only the best research groups. Whereas the impression from
government documents is that EU policies are not very important in connec-
tion with policy formulation in the UK, Norway probably represents the
opposite extreme in which EU policies and programs are considered crucial to
national policy formulation.7

Learning tools are used when the basis upon which target populations might be
moved to take problem-solving action is unknown or uncertain. Learning tools
are also fairly tightly related to the corporate enterprise notion of the univer-
sity and New Public Management ideology with which the notion is related.
The idea that target groups can learn from experience is part and parcel of this
ideology (Olsen and Peters 1996). In all three countries this led to the intro-
duction of new policy tools, such as evaluation and quality assurance and
changes in existing ones such as planning, reporting and accounting
procedures. The way in which these efforts are organised varies considerably
(see Chapter 2). The underlying idea was that the organisation formulates goals
in mission statements, activity plans and budgets and receives feedback by
means of respectively evaluation exercises, annual reporting and accounting.
From this information the organisation was supposed to be able to enter into a
learning process by which it might gradually improve its performance. By and
large these were the policy tools that the actors involved seemed to have the
greatest doubts about. Whereas proponents dreamed of a more efficient and
goal oriented administration, opponents portrayed them as threats to academic
freedom, open dialogue and reflection. With hindsight the tools were ques-
tioned on the grounds of their ritualistic character, their feeble if any effects
and their symbolic, rather than substantial impact. Another unintended conse-
quence of their introduction was the sensation that the administration of the
tools and the information that had to be gathered, processed and analysed, led
to bureaucratic expansion rather than improved performance.

7 Cf. the Department of Education and Skills’ 2005 White Paper, Skills: Getting on in
business, getting on at work., and the Norwegian Ministry of Education Report to
Parliament: St.meld. nr. 27 (2000-2001) Gjør din plikt – krev din rett. Kvalitetsreformen
av høyere utdanning. (Do your duty – claim your rights. The quality reform of higher edu-
cation).
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POLICY REGIMES

Having observed these changes in higher education policy, it is time to con-
sider explanations of how the changes came about. The following approach is
based on the idea that a policy field such as higher education is governed by
policy regimes and it is based on three considerations: 1) Policy regimes are net-
works of actors. The focus on the relationship between policy regimes, defined
as dynamic actor networks, and policy design, is influenced by the policy net-
work literature. The concept of a policy regime may therefore at first glance
therefore seem quite similar to the policy network concept, but differs in several
important respects. Most policy network approaches present the networks as
rather static, structural arrangements for interest representation, characterised
by goal-oriented behavior (Atkinson and Coleman 1992; John and Cole 1997;
Knoke et al. 1996; Raab 1994; Rhodes and Marsh 1992; Richardson 1997).
Policy regimes are dynamic in the sense that the actors and the relationship
between them change over time. 2) The network of actors within the policy
regime is not exclusively engaged in interest politics, but may comprise any type
of action that potentially bears on public policy. 3) The policy process within
the dynamic regimes is not only driven by goal-oriented rational action, but
may also be driven by rule-oriented institutionalised behaviour and by com-
municative action.

Compared to the policy networks literature, the dynamic regime perspective
makes fewer assumptions about the actors by allowing for greater dynamism,
functional diversity and variation in actors’ motives. The idea is that particular
types of policy regimes can be identified in terms of their actor network char-
acteristics. By using the dynamic network concept as a heuristic devise, we
emphasise that the constellation of actors involved in policy making may vary
over time as well as cross-nationally and involve a wide array of different actors
that are motivated by a diversity of factors.

Dimensions of policy regimes

Theories of how policy regime characteristics affect the content of public
policy abound. In order to simplify somewhat, we shall initially distinguish
between two dimensions that have been important to theory formation in the
area and can be helpful to the formulation of ideas about relevant regime char-
acteristics of policy networks. The first dimension turns on the distribution of
influence between actors within a field of policy making. The second dimen-
sion, cohesion, refers to how tightly or loosely the actors are related to one
another. Regarding the first, we shall distinguish between two classes of theo-
ries relevant to the policy field under scrutiny. The first class of theories com-
prises those assuming that higher education policies are made by one dominant
institution or set of institutions: in our case either the central government or
individual, autonomous, local institutions. In addition, we find theories assum-
ing that higher education policies are made through some form of mediation
either via elites or via organised interests.



Influence

State domination means that state agencies formulate policies that individ-
ual subordinate agencies are supposed to implement. To the extent that they are
conceived as parts of the civil service, they find themselves within a hierarchi-
cal bureaucratic order and put in principle their services at the disposal of supe-
rior political administrative units. In this capacity loyalty is the central
expectation directed towards individual higher education institutions, the pri-
mary task of which is to implement state policies.

To what extent the state seeks to manage the institutions through tight-knit
control, usually manifests itself through legislation and budgetary policy.
Based on current knowledge in the areas of comparative public policy and
administration there are ample reasons to expect considerable variation in the
tightness of central control across nations, policy sectors and over time
(Heidenheimer et al. 1983; Lægreid and Pedersen 1999). Sources of such vari-
ations may be found in traditions of political steering, the relationship between
civil service and higher educational institutions, and finally in views of the role
of education and research in relation to the realisation of national political
goals (Becher and Kogan 1992; Clark 1993; Salter and Tapper 1994).

Institutional autonomy at its most extreme means that individual institutions, or
institutions under government control, are free to make decisions independently
and manage their own affairs as they see fit. The concept of autonomy is com-
plicated and can be analysed along a number of dimensions. Here we start out
with the above fairly simple actor-oriented definition that we shall elaborate fur-
ther in Chapter 4. The organisational arrangements for sustaining autonomy
vary as we shall point out in Chapter 4 in the comparison of English charter
institutions and the civil service status of Norwegian and Swedish universities.
In either case autonomy may, but does not have to, imply that central govern-
ment policies in a policy area amount to little more than the sum of the institu-
tions’ actions. Institutions within a certain policy sector may enjoy such a
freedom, much like public research universities traditionally have in many West
European countries (Ben-David and Zloczower 1991; Rothblatt and Wittrock
1993). Similarly, some national policy making ‘styles’, such as the Norwegian,
tend to favour decentralised patterns of decision making that leave relatively
substantial decision making authority with local agencies or institutions (Olsen
1983).

Institutional autonomy can thus be based on (at least) two different princi-
ples. There is the idea that authority should be based on knowledge which is the
basis for the autonomy of universities and various degrees of independence
granted to research institutions and specialised technical branches of govern-
ment such as health administration, agricultural administration, military
defence (see Chapter 4). Or there is the idea that authority should be based on
proximity to those who are affected by the decisions whether it manifests itself
within the context of local democracy or the context of business life and the
value of consumerism. In a European context there has been increased political
support for two versions of institutional autonomy at the local level in recent
years. The first is the principle of subsidiarity promoted by the EU, which means
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that decisions should be made as close as possible to the level where functions
are performed and services are actually delivered (Blichner and Sangolt 1994).
The second version is the idea of decentralisation that is a central element in the
New Public Management ideology which has characterised administrative
reforms in a number of European Countries (Pollitt 1993; 1995; Christensen
and Egeberg 1998).

Elitism. The idea that elites of various kinds are important in order to under-
stand public policy making in modern democracies has been increasingly pop-
ular during recent years after a period of bleak existence in the periphery of
political science theory (Etzioni-Halevy 1993). Elite theories assume that
smaller groups of power holders can be distinguished from the powerless
majority. In their classic versions they distinguish elites according to their
group consciousness, coherence and conspiracy. In terms of power, organisa-
tion or other resources, they are able to exploit their positions to preserve the
elite’s domination (Marton et al. 1995). For analytical purposes, the typical
strategy of elite analysis is to study top positions to find out by whom those
positions are controlled where key decisions are made (Hunter 1953).

The pluralist view, often called democratic elite theory, emphasises the con-
cept of multiple and autonomous elites. The autonomy of the elites, both from
the government as well as from the other elite groups, is an important factor
in preventing the abuse of power by one ruling class. In this regard, the idea
of co-optation, ‘...the process of absorbing new elements into the leadership of
policy-determining structures of an organisation, as a means of averting
threats to its stability or existence’ (Kogan 1984), puts in question the idea of
autonomous elites. Similar concerns appear in Saward’s (1992) attempt to build
a model of policy making in terms of co-optation.

In order to study how elites operate in higher education policy we may adopt
the approach suggested by Becher and Kogan (1992) and Kogan (1992) for the
analysis of academic elites in higher education policy making. They suggest three
different directions along which co-opted academic elites may operate: a) as part
of government decision making through membership in government appointed
bodies, b) by internalising, interpreting and helping implementation of govern-
ment policies and c) by creating hierarchies of resource and esteem. One may
then formulate assumptions about how the role of elites has been affected by
democratisation of higher education institutions on the one hand and an appar-
ent increasingly strong presence of state authority on the other. This illustrates
furthermore how the different forms of influence identified in this typology may
interact to form highly varied patterns of influence within the policy sector. One
important effect of elite structures is to keep up a sharp divide between the fields
of academic decision making and of government allocations that makes the two
fields operate like ‘tectonic plates’ as was pointed out in Chapter 1.

Interest Representation and interest politics can be important to many fields of
public policy in a double sense. Interest organisations such as employers’ asso-
ciations and trade unions may regard a policy sector as a field that affects them
as legitimately interested parties. At a national level major interest organisa-
tions are likely to be interested in the matters of a policy sector such as higher
education insofar as it affects the labour market. At the same time, higher edu-
cation itself has become an important field of work and a major employer. As
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such it involves the parties on the labour market in questions relating to wages,
working conditions, personnel management and workplace democracy.

Similar to elite theorists, corporatists assume there are a few small groups
of power holders who determine political outcomes in society (Schmitter and
Lehmbruch 1979; Cawson 1983; Grant 1985). Under corporatism, political
exchange is limited to a few participants who are insulated from external pres-
sure. These participants, usually business associations and unions, receive a rep-
resentational monopoly from the government, in exchange for the
organisations delivering their members’ compliance on government proposals.

The form of corporatism that has characterised Western European coun-
tries after 1945 has been portrayed as a form of pluralist politics. Accordingly,
concepts such as ‘corporate pluralism’ (Rokkan 1966) and ‘social pluralism’
(Schmitter 1974) have been coined to indicate situations where major interest
organisations such as labour unions and business associations have access to
important decision arenas. However, no one organisation has a monopoly on
power so that a measure of competition between organisations exists.

After a period of growth in corporate arrangements and a growing influ-
ence of labour unions and employers associations in a number of countries in
central Europe (Austria, Germany) and Scandinavia, the trend was reversed
during the early 1980s. The rise of liberalism and managerialism after 1980 has
been taken as an indication that the role of corporatist arrangements and the
influence of employee interests were weakening. However, the actual role
played by corporate arrangements can safely be assumed to vary considerably
both cross-nationally and cross-sectorally.

The influence dimension is here defined as a question of what type of actors
constitute the network on which the policy regime is based. We do not presume
that the four types of influence are mutually exclusive. Rather we shall ask what
types of actors are active in higher education policy, what type of influence
they represent and what the relationship between them is. It is of particular
interest for us to see whether there have been any changes with respect to influ-
ence patterns in higher education during the reform period under study.

Cohesion

In the policy networks literature, network cohesion has been an important
topic. Van Waarden’s 1992 article, the Dimensions and Types of Policy Networks,
reviewed the policy networks literature and found 38 characteristics that could
be used to identify 11 different types of policy networks. These 38 characteris-
tics were extremely difficult to apply in empirical analysis however, and Rhodes
and Marsh’s (1992) idea of a policy network as a continuum, with ‘policy com-
munity’ and ‘issue networks’ at the two opposing ends, gained wider acceptance.
The criteria used in this analysis are membership, integration, resources and
power. A ‘policy community’ would thus be characterised by: its limited mem-
bership; frequent interaction with shared basic values; all participants having a
resource base and the ability to deliver their members’ support; and a relatively
equal power distribution among the network members. On the opposite end of
the continuum is the ‘issue network’, characterised by: a large and/or wide range
of affected interests; fluctuations in contacts, access, and level of agreement;
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unequal resource distribution combined with varying abilities to deliver mem-
bers support; and unequal powers among the groups members.

Cohesion is also an important dimension of policy regimes as we have
defined them. Thus corporatist arrangements of policy making can be seen as
a type of policy regime, most often leaning towards the ‘policy community’ side
of the Rhodes and Marsh continuum. Loosely coupled networks of elite
decision-makers or autonomous institutions, however, may operate like ‘issue
networks’ and constitute a very different type of policy regime. Considering
both the variations across countries and the way in which the relationship
between state and interest groups has changed over approximately the last
decade and a half, an approach that allows for greater variety in the organisa-
tional expressions of such relationships seems to be called for. In the next section
we shall discuss challenges to the policy regime concept and attempt to show how
the dynamic regime approach can be useful for the analysis of the structuring of
the English, Norwegian and Swedish higher education policy regimes.

Regime dynamics

Within a policy field the core activities of the field – such as the production
and administration of rules, procedures or services – are subject to attempts
by more or less cohesive networks of actors to affect and control relevant
processes and events. These actors constitute a policy regime that may include
local or specialised institutions, interest groups, various elites and central
political-administrative authorities. State domination, institutional autonomy,
elitism and interest representation represent attempts at conceptualising
different ways in which a policy regime may be structured. Bearing in mind the
actor-context model, how an actual regime is structured in this sense does not
have to be theoretically predetermined, and the relationship between structuring
and policy making constitutes a central part of the empirical analysis. The
different types of influence represent ideal typical patterns that are not mutually
exclusive. The patterns may thus appear in a variety of combinations depending
on the constellation of forces that participate in policy making.

In analysing such forces we shall apply a combination of an actor focused
and a structurally focused analysis of actor networks. The question then is to
what extent this approach enhances our understanding of how regimes and their
policies change. One way in which the problem of change may be approached is
via theories of political motivation and rationality. Let us distinguish with
March and Olsen (1989; 1994) between two main classes of ideas that, in their
reformulation of the Weberian concepts of instrumental and value rationality,
can be applied to the study of policy design processes (Weber 1978: 24–26). With
exchange theories and theories of rational choice, one may assume that policies
are the aggregate outcome of interest maximising behaviour and exchange rela-
tionships. Policy characteristics and their implementation may thus be traced
back to conscious design and purposive action. Political change is accordingly
understood as adaptation to changing environments and as determined by
exogenous factors. Different environments typically explain different policy
designs in different settings, and internal processes of change become of less
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interest. How such processes actually are triggered is, by the same token, offered
little attention as the answer is implied by the analysis. Political reform and
processes of change based on the notion of dynamic regimes would, according
to this class of theories, be an outcome of changing relations of power and
influence between actors – state authorities, academic institutions, elites, inter-
est groups – with different preferences. Changing resource bases and strategies
would be the key to understanding policy change.

By contrast, norm-oriented institutional approaches assume that behaviour
is rule driven rather than preference driven. Action is understood in terms of a
logic of appropriateness. The logic may be reflected in the structure of rules and
conceptions of identities rather than in a logic of consequence that is expressed
in exchange relationships (March and Olsen 1989; 1994). Although political
change according to this institutionalist perspective might be the result of adap-
tation to changing environmental conditions, there are several reasons why
political change often is better understood in different terms. One main reason
is that the concepts of organisation and environment tend to be ambiguous and
fuzzy. Therefore, it is often difficult to establish the clear, unambiguous concepts
of ‘organisation’ and ‘environment’ that are presumed by the rationalist kind of
analysis. When this causal knowledge of ends and means is uncertain, policy
making may consequently be driven by rule oriented as well as strategic, goal-
oriented behaviour. According to this perspective the following proposition is
particularly relevant. Changes in policy design are not so much a question of
adaptation to changing environmental conditions, as an outcome of changing
beliefs about the nature of a given policy field and the way in which it relates to
the rest of society. The production and diffusion of such beliefs would make an
important focus of the analysis.

Based on the two theoretical positions presented above, the array of possible
explanations to policy design may be arranged along a dimension where we find
a pure structural, norm-oriented institutional model at one extreme. At the
other extreme we find a model based on a purely rational action model and var-
ious combinations of the two in between. For our purposes, the recognition of
the coexistence and potential tension between these two logics of action will suf-
fice. In the following the possibility that both logics may be operating is taken
into account. We thus try to overcome the idea that rational action models and
norm-oriented institutionalism have to be treated as mutually excluding alter-
natives so that one specific set of factors by definition are given primacy as the
driving forces in public policy making. Changing policy design may be the result
of efficient adaptation to changing environments, in the sense that it enhances
the capacity of a policy regime to solve specific problems such as growing num-
bers of patients within health care or growing numbers of students for the edu-
cational system. However, it may also represent shifting conceptions of what the
appropriate university tasks are and how they should be solved. Questions such
as whether higher education ought to emphasise vocational training or general
education, or whether patients should be treated in hospitals or in primary care,
may illustrate the kinds of issues where conceptions of appropriateness rather
than observed efficiency determine the answer. We emphasise, therefore, the ten-
sion between what Becher and Kogan (1992: 176) call organic growth and radi-
cal change (see also Chapter 8). The implication for how we regard policy



change is that the notion of consciously designed reforms and radical change
needs to be supplemented. We suggest here the idea of gradual change where
new structures and values imposed by reforms are grafted onto established
arrangements in a process of meandering and sedimentation that gives policies
and institutions their character of complexity and ambiguity (Bleiklie 1998).
These two explanatory foci may also supplement one another, ceteris paribus,
in the following sense. The more macroscopic the scope and the longer the time
frame, the more relevant are the relatively stable structural arrangements for
explaining patterns of behaviour. The more microscopic the scope and the
shorter the time frame, the more relevant will choices and strategies made by
individual actors be for explaining the outcome of a given policy process.

The implications of these models as to how policy design may be shaped
during the implementation process are pretty straightforward.

If rational action is the driving force of the policy process, we assume that
policy design takes place under conditions where it is the outcome of power
plays among actors who are involved in the process. The outcome depends on
the positions they hold, the resources they control, the coalitions they make
and the bargains they are able to strike. Policy variation across nations and over
time can be explained in this perspective as the outcome of regime variation
along the influence dimension, where the preferences of the members of the
dominant coalition determine the outcome in each individual case.

If institutionally shaped norm-oriented behaviour drives the policy process,
we assume that policy design takes place under conditions where it is the result
of a process of adaptation between existing norms and values and new
arrangements. The outcome thus depends on what values and norms the actors
feel obliged by. Furthermore it depends on what the prevailing authority pat-
terns are like, how the actors shape reform measures to conform with current
norms in a mutual process of adaptation and how they reinterpret their values
in order to accommodate new arrangements mandated by the reforms. Policy
variation can be explained as the outcome of regime variation along the nor-
mative (cohesion) dimension where the shared norms defining the community
of decision-makers determine the outcome.

Bearing this in mind, two kinds of regime change may explain policy design:
the constellation of actors and thereby the policy preferences of those actors
who make up a policy regime; and hegemonic values and normative concep-
tions that are shared by all (or at least the dominant coalition of) actors in
question. Actor-preference driven design processes and value-structure driven
design processes are not mutually exclusive. We expect that actual policy
designs usually do not fall clearly into one of those two categories, but are char-
acterised by some particular mix and tensions that distinguish the process.
Although we spoke of a variation along a dimension delimited by the two ideal
typical patterns and a range of possible combinations in between, this was
meant as an illustration, and as such it has its limitations. Actual policy design
may be characterised by a combination of strongly preference-driven and
strongly value-driven designs. Rather than arranging themselves neatly along
one dimension, therefore, we are likely to find that unique combinations of
characteristics measured along a number of dimensions can distinguish specific
design processes.
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The dynamic policy regime approach should demonstrate its empirical rel-
evance in two connections. It should help us understand policy change and it
should help us explain differences in policy design processes comparatively so
that we can identify policy variation over time, between policy areas or even
different polities. We shall now analyse the changes that have taken place in
higher education policy making, particularly with regard to the universities in
the three countries.

CHANGES OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY REGIME

In order to understand the policy changes that we identified above we need
to look closer at the actors involved, their values and the relationship between
them. One implication of the higher education expansion we have witnessed
since about 1965 is that the growth of the system in terms of the number of fac-
ulty, students and institutions changed significantly the qualitative content,
dynamics and conditions of actions for the actors within the system. In the
remainder of the chapter we shall explore the changes empirically by way of an
analysis of the actors in higher education policy making and their interrela-
tionships.8

Actors and influence

In the analysis of the actors and their influence in higher education policy
making we shall use the typology of influence and consider to what extent there
has been any development regarding the different types of influence during the
period considered.

Changes in state domination

England. In the 1980s the central government was characterised by its abil-
ity to determine policies and implement them without too much deference to
external groups. This could suggest that either the government ministers, or the
civil service (Salter and Tapper 1994), had a dominant role in the determina-
tion of higher education policies. Kogan and Hanney’s (2000) findings suggest
that ministers played a powerful role. Thus, the higher education policy regime
would be dominated by those largely or partly selected by government, or those
acting on behalf of government. Not only was the government the major influ-
ence on policy, but it increased the areas over which it was now seen as appro-
priate for the state to have policies.
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administrators and elected officials in addition to relevant policy documents and other
written material.



However, in the discussion on state domination, a distinction should be
made between dominance of the policymaking process and control over the
universities once the broad policy framework has been set. The role of the state
in the former area undoubtedly increased in England, but the question of its
role in the latter is more contested. Certainly in the UK the role of an academic
as a loyal civil servant did not arise, but nevertheless Kogan and Hanney’s
(2000) proposition is that through various accountability and financial mecha-
nisms, and control over the funding councils, there was increased state domi-
nation. The latest transfer of research councils to the Department of Trade and
Industry illustrated the power of the state to dictate policies and perhaps indi-
cated an intention for the state to have a more direct say over research policy.

Yet, the picture is mixed so far and the Foresight policy (Henkel et al. 2000)
in the UK testified to the familiar capacity of strong co-opted elites in the
research councils to tame and incorporate policies that potentially threatened
academic control over science policies.

Norway. Central government higher education policies in Norway were
until recently concerned almost wholly with issues relating to access and size
and macro structure of the system. They affected only budget size and legisla-
tion and to a very limited extent the content of academic studies and research.
Although Parliament until recently made decisions on detailed matters such as
the establishment of new professorships, there were fairly tight informal rela-
tions and a common understanding that universities must be granted consider-
able autonomy in order to function properly (Forland 1993). Higher education
policy was and still is defined to a large extent as a matter for the government
and academic institutions. According to a former Education Minister, policies
were determined within ‘the axis’ formed by the Ministry and the Parliament,
in particular the parliamentary Education committee. As higher education
affairs became more politicised, Parliament was at times able to affect policies
substantially. However, attempts at national higher education policy making
were relatively feeble until about 1970 and did not affect the universities in a
significant way until the late 1980s.

The question of how the role of government institutions was affected by the
events of the reform process is complex for two reasons. First, a number of
inconsistencies were built into the attempts by the government to control and
direct higher education as we pointed out in connection with the discussion of
authority tools above. Secondly, there was a general feeling among the actors in
the field that there has been a clear centralisation trend. However, the role
played by the Ministry in higher education policy seemed to depend quite a lot
on the Minster’s personal characteristics. In practice two parallel processes seem
to have developed. In the first place, the growth and geographical distribution of
higher education institutions made the field more interesting for politicians.
Furthermore, Parliament’s appetite for power increased during a fairly long
period of minority governments and it made itself particularly strongly felt in
the area of higher education after 1990. The combined effect was that the
stronger central government role in higher education also represented a move
from Ministerial towards a stronger parliamentary influence. In recent years the
stronger parliamentary influence opened up stronger influence by the students
and state colleges at the expense of universities and scientific colleges. During
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the last reform process since 2002 the study programme reforms that were justi-
fied as part of the European ‘Bologna process’ have been implemented relatively
quickly and forcefully. Organisational reforms, such as the proposed changes in
leadership structures, have been implemented much more cautiously until finally
institutions have been left to choose whether they want to introduce the propose
changes or keep the traditional system.

Sweden. The central government and its civil servants predominantly deter-
mined higher education policy since the 1970s. According to Lane, ‘The gov-
ernment and its central agencies made decisions in a number of crucial
domains including appointment of tenured staff, orientation of the curriculum,
construction of physical facilities and student enrolment into screened admis-
sion lines of training’ (Lane 1990: 219). Even the University vice-chancellors
were appointed by the government, rather than by the academic collegium. In
addition, the appointment of professors reflected the power of the state, but
was based on the suggestion of the local faculties at the universities (Svennson
1987). However, it is generally advocated that these state powers did not
infringe upon the basic academic freedoms. Even so, the Conservative coalition
government of 1991–94 was successful in passing legislation that gave the insti-
tutions the right to establish professorships (Government Bill 1990/91: 150).
After the arrival of the Social Democratic government (September 1994), this
change was somewhat moderated. The government reclaimed its right to estab-
lish professorships, stating that it would only exercise this right if there was a
need to prioritise a research area of particular concern to the country, or a need
to be able to guarantee the availablity of scientifically competent researchers in
certain fields (Government Bill 94/95: 100, Ap.9).

According to Bauer et al. (1999) the role of central government and civil ser-
vants in developing higher education policies changed between the late 1960s
and 1970s and the late 1980s and early 1990s. In the former period the voice of
the academics seems to have been ignored, whereas academic and institutional
input during the later reform process again seemed to be more significant.

To what extent supranational and in particular European policies such as
the ‘Bologna process’ have weakened the position of national authorities in
higher education policy making in any of the three countries is an open ques-
tion. It is a common view that these developments demonstrate the weakening
or even withering of the nation state. Yet, it may also be argued that the varia-
tion regarding the degree and extent to which ‘Bologna policies’ have been
introduced demonstrate that their main function is to serve as a justification for
whatever higher education policies national governments prefer to pursue
(Bleiklie 2005). The difference between the eager ‘Bologna’ implementation in
Norway and the absence of this kind of reforms in England and Sweden does
support the latter view.

Changes in institutional autonomy

England. The traditional institutional autonomy of English universities
could be linked to the view that there was for many decades a strong reluctance
by the state to intervene especially in the supply side of the economy and a
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more diffuse feeling that some institutions would do best if not strongly con-
trolled. Paradoxically, it was a Conservative government committed to rolling
back the frontiers of the state that came to challenge the autonomy of aca-
demic institutions and attempt to harness them to a greater extent to the per-
ceived needs of the economy.

Despite a presumed loss of institutional autonomy in the face of greater
state domination, Conservative ministers and departmental officials claimed
there had been an increase in institutional autonomy within a quasi-market
system, in which the universities were less dependent on the state for their
resources. Whilst the ministerial interpretation is contested, institutional lead-
ers undoubtedly became more powerful under the recent reforms, but their
space for action was more strongly framed (see also Chapter 5). It is possible
that the autonomy of the individual academic was reduced more than that of
the institution. However, in gaining their independence from local authorities
in 1989, the polytechnics certainly increased their institutional autonomy.

The academic profession saw an erosion of the traditional trust placed in
them (Halsey 1992). This fitted a general pattern under the Conservative gov-
ernment of paying less attention to established producer groups. Such move-
ments can be seen as part of the much broader shifts in the management of
public services across the Western world towards New Public Management
(Bleiklie 1998; Pollitt 1990) in which greater emphasis was placed on accounta-
bility, performance assessment and the power of consumers. Part of this propo-
sition was that universities have moved from a position in which they were almost
uniquely trusted to run their own affairs, to a situation in which they were
regarded at times with an element of suspicion, mixed with a feeling of contin-
ued respect for the quality of the top research universities.

Norway. Institutional autonomy has been affected by two kinds of develop-
ments in recent years. Arrangements that were traditionally regarded as safe-
guards for autonomy were dismantled. Such arrangements as the incorporation
of the universities in a national legislation and planning system were regarded
as a threat against institutional autonomy by some critics. Equally important
was the internal transformation of the university governing structure that was
supposed to guarantee academic authority through academic majorities on
decision making bodies and recruitment procedures designed to guarantee that
this authority was based on a satisfactory level of academic competence. In 1989
new legislation mandated a change in the governing bodies that emphasised
functional representation by formally equal categories of employees (i.e. aca-
demic staff, administrative staff, students etc.) rather than disciplinary represen-
tation, particularly on the university board. Some observers regarded this
reduction of disciplinary influence as a threat against university autonomy.
From the perspective of disciplinary influence it was also contended that the
threat by no means diminished when the 1995 legislation mandated external rep-
resentation on the university boards. Most university leaders, both directors and
rectors, complained about being limited by laws, regulations and Parliamentary
interference. There was however, a tendency to point at the Ministry as a part-
ner that the universities co-operated with, and blame the Parliament as the insti-
tution that posed problems to university autonomy.
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However, the meaning of the term ‘autonomy’ was redefined by policy-
makers and many institutional leaders. Whereas ‘autonomy’ used to mean
both the individual and collective autonomy of a collegium of competent aca-
demics to make decisions regarding their teaching and research activities it
gradually came to mean decentralised decision authority that gave university
leaders the freedom to make decisions independently of central government
authority, particularly in budget matters (See further discussion of the topic in
Chapter 4). This latter kind of autonomy has increased from the late 1990s
and into the 2000s as the level of detailed governmental regulation has dimin-
ished and with the introduction of an autonomous agency for accreditation
and quality assurance.

Sweden. The notion of the Swedish university as an ‘independent’ cultural
institution was not really evident from the policies implemented during the
1970s and 1980s, and even after the ‘Freedom for Quality’ reform, this notion
must be questioned. Many reforms during the 1970s were severely opposed by
academics and students. The power of the professoriate was weakened by the
1977 reform, as outside interests, such as large trade unions, and lower-level
faculty members and student groups, were granted positions on decision-
making boards (Premfors and Östergren 1978; Svensson 1987). In 1983, the
institutions faced increased outside influence with the passing of a policy
which established that one-third of all representatives on the governing
boards would be non-academics, representing external interests, and would
be appointed by the government (Lane 1990). In the reform of 1993, the
Conservative coalition government limited the influence of these outside
groups by denying them positions on the university boards (Government Bill
92-93: 1).

Thus, the varying degrees of institutional autonomy in the Swedish
higher education system depended among other things upon how the role
of the traditional academic elites, such as the leaders of the ‘old’ universities
in Lund, Uppsala, Stockholm and Göteborg, was mitigated by a corpo-
ratist structure of policy making during the 1960s and 1970s. These leaders
seem to have been relatively weak in advancing their policy preferences dur-
ing this time. Most preferences were channelled through the former Office
of the Chancellor of the Universities and Colleges, and thus the ability of
institutional leaders to act single-handedly in putting forth their views was
minimal.

However, as a result of the reforms in 1991–93, the role of individual insti-
tutions as well as their leaders seems to have been strengthened. During the
consultation process in connection with these reforms, many hearings were
held by the Minister of Education in order to directly receive the suggestions
of the academics. In relation to the new freedoms that the institutions were
granted by the state authorities, many new responsibilities were delegated to
the institutions’ leadership (Vice-Chancellor and Pro-Vice Chancellor). Thus
we observe one parallel to the Norwegian case in the sense that autonomy
was redefined as a value for the institutional leadership, possibly to the
extent that it weakened or infringed upon the powers of the professoriate and
faculties.
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Changes in elite mediation

England. The range of academic elites in England has been characterised as
to some extent non-coterminous. They played a variety of roles in relation to
policy formation. In some cases, such as decisions about what is to be regarded
as high status academic work, elites within disciplines played a dominant role.
Although the Oxbridge elites as a general class were not influential in govern-
ment policy making, many of the most powerful coopted elites were at the
same time members of the ‘real’ academic elite. Within the broad policy frame-
work, substantive decisions affecting institutions or academic subject resources
were delegated to bodies allocating teaching or research monies. These bodies
consisted of ‘co-opted elites’, which became increasingly important in the
implementation of quality assessment policies and the research selectivity exer-
cise carried out by the UGC, and the successive funding councils. This policy
involved the grading of the research performance of university departments
and selectively funding them according to such grades.

There had always been some overlap, and extensive networking, between
the subject elites and the co-opted elites on the research councils and the UGC
and its sub-committees. According to Becher and Kogan, these arrangements
provided a well-functioning link between academic judgements and allocations,
between the normative and operational modes of working (1992: 59). With the
research selectivity exercises, however, some of the academic decisions may
have become more formalised in the decisions of the co-opted elites.

It is not clear, however, whether the co-opted elites directly affected policy
making as opposed to its implementation, although in the case of research
selectivity, a few leading individuals were involved in creating the policy, which
proved to be acceptable to government ministers and officials, and to the aca-
demic elites although not in its detailed application.

There is a clear overlap between elites and interest groups in the academic
world; furthermore the links between academic and political elites are complex
and intertwined. And traditionally, they may all have been seen as part of the
Establishment. A key feature of the Thatcher style of government was that
individual academics, without necessarily occupying key roles within estab-
lished groups, were influential in networks involving right-wing think tanks,
though this has been less a feature of higher education policy than of other
fields. An important contrast here is the influence exercised by the less presti-
gious polytechnics directors. They effectively persuaded ministers, and suc-
ceeded in securing seismic changes in structure (cfr. our discussion of changes
in interest mediation below).

Norway. The function of elites in the Norwegian higher education system
must take into account the small scale of Norwegian society and the intimacy
of a system where top civil servants in the ministries and university professors
knew each other personally. They belonged to the small civil service elite that
in a not too distant past, during the better part of the last century, made up the
ruling elite of the country and dominated Parliamentary, administrative and
university life. Although the system had grown it was still relatively homoge-
nous. However, status differences between universities and between individual
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academics were relatively negligible. Recruitment to national decision making
bodies was primarily determined by considerations of representativeness
across institutions, disciplines, regions, gender and so on. Individuals such as
Gudmund Hernes while an Education Minister might play important parts for
extended periods of time, but their power was based on formal position rather
than membership of an elite group. It is hard to discern any co-opted elite, a
group of power holders that stood out in contrast to the powerless, in the con-
text of higher education policy making.

In the Norwegian study we drew conclusions that were shared by the
major players in Norwegian university politics: 1) There was no national
higher education policy elite. 2) To the extent that there were integrated
groups of powerful actors in higher education policy making, they are local
or specialised. 3) The groups were often relatively loose, temporary person-
or issue-based networks.

Thus the university directors tended to establish personal networks of con-
tacts among Members of Parliament, civil servants and local allies, such as
other higher education institutions in the region. The purpose of these net-
works was always to promote the interests of a particular institution or occa-
sionally of groups of institutions within a particular region. The Norwegian
University Council might be considered a potentially influential elite group.
However, it was not considered a powerful player in policy making. Rather
than acting collectively within a common framework like the Council, the insti-
tutions operated individually or regionally. In certain instances such as the
establishment and location of new instituions ad hoc groups of business peo-
ple and politicians were active as lobbyists. There are few indications that the
council’s successor, The Norwegian Council for Higher Education operates
differently.9

Sweden. The role of academic elites and their possible co-option in the
Swedish higher education regime are difficult to discern for primarily two rea-
sons. 1) The Swedish university system was based on the notion of equality of
institutions across the country. Thus a clear recognition of an institution as
‘elite’, or the members of that institution as ‘elite’ individuals, was not very
common. 2) There was a long tradition of ‘expert’ involvement in the policy
process through the use of government commissions. Furthermore, participa-
tion on such a commission did not necessarily mean support for the govern-
ment’s plans and policies, but could reflect a desire to insure that the views of
academia as an ‘affected party’ were put forth. This was especially highlighted
by the fact that members who disagreed with the results of a commission could
and must state their reservations and remarks in written form as part of the
commission’s final report; otherwise their support for the conclusions of the
commission was assumed.

9 The Council of Norwegian Universities was a body for co-operation between
Universities and Scientific Colleges that was based on the former Rectors’ conference
and is charged with the co-ordination and promotion of national level initiatives by the
institutions. In 2000 The Council of Norwegian Universities merged with The Council
of Norwegian State Colleges and formed The Norwegian Council for Higher
Education.



Comparing the individual actors who comprised the leadership of the two
major reform commissions, ‘U68’ and ‘Högskoleutredningen 89’, Bauer et al.
(1999) have noticed quite a significant difference in background and areas of
expertise. The U68 Commission was headed by the Under Secretary from the
Department of Education, Lennart Sandgren, with the other key members all
representing central government positions, such as the Head of the Swedish
National Labour Market Board, the Head of the National Board of
Education, the current and former University Chancellors. The key members
of the ‘Högskoleutredningen 89’ were all academics, headed by the Vice
Chancellor from Lund University. Thus, it appears that academic elite persons
played a much more salient policy making role in the late 1980s and early
1990s. Whether this amounted to the emergence of a co-opted academic elite is
difficult to judge. However, centralisation tendencies from 1994 on made such
a development unlikely.

Changes in corporatist mediation

England. Overall the role of the corporatist actors is difficult to detect,
although certain actors who may be members of interest groups intersect with
those admitted to decision making as co-opted elites. The interest group repre-
senting the university leaders, the Committee of Vice-Chancellors and
Principals (CVCP) (now re-named, somewhat bizarrely, Universities UK),
often encountered difficulties in representing the collective voice of institu-
tional leaders who valued institutional autonomy above agreeing to a common
line even if some Chairmen of the CVCP often had good relations with the
Secretary of State for Education. The CVCP was able to lobby powerfully and
with some success in Parliament – especially the House of Lords, where some
academics sat. It was strongly opposed to the cuts of 1981 onwards, but with
barely any success. Part of this proposition is to point the contrast with the sit-
uation described by Kogan (1975) in which the central government department
had continuous and systematic negotiation with the local government and
teacher associations on key policies for schools.

To the extent that interest groups played a part in England they may have
played their most important part in the period after elite structures started to dis-
integrate and before relatively stable policy communities shifted towards a larger
issue network. The latter development characterised the 1980s, as the rapid num-
ber of large-scale policies were discussed in a fluctuating, episodic system of
communication with varying agreement on policy alternatives. The predominant
model was consultation rather than negotiation, although the consultations have
not always been as widespread or as systematic as is typical of an issue network.
Thus we may say that the influence structure in England moved from implicit
consensus between universities and government to governmental framing of pol-
icy without too much heed to established interest groups except where their inter-
ests were clearly aligned to current policies. The success of the polytechnics
directors in bringing about an end to the binary structure is a case in point.

Norway. Norway has traditionally been counted among those countries where
interest organisations and corporatist institutions have played an important part
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in national politics (Olsen 1978; Rokkan 1966). In the past 15 years Norway
experienced increased competition among interest organisations, primarily on
the union side, and a reduction in the number of committees and boards that
traditionally constituted the corporate channel of influence (Christensen and
Egeberg 1994). Simultaneously there was an increase in Parliamentary lobby-
ing, indicating a shift in the forms of state-society interaction away from cor-
poratist arrangements (Rommetveit 1995).

The teachers’ unions were traditionally influential political actors in edu-
cation politics on the primary and secondary levels. In higher education the
situation was different. Although most university employees were unionised,
their unions were not influential. The exceptions were the traditional domains
of labour unions such as working conditions and wage negotiations. To the
extent that such issues interfered with other aspects of higher education
policy, however, corporatist arrangements might make themselves felt. The
following example from a study at the University of Bergen aptly illustrates
the point (Aarre 1994). The attempt to differentiate professorial wages, by
opening up for wage hikes based on individual performance, was deeply
affected by the unions’ success in negotiating a list of performance indicators
so long and diversified that seniority in practice became the best predictor of
individual wage increases. In general the field of work environment and the
detailed regulations in that connection might in principle make the unions
important and influential players, but in practice they did not seem to have
exploited this potential.

Sweden. The corporatist tradition in Sweden was evident during the late
1960s and the 1970s in the strong representation of the trade unions, industry
leaders, and local government officials in the policy process. The policy net-
work certainly leaned towards a type of policy community, with a limited num-
ber of powerful players having a ‘reserved place’ at the negotiation table with
consensus prevailing. During this time, the National Swedish Labour Market
Board had a special role in the formation of higher education policy, given the
goal of the welfare state to connect higher education to job purpose and job
creation. As a result, all the major trade unions acted as representatives to the
U-68 Commission, and were primarily positive to the view of higher education
as an instrument in providing full employment and social equality. However,
the union which represented the university educated, white-collar workers
(SACO), was critical to one major aspect of the reform, the internal gover-
nance policies, and was unsuccessful in getting its points across.

During the 1990s, a shift from this ‘policy community’ style of policy mak-
ing to an ‘issue network’ seemed to have occurred. A wide variety of interest
groups and organisations were involved in policymaking. Of particular interest
is the involvement of the national student union (SFS), the union of university
teachers (SULF) and business leaders as well as academic elite groups (such as
the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences and the Royal Swedish Academy of
Engineering Sciences). The focus of the major reform (Prop. 1992/93: 1,
‘Freedom for Quality’) on issues of a pedagogical nature might have reflected
the strong student and teacher input, and the reform on research quality and
competitiveness (Prop. 1993/94: 77) might reflect the business and scientific
communities’ interests.
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In discussing Swedish policy making it is important to note the traditional
goal of reaching consensus through negotiation and consultation, among gov-
ernment, labour and employers, which has been prevalent in corporatist
arrangements. During the recent reforms, the policy making process occasion-
ally broke with this tradition. For example, the Högskoleutredning report men-
tions that for certain areas they felt it was necessary to put changes in place
quickly, without the typical consultation process (SOU 1992: 1: 325).
Compared to the corporatist regime before the early 1990s the 1993-reform
process was characterised by a shortening of the policy process, often skipping
the traditional consultation process (remiss) which may have reduced the
chance of some groups fully expressing their policy preferences.

Actor networks and cohesion

Whereas the basic characteristics of the three higher education policy
regimes seemed relatively unchanged during the first half of this century,
unprecedented growth and successive waves of reform policies introduced a
new dynamism from the 1960s on. These waves broke up established structures
and reshaped fundamental aspects of the regimes and the relationship between
the actors within them. Thus all three countries underwent broad processes of
structural change that had a number of similar characteristics.

First, the size of higher education until the 1960s was by and large relatively
stable; it was exposed to relatively modest demand and its political salience was
low. The growth of the system made it much more politically important and the
prevailing notions of what the university does and its relationship with the state
changed. Until the 1960s the prevailing idea about university research still was
that it was the location of a small-scale intellectual and culturally important
activity, the autonomy of which it was a state responsibility to protect. With
regard to education, utilitarian concerns in many cases shaped the programs and
degree system. Today it has come to be conceived as a high-cost, large-scale
research and educational enterprise, an economically important activity, the
cost of which it is a state responsibility to control and the results of which it is
a state responsibility to exploit. As higher education grew it became more inter-
esting to the politicians. It was gradually lifted out of the purely elite, adminis-
trative sphere where top ministry officials and university professors prevailed
and into the political sphere of a wider network of actors such as Parliament
and interest organisations. Higher education thus became more exposed to var-
ious ‘external influences’ and the wider political agenda of central governments.
Economic policies and in particular labour market policies thus increasingly
influenced relations and decisions in higher education in all three countries.

Second, although the co-ordination of higher education institutions tradi-
tionally turned on the relationship between the state and the institutions, the
institutional side changed considerably. The systems evolved from relatively few
universities and national scientific institutions into much more comprehensive
systems. Binary systems were developed from the 1960s in all countries but
have been or are currently about to become dismantled. This meant that a large
number of institutions competed for resources, academic privileges and stu-
dents. They were not only concerned with absolute growth of their budgets, but



also with how they fared compared to other institutions. Thus the network of
actors involved increased and their interrelations have changed. As higher edu-
cation became politicised, relations became formalised and affected by the
attempts of central government authorities to direct, integrate and control the
costs of the higher education sector.

An appropriate overall characteristic seems to be that the regimes changed
from cohesive, transparent networks of few actors – mainly the leaders of a few
academic institutions and top civil servants – to a wider and more politicised
network. Compared with present times we may say of all three countries that
when the expansion started in the 1960s, the higher education systems were
small, and policies were often made within what today appear as intimate, com-
munity like and informal settings where the actors knew one another personally.
As the system grew it become more formal and arguably less transparent.
Management based on informal knowledge and personal relationships within
relatively homogenous elite groups gave way to political-administrative
processes embedded in formal structures and based on formal positions. The
new networks of actors were more opaque and politicised. There was a stronger
focus on the competition between institutions, the needs of the students, and the
labour market. The process of politicisation also contributed to integrating
higher education policies with welfare state and labour market policies.

Although the regimes of the three countries originally had elitist features, it
is important to bear in mind the differences between them. First of all, whereas
English universities were considered self-governed corporations, supported by
the state, Norwegian and Swedish universities have always been part of the civil
service. Whereas in England academic elites appear to have been self-governed,
it is harder to distinguish between the state and the academic elite in Norway
and Swedish. Furthermore, comparing the two state systems, corporate actors
were more influential in Sweden than in Norway.

However, both the informal cohesive community-like actor networks and the
wider formal actor networks were different. In England there was a movement
from an independent academic elite to a wider set of actors in which central gov-
ernment through ministerial influence was a particularly influential actor. The
changing actor constellation in Norway went from a situation in which a state
civil service elite encompassed the academic elite to a situation where central gov-
ernment influence manifested itself as a more politicised and parliamentary
influence through which regional interests were able to influence policy making.
Finally, in Sweden a state civil service elite influence first transformed into a net-
work characterised by corporate influence and then into a wider and looser net-
work in which 1990s academic elites, business groups and party politics played
more important roles.

CONCLUSION: CHANGE AND REGIME DYNAMICS

Over time, say the latter half of the last century, there has been a tendency
to use a growing array of policy instruments. Traditionally public policies typ-
ically relied upon the use of authority tools and symbolic tools. An increasing
diversity of public tasks and growing responsibilities during the era of public
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expansion until the mid-1970s made capacity and incentive tools more impor-
tant. Particularly important in this connection were welfare state services and
various productive tasks, in some countries also active labour market policies
and comprehensive macro economic planning. The policy shifts during the last
decades, including the rise of neo-liberalism, led to changes in the directions of
the use of policy instruments. The use of incentives in general and incentives
directed at individuals in particular grew as did the use of learning tools. The
latter typically manifested itself in the form of the growth of evaluation within
public administration. These were all policy shifts common to the three cases.
They underscore that actor strategies and their impact must be considered
against a backdrop of structural change that we find in all three countries.

In addition to the focus on policy change over time, the dynamic regime
approach directs our attention to cross-national and cross-sector comparison
between countries and policy sectors. Let us briefly try to sum up and draw some
conclusions from the observations of higher education reform in the three coun-
tries. First of all it demonstrated that reforms espousing similar ideologies varied
considerably both with respect to how radical the reforms were and to how sta-
ble the policies were (Bleiklie et al. 1997). Although the reforms meant an
increased use of incentive and learning tools in all three countries, they were used
quite differently. The reform patterns had some striking differences that seem
clearly related to general system characteristics of the three countries. These
processes suggest that regime characteristics may be linked with policy design in
different ways. The three patterns make up three types of policy styles that may
be used as an aid for further studies into the relationship between institutional
design and policy design.

In spite of the fact that the countries apparently moved in the same direc-
tion they did so in manners that were characterised by different national points
of departure and that to some extent seemed to sustain national peculiarities.
Thus the 1977 reform gave Sweden a point of departure that was different from
England and Norway when the reforms of the late 1980s and early 1990s were
conceived. Having introduced reforms in the 1970s that significantly reduced
institutional autonomy, and tailored the educational programs to national
labour market planning, the latter reforms were considered to move higher edu-
cation out of the grip of the central government and closer to traditional aca-
demic values. In England and Norway the reforms were regarded as moves in
the opposite direction as the state tried to gain control of higher education in
order to control costs and use it in the service of general economic policy goals.
In addition the politicisation of higher education meant different things in the
three countries. In England the influence of education ministers seems to have
been particularly strong. In Sweden party politics have influenced policies and
in Norway MPs have acted as representatives of regions and their local state
colleges rather than as party members.

English reforms were comparatively centralised, radical and relied more on
tougher measures in order to discipline non-compliant institutions. Once intro-
duced the policy was pursued rather consistently. This pattern illustrates the con-
frontational style, but also the relative stability that is the aim of the Westminster
style of ‘winner-take-all-democracy’. This illustrates what we may call a heroic
style of policy making (Kogan and Hanney 2000). Actor preferences and their
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strategies were important for the initial policy change during the 1980s. Since
then a new consensus seems to have emerged and the process has been more
value-structure driven, characterised by a relative consensus under which the
new Labour government that came to power in 1997 did not significantly alter
the policies of its conservative predecessor.

The Norwegian reforms, however, were less radical. In a comparative per-
spective they evolved gradually in a value-structure driven process with consid-
erable local variation as to how the reforms were implemented. The pattern
illustrated the decentralised, steady and consensual political incremental style
characterised by Olsen (1983) as ‘revolution in slow motion’. Although the
policies were formulated by the central government, individual institutions had
considerable leeway as to how the reforms were implemented, but most impor-
tantly, incentives were used to reward those institutions and individuals who
performed well. The forceful implementation of 2002 study programme reform
(the Quality Reform) makes arguably a possible exception to this pattern.
Whether it also signals a fundamental shift in the Norwegian pattern of higher
education policy making is still an open question. The latter possibility
becomes less likely when one also takes into account the rather cautious and
hesitant implementation of the organisational reforms.

Swedish reforms were characterised by a more confrontational style than
those of Norway, but also by less political stability. Government changes led to
policy changes and a varying central government control in terms of authority
tools and use of incentives vis-à-vis educational institutions. The Swedish expe-
rience thus illustrates what we may call an adversarial style of policy making in
the sense of an uneasy tug-of-war between two major political blocks with two
very different visions of higher education. These policy shifts indicate that
actor preferences and the tension between them have played a more important
part in Sweden than in the other two countries.



Chapter 4

THE STATE AND HIGHER EDUCATION

Maurice Kogan & Susan Marton

CHANGES IN THE ROLE OF THE STATE AND THE PLACE 
OF THE UNIVERSITIES WITHIN IT

In this chapter, we take up the implications of those aspects of policy that
can be interpreted as theories of the state and of the university and their role
in society.

The starting point for our three national projects was the evident changes in
the role of the state promoted by national governments. As major public insti-
tutions, universities can be considered either as sub-systems of the state or as
independent institutions that nevertheless are strongly affected by the nature of
the state. A primary task is therefore to locate universities among the range of
public institutions, and to assess how they can be related, if sometimes uncer-
tainly, to a continuum of views about the appropriate role of the state.
Therefore, much of our analysis in this book considers whether, if the discre-
tion allowed to universities and the academics who constitute their working
base has been increasingly circumscribed, the central tasks of universities (i.e.
research and teaching-learning) remain the domain of the prime practitioners,
rather than the governing structures.

Taking the UK case first, viewed as a set of public institutions, universities
have held a particular place, shared by only a few others, within the range of
British governmental arrangements. The British state mediates its policies
through what can be described as an organisational zoo in which the different
species can be typified in terms of the functions they perform, the power or
authority characteristics and the forms of control and dependency which they
employ, and the kinds of knowledge on which they depend for their functioning.

At one end of the spectrum of state mechanisms, some public institutions,
such as the armed forces, the tax authorities and social security, have direct
lines of command to a national authority. This hierarchical structure may be
mitigated by the use of wide discretion, as with tax authorities, but, essentially,
such organisations act within legal and managerial structures which can be
fashioned to meet exclusively policies which are determined on high. Then
there are those in an intermediate position, the most obvious of which are local
authorities, which are intended to carry out national policies (which have
become increasingly prescriptive in the UK since the early 1980s) but with
regard to the wishes of their local electorates and on the basis of a high com-
ponent of professional judgement. At the furthest end of the spectrum are
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charter institutions which include the BBC, the national museums and the uni-
versities. Their status has been that of almost wholly independent institutions
but deferring to public policies which largely constitute the conditions under
which the bulk of their resources have been secured.

In Sweden, the situation is significantly different. The civil service’s relation-
ship to Ministers is unique in a comparative perspective. With a tradition dating
back to the 1600s, the Swedish public administration is organised on the basis
of independent civil authorities. There is a division between the Minister (and
the Ministry of Education, run by the ruling government and civil servants) and
the independent civil authorities (run by general directors and bureaucrats).
Thus there is no direct hierarchy, or chain of command, from the Minister to the
various general directors. Steering of the public service is achieved by decisions
in Parliament and resulting instructions from the government (where the deci-
sions are made on a collective basis, i.e. the individual Minister is not responsi-
ble on his own). As Petersson (1993) has indicated, such a system has led to
much discussion as to what extent the Ministry has a right to try to influence the
civil authorities.

The range of institutions covered by the spectrum of state mechanisms in
Sweden is not as wide; there is no equivalent institution to that of the British
‘charter institution’. Many scientific and cultural public authorities have how-
ever, received greater independence from the parliament and government
through new laws, yet their status as ‘public authorities’ is maintained. Most
closely related to the British ‘charter institution’ is possibly the Swedish ‘stif-
telse’, or foundation, which does have a high degree of independence. This
institutional structure is quite rare in Swedish public administration; the
change of two universities to this type of status invoked extensive political
debate in the early 1990s. (All other universities and colleges in Sweden are
‘public authorities’.)

Under the Norwegian ministries one finds different types of institution:
directorates, government enterprises, government owned corporate enterprises
and independent foundations and other government agencies such as universi-
ties and state colleges. The universities are formally government agencies under
the Ministry of Education. The degree of autonomy enjoyed by the universi-
ties must be seen in a wider public administration context where the question
of independent professional judgement has been an important issue since the
latter part of the 19th century. It has affected the relationship between the
Ministries and subordinate agencies (in particular the directorates and profes-
sionally run agencies like those within the national health service). Thus there
is a constant tension between the principle of professionally independent
judgement and the principle of subordination to superior popularly elected
political authorities.

As with the range of institutions, so normative accounts of the appropriate
extent of state action, or the values and purposes of the state, can be placed on
a spectrum. This goes from the minimalist position advocated by Nozick (1974)
in which the state does no more than to protect the natural rights of individu-
als, through more traditional liberal and conservative thinking, to the maxi-
malist communitarian or absolutist views both of which grant maximum
authority to the collectivity. Arguments about higher education’s autonomy
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may have, indeed, not been too far from the Nozickian view in that they have
sometimes included demands for complete freedom from public control, to the
extent of arguing for exemption from public audit of the funds originating
from the national purse (Kogan 1969).

Recent UK Conservative governments adopted a neo-liberal rhetoric about
the desirability of limiting the role of the state. However, this was not entirely
consistent with previous conservative thinking; it is worth recalling Scruton’s
statement that ‘the conservative is recognisable as a political animal by his
reluctance to effect complete separation between the state and civil society, and
that it is as deep an instinct in a conservative as it is in a socialist to resist the
champions of “minimal” government’ (Scruton 1980: 48). This ambivalence is
reflected in, for example, the fluctuations of policy on the extent to which
research should be funded from the public purse and directed into ‘economi-
cally useful’ areas.

In Sweden, the Conservative coalition government (1991–1994) also espoused
this neo-liberal ideology, strongly advocating that the universities needed to be
freed from the grip of the state (the Conservative party had been arguing this
since the 1970s). It advocated the freedom of the universities in the quality
debate, although it did apply detailed regulation in attempts to evaluate and pre-
serve quality, often justified under the principles of New Public Management.
A similar trend was evident in Norway, but not nearly as strongly based on neo-
liberal ideology, but more so on the need for renewal of the civil service. Strong
arguments for increased decentralisation were combined with more policies for
accountability, standardisation, and stronger administrative influence.

Views about the appropriate arrangements for specific institutions are not
always consistent with opinions about the degree of state action that is appro-
priate in the society as a whole. In general the particular nature of higher edu-
cation, or higher education essentialism, means that in most societies
universities have a rather special place.

This has given rise to different models of higher education government. The
classic model has been that of the self-regulating higher education institution
which sustains its own values and ways of working. The contrast is that of the
dependent institution, characterised by higher degrees of dependency and
sponsorship and whose objectives might be set externally. It is possible to strip
down these models by contrasting their dominant values and client groups and
from there educe internal and external governmental structures.

First, on values, the choice is between those arrangements that lay claim to
the disinterested search for truth and those that espouse responsiveness to
social and economic needs. Neither value position is exercised absolutely.
Ultimately, both models may lay claim to serve the whole society – truth being
an indispensable commodity in civilised and efficient living together. The clas-
sic model places its boundary in order to safeguard teaching and knowledge
generation that show a respect for demonstrated logic and evidence. The
dependent institution in claiming to speak of the truth brings in reference
groups and definitions beyond the academic.

From modes of knowledge, for example, that which aims at ‘the disinterested
search for truth’ as against ‘social and economic responsiveness’, we can make
connections with modes of power. If good academic work requires freedom to



pursue knowledge without deference to outside users – the claim of blue skies
research in the hard sciences and of scholarship in the humanities – it follows
that governmental arrangements must be minimal, and subject to minimal
external pressures. The collegium is a minimum device for asserting standards
and sharing out resources. It does not seek to manage academic work, if by that
is meant requiring acceptance of institutionally drawn up objectives. Thus the
social arrangements meet the needs of the task. The raison d'être of the socially
conditioned or dependent institution is that it will read the needs of its client
groups and fashion knowledge to meet them.

From these intermediary steps, the ideal patterns of government become
clear. On the one side the collegium rules. On the other, the dependent and
interactive institution works within a frame set up by society at both the
national and governmental level. Throughout the whole spectrum of HEIs,
however, there is negotiation between and mixtures of the two positions.

We can fill in this exercise in modelling by noting the range of relationships
between government and higher education institutions. They go through the
range of self regulation and exchange relationships with sponsors to sponsor-
ship-dependency and hierarchical relationships with sponsors.

It would be facile to assume simple correspondences between these different
sets of characteristics though some seem to follow quite easily. Thus self-regulation
goes fairly comfortably with collegial-professional modes of government.
Modes of operation which stem from modes of government can be multi-
valent. For example, evaluation can choose between a host of intentions,
value positions and modes: formative/summative; managerial/developmental;
internal/external. So can the market, that often is used to mean no more than
the use of contractual mechanisms specifying quality, timeliness and cost and
which may be free of profit connotations.

On the bases of these ranges, we can generalise about the functions under-
taken by government. There have been changes in all three countries, but not
all in the same direction. An extended version of this list will be used in
Chapter 8 when we consider the extent to which changes have resulted from
reform policies:

– between the enabling the evaluative;
– between the facilitatory and the interventionist (Neave and Van Vught

1991);
– between the providing and the regulative;
– between the welfare, deficiency funding and the market driven;
– between the decentralised and the centralised;
– between the professionally and the managerially led system;
– between control by the political and administrative laity and the academic

professionals.

NORMATIVE THEORIES OF THE UNIVERSITY

Of all public institutions, the university has been subjected to most analysis
of its idiosyncratic nature. In the theory of the independent institution, albeit in
receipt of substantial subventions from the public purse, institutional and
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professional freedoms are regarded as essential for the pursuit of its purposes.
We shall analyse the position of the universities in the light of two different
approaches. First we shall use Burton Clark’s (1983) triangle to identify co-
ordinating forces within higher education systems. Then we shall look at some
dimensions of the concept of autonomy that can help us locate variations in
university autonomy across countries and over time.

Clark’s triangle (1983) refers to the way in which higher education systems
are the resultant of a triangle of forces: professional-collegial; governmental-
managerial and market. Becher and Kogan (1992), adapting Premfors, added a
welfare state force. This could also be expressed as a civil society force, which
might accommodate community, distributive and other welfare functions of
higher education. An important subset of Clark’s hypothesis is that academics
have a dual accountability to their invisible colleges of fellow academics and to
their institution.

On the basis of this heuristic it is possible to compare systems and, at any
one time, to denote the extent to which one force e.g. managerial as against col-
legial, or civil society as opposed to market criteria, is driving a system. In the
UK, power seems to have shifted from the level of the working academic to
that of the institution, the national authorities and the market. This irregular-
ity of pattern in itself demands explanation. The UK began at an opposite cor-
ner of Clark’s triangle from that of its continental counterparts. It is shifting
towards state control, whilst other systems are moving in the opposite direc-
tion. In Sweden, given a perspective of over 20 years, it seems that the aca-
demics never had much power in policy-making. The shift of power in the late
1980s and start of the 1990s was primarily from the State to the institutions,
operating in a quasi-market. Norway, with its previous system of central
authorities negotiating with the academics at the individual universities, is now
aiming at the market with the university seen as a ‘corporate enterprise in the
knowledge industry’ (Bleiklie et al. 2000).

Clark’s triangle does not, of itself, entail particular normative positions, but
his general corpus of writing falls in with the position taken until recently by that
of virtually every other scholar in the field. These entail the socio-technological
assumption (Woodward 1965) that the primary modes of production in higher
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education determine the social, and hence governmental, arrangements for that
field (see Chapter 1). If we follow this view, since higher education’s main activ-
ities – research, scholarship and teaching – are essentially individualistic, and
depend on the expertise and commitment of creative individuals, its govern-
mental arrangements fall best within the collegial format. A collegium is a
minimalist organisation constructed to control standards of entry, to allocate
essential common tasks and to distribute resources to its members whilst
avoiding control over the amount and nature of the work to be done. By contrast,
managerial and hierarchical arrangements assume that there will be policies
and objectives set on high which will be disaggregated by academics to whom
tasks would be allocated. The professionally led model assumes that collegial
arrangements, in which authority and power are shared by academics, are the
appropriate way to organise universities. ‘Many special characteristics of
academic organisations are rooted in the structure of academic work ... the
parts of academic systems have grown to be quite fragmented and independent
with extreme division of labour and complicating mutual influences on each
other’ (Hölttä, 1995, quoting Birnbaum 1989 and Clark 1983).

Clark extended these assumptions to his account of the change mechanisms
of higher education. These are driven by the way in which knowledge is pro-
duced through ever changing and increasing specialisation which constantly
generates new forms and boundaries, sub-disciplines and domains. This all
happens with scant regard to national government or institutional manage-
ment. Institutions may develop their own portfolio of values and lay down
their own criteria of excellence (Becher and Kogan 1992), but more salient are
the criteria and judgements of the international disciplines or the national
guilds to which academics belong. Hence process determines structure.

Much the same themes are celebrated by a succession of authors on the
organisational and decision-making characteristics of universities. The diffusion
and complexity of patterns of authority give rise to the dominant organisational
models which accompany the normative political theory of higher education.
Collegial, bureaucratic, political and organised anarchy models ‘are found in uni-
versities, but in different parts, different issues, and at different points in time’
(Hölttä 1995). The collegial model is compatible with the model of disciplinary
self-governance. In it decision making is characterised by consensus. The bureau-
cratic model, in which the institution creates rules, regulations and hierarchies to
regulate procedures and processes which might assure accountability for the
performance of public purposes is also present in virtually all higher educa-
tion institutions. Within the political model, however, (Baldridge 1971) the
university is assumed to be fragmented into specialised groups with divergent
interests and preferences and the system therefore depends upon mutual
dependency groups and on social exchange. The organised anarchy model
(Cohen and March 1974) predicts that organisational action at university is vir-
tually unintentional. Decision making and organisational choice are charac-
terised by the ‘garbage can’ model (Cohen, March and Olsen 1972). The choices
available are determined by the use of the garbage can into which various prob-
lems and solutions are dumped by participants. Decision making is individual
rather than organisational. At the same time, a university behaving on the model
of organised anarchy ‘also has formal structures, roles, and eternal regulation



mechanisms for educational and administrative activities’ (Hölttä 1995).
Garbage can processes are embedded in institutional contexts which affect their
outcomes (March and Olsen 1989). Against this traditional normative model we
can increasingly set models derived from managerial concepts of higher educa-
tion, from the pursuit of social concerns derived from access or life-long learning
policies or from the burgeoning quality industry. These find expression in some
of the prescriptive literature on quality assurance and on effective management
on institutions.

It is not easy to distinguish normative from empirical statements in this
area. Whilst many of these (mainly American) statements were intended to be
analytic descriptions of the nature of higher education based on their under-
standing of the governmental arrangements demanded by the essential nature
of higher education, the analysis usually started from acquaintance with the
most prestigious research universities and did not encompass the ‘less noble’
forms of higher education, such as teacher training institutions or military
academies, also usually but not always defined into higher education. The
analyses also tended to understate the extent to which some basic units in
some subjects were led in hierarchical and even authoritarian ways. It would
not be unfair to say that the collegial or anarchic models were based as much
on wished-for states as on states that were discoverable in the whole range of
institutions. They constituted ideal pictures.

At the empirical level the nature of higher education institutions has,
however, seemed to justify unique relationships with the state and perhaps to
strengthen the case for claiming a degree of higher education exceptionalism.
These features include the central role of knowledge generation and trans-
mission in higher education institutions. We have already noted that the basic
argument for autonomy is that the very nature of knowledge generation
requires freedom from direction if it is to result in the disinterested and crit-
ical search for knowledge. The disinterested search for knowledge also
reflects the role of the university as a provider of critical viewpoints in a dem-
ocratic society. The ‘underlying dynamics of knowledge organisation are dif-
ficult for the state to contain’ (Clark 1983, p.179). However, it is also argued
that new forms of knowledge generation increase steerage opportunities
(Gibbons et al. 1994), although an earlier tradition of ‘finalisation theory’
(Van den Daele et al. 1977; see also Weingart 1997) maintained that the will-
ingness of a field to be steered depended on the paradigmal stage that had
been reached.

Further claims for exceptionalism rest on the long history of some of the
institutions which pre-date the existence of national states. This provides them
not only with a historically based assumption of the right to autonomy but also
considerable immovable assets which provide a degree of protection from state
control. In many societies links between universities and other elites defend
them from lay interference. There is the perceived importance of higher educa-
tion to the success of modern economies and the resulting pressures on insti-
tutions (see, for example, Becher and Kogan 1992; Salter and Tapper 1994).
Some outputs are used directly as consumption benefits and others as part of
the production process (Cave et al. 1997). Higher education can thus be seen as
contributing to both production and consumption as used in Cawson’s l986
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model of corporatism (Cawson 1986). The increasing emphasis on the role of
graduates in the economy means that higher education can be increasingly seen
as part of the supply side of the economy.

But many of these arguments are two-edged. Thus the very importance of
universities to the economy favours a stronger degree of public policy influ-
ence. Arguments derived from the nature of knowledge production work in
favour of autonomy, and arguments from its use argue in favour of state inter-
vention. Moreover, arguments over control need to have some appeal to their
political constituencies. In the UK the political constituency coming to higher
education’s aid and arguing its case for continued protection has been weaker
than for the top US universities, which seems to imply that exceptionalism is
not entirely carried by force of moral argument but also by the characteristics
of the political environment.

Analysts of higher education government must, in fact, look out for a range
of normative theories which will develop and change in response to changes in
higher education tasks. New Public Management and the Evaluative State start
with largely managerial preoccupations. Assumptions about governance con-
nected with powerful drives towards lifelong learning and wider access can be
expected to develop and contest the space hitherto occupied by the traditional
academic-professional theory.

As we noted above, comparisons of the state’s role in relation to higher edu-
cation in different countries follow closely the style of Clark’s Triangle (e.g.
Frederiks et al. 1994). Analysis of the grip of the state has also utilised Neave
and Van Vught’s (1994) continuum which has a controlling role for the state at
one end and a more liberal supervising role at the other (Richardson and
Fielden 1997). These international comparisons usually suggest the UK still
gives more autonomy to its universities than most other countries. Historically,
we can discern contrasts between the liberal anglo-phone and the continental
regimes.

Normative theories can be applied to an analysis of traditional university
autonomy in different countries and how the position has changed. Meanings
vary according to historical and national perspectives and to the level of the
system at which the analysis is being applied. Berdahl (1977) noted that aca-
demic freedom and institutional autonomy are not the same thing, and this dis-
tinction is borne out by some of our interviewees who believed that the power
of the institutions has grown at the expense of individual academic freedom.
(See also Tapper and Salter 1995). Berdahl distinguished between academic
freedom which belongs to the individual academic, substantive autonomy
which is the power of the institution to determine its own goals and pro-
grammes, and procedural autonomy which is the power of the institution to
determine the means by which its goals and programmes will be pursued. The
extent of autonomy can be identified by analysis on several dimensions (Frazer
1997). These include the 1) legal status of an institution – is it recognised as a
separate entity; is it free to own property? 2) academic authority – can it make
academic awards? 3) mission – does it determine its own goals? 4) governance
– who appoints its governing body? 5) financial – is it free to make expenditure
decisions? 6) employment – does it employ its own staff ? 7) academic decen-
tralisation – does it determine student admissions; must it seek approval for
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courses? Does it determine its own curriculum and has it freedom to pursue
research? Frazer points out that autonomy must be qualified by some attribute
of the institution. Thus in some systems it will be the faculty rather than the
institution that possesses the autonomy.

Substantive autonomy can be thought of in terms of a dimension labelled
‘purpose’, i.e. what the role of higher education in society is or should be along
a continuum based on either cultural or utilitarian values. Cultural values
would emphasise the disinterested pursuit of knowledge, given the under-
standing that in such pursuit, the goals of society are best met in the long run.
Utilitarian values would on the other hand, emphasise that knowledge should
be pursued for the purpose of meeting socially determined goals. Thus cultural
values promote some form of autonomy, whereas utilitarian values promote
heteronomy in the sense that the pursuit of knowledge is subordinated to some
other societal goal.1

Using Frazer’s dimensions of autonomy listed above as a point of depar-
ture it is clear that autonomy is intimately related to the distribution of
authority from the national government to the institutions, which we will call
the ‘authority dimension’. In the light of such an authority dimension we
may distinguish between universities as state institutions and universities as
formally independent charter institutions. These principles constitute two
main versions of the European university tradition. Within the continental
tradition epitomised by the Humboldtian university, the autonomy of the
university is guaranteed and supported by the state mechanisms of ownership
and control. In the liberal anglo-saxon tradition autonomy is guaranteed by
keeping the universities out of the reach of public authority, but with access
to public funding.

By analysing the concept of ‘institutional autonomy’ within the space con-
stituted by these dimensions, it becomes evident that the degree of institu-
tional autonomy varies among them. Thus, they add depth to the institutional
autonomy concept, moving beyond the common conception of institutional
autonomy as just related to the vertical shift of authority from a state model
to a liberal model (Van Vught 1988), or the conception of institutional auton-
omy as being related only to the purpose of the university (Tasker and
Packham 1990). Rather, institutional autonomy is intricately tied to under-
standings of both the purpose of higher education and the way in which the
state exercises authority.2

The two dimensions of purpose and authority constitute a space within
which we may position and compare specific university systems and map their

1 These dimensions are a modified version of Susan Marton’s model of state gover-
nance, c.f. Marton, S. (2000) The Mind of the State: The Politics of University Autonomy
in Sweden, 1968-1998, Göteborg Studies in Political Science, Göteborg University.
2 It is important to recognise that although these four types are based on concepts of
higher education systems as observed in locations such as Europe, Scandinavia and the
United States, they are however theoretical models. The range of theoretically possible
choices has been narrowed down to exemplify and epitomise different logics favoured by
different systems – but not absolutely or essentially exclusive logics. We recognise that
within the same state governing system, mixtures of these models may exist at the same
time.
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development over time. The Humboldtian model represents the combination of
a state model and a cultural purpose. Cardinal Newman’s idea of a university
combines a cultural purpose with a liberal model. Bernal’s (1939) notion of a
university in the service of the people within a socialist political order, repre-
sents the combination of a utilitarian purpose and state control. Finally a com-
pletely customer-dependent, market-controlled university, offering whatever
prospective buyers want, represents the combination of utilitarianism and a
liberal model.

UNIVERSITIES IN BRITAIN, SWEDEN AND NORWAY:
THEIR POSITION AND AUTONOMY

On almost all criteria of autonomy, UK universities have scored high. The
concepts of academic freedom and institutional autonomy, as exemplified his-
torically by the role of the University Grants Committee (UGC), were strongly
embedded in the British political culture. The traditional autonomy of UK
higher education was bolstered by thinking from a wide range of positions on
the extent of appropriate state action.

Authority
State model

Humboldtian
State model

Bernal’s
Socialist model

Newmanian
Liberal model Market model

Liberal model
Purpose Cultural Utilitarian

Figure 4.2. Four Types of Institutional Autonomy.
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The traditional liberal view of restricting the role of the state in fields such as
higher education was stated by John Stuart Mill who claimed the ‘most cogent
reason for restricting the interference of government is the great evil of adding
unnecessarily to its power’ (1962, p.244). Even for Scruton, with his belief in a
role for the state, it is important that universities are autonomous and ‘focused
on internal aims’ (1980, p.160). Elsewhere in the book (Chapters 6 and 8) we
describe the strong links between universities and other bodies in which members
of elites can be found, such as those that existed between the UGC and the
Treasury. This played an important part in bolstering the autonomy of universi-
ties. Another aspect of this that is seen to be stronger in Britain and other
Westminster systems than elsewhere is the role of buffer bodies standing between
the state and the universities.

These considerations form part of a general assumption about the role of
the UK state. In the UK there existed a broadly held view which regarded edu-
cation... ‘as ill-served by state intervention.’ (Neave 1988). Instead there devel-
oped the idea of the facilitatory state which would provide resources to
universities whose freedom would be enjoyed within an area of negotiation
largely controlled by the universities themselves. The resulting autonomy was
both institutional and individual, and embodied in charters and collegial self-
government. More recently, the authority of the state was strengthened by its
policies and by the comprehensive use of legislation which before the 1980s was
hardly part of the UK scene.

Swedish higher education from the 1970s to the 1990s underwent changes
as the overall governance model advocated by the state shifted in ways which
significantly made an impact on institutional autonomy.

Changes which primarily characterised the shift in purpose were the empha-
sis in the 1990s on the needs of a broad ‘knowledge society’ rather than the
needs of a narrowly defined job market, along with the relinquishing of the use
of the higher education system to reform society, and instead a focus towards
the various market demands and the need for ‘academic excellence’. In the
1970s, the higher education system was intricately involved in building the
Swedish welfare state. This was reflected in the division of undergraduate edu-
cation into five major occupational groupings, with a ‘study-line’ system which
was to prepare students for the job market (with a heavy emphasis on careers
in the public service). In the early 1990s, this line system was abolished
(replaced by a new system of degrees) and the strong central-level regulation of
course curriculum was significantly lightened. The previously centrally planned
curriculum was seen as causing lower competency levels in the Swedish work-
force, and thus it was now time to increase the offering of courses to meet the
needs of the private sector and of business. Other problems cited by the
Minister of Education included the low number of employees in business with
academic degrees, the difficulty in transferring research results to high-tech
businesses, and the changing composition of the job market, with less than
20% of the work force employed in industry while the service sector was dra-
matically increasing. To foster more co-operation between the higher education
institutions and the business community, the Minister proposed that the uni-
versities and colleges be able to conduct research acting as companies and
receiving start-up capital from the government.
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The shift in authority between the state and the institutions was primarily
characterised by the move from a utilitarian state model with centrally regulated
and steered institutions to more autonomous institutions, led by powerful insti-
tutional leaders who were now to compete in an education market place. Interest
representation for trade unions and political authorities was no longer dictated
by central regulation. The Minister declared, ‘My principal view of the universi-
ties and colleges stems from the traditional meaning of the concept of university:
an autonomous academy composed of students and teachers who freely choose
each other’ (Government. Proposition 92/93: 169, p.93). This shift in the distri-
bution of authority between the state and the institutions naturally brought
about a change in the authority of the central bureaucracy, with a new emphasis
on accountability rather than on planning and managing the system. With the
transfer of authority from the central bureaucracy to the individual institutions,
the tasks of the university boards changed radically from those of the 1970s
when their primary task was to implement centrally determined goals and man-
age the allocation of resources as prescribed by the central government. Now,
increased local freedom to determine the administrative composition of the rec-
tor’s office at each higher education institution was also stressed, with long-term
strategic planning declared as this office’s most important task.

Believing that competition would improve quality, one of the most prominent
policy changes occurring in the early 1990s was the introduction of a new
resource allocation system. The universities now compete at the undergraduate
level for students (within the boundaries of top limits still set by the Government)
and are allocated money based not just on student enrolment, but also, as we
have seen, on the semester-based study results of the students.

Having described these changes along our two dimensions, it becomes
evident that the Swedish higher education system has moved from a ‘state-
utilitarian’ governance type towards a more cultural purpose and more market-
liberal authority type. Although there has been some retreat from the original
intentions of the 1993 reform with the election of a new government in 1994,
significant changes in internal organisation and in resource distribution are still
making a strong impact on the system today.

The position was historically different in Norway from that in Britain
(though somewhat similar to historical development of the Swedish system).
Until the post-war period, universities in Norway were essentially directed
towards training for the public services and particularly teaching, but much of
their post-1945 history has been that of evolving into the more general liberal
assumptions of the purposes of universities.

As mentioned previously, Norway had quite a different arrangement for the
authority relationship between the State and the higher education institutions,
with each institution having its own laws which were negotiated with the central
authorities. In the 1990’s the universities were incorporated under national legisla-
tion for the first time. Yet this did not entail a fundamental shift in the power of
the State over the universities, but rather a new, increased authority in the admin-
istrative management at the universities appeared. Decentralization measures left
more budgetary power to the universities themselves, but as an expanded univer-
sity bureaucratization occurred, the influence of the disciplines waned. In meeting
the needs of the welfare state, Norwegian universities had also been seen as an



intricate component of national employment policies. In order to meet the goals
of full employment, the universities had been increasingly regulated by the State
in terms of student places. Yet in the 1990s, the proposals from the Hernes
Commission broke with this principle, and advocated the use of the higher edu-
cation system for long-term, strategic needs in the face of international economic
competition.

There also appeared to be a shift in the ideas on the purpose of the university
in Norway in the 1990s. Moving away from the previous view of the university as
a cultural institution, it was now seen more as a ‘corporate enterprise’ – where
emphasis was to be placed on efficiency, consumer orientation and personnel
management. There was evidence of greater ambitions to steer research, as basic
research funds were increasingly allocated to research programs. In addition, the
power of the discipline based units probably diminished as governing bodies (in
1990) were to recognise equal categories of employees (academic staff, adminis-
trative staff, students etc.) and external representatives were mandated seats on
the university boards (1995).

STRUCTURES OPERATIONALISING RELATIONS BETWEEN
THE STATE AND HIGHER EDUCATION

Only in Norway did the state work directly with universities. In the UK and
Sweden there were formalised intermediary or buffer bodies: national agencies,
funding and research councils, and quality assurance bodies. In all systems, if
in differing degrees, the state depended on co-opted elites to provide the aca-
demic judgements on which allocative decisions on status or resource could be
made. However, as pointed out in Chapter 3, the latter was true for Norway
only to the extent that institutional leaders were considered members of such
an elite.

Different models evolved with the changing relationships with the state.
Members were appointed by Ministers unlike in Germany where members of
research councils are elected. This need not affect academic power; the UK’s
University Grants Committee consisted almost wholly of professors, but
appointed by the minister. In the UK, they shifted from being largely academic
controlled to being increasingly dominated by governmental and business
interests. They used to be mechanisms for reconciling government’s policies
with academic development. Now they served mainly to recruit academic
expertise to the implementation of government policy.

Most funding in Norway and Sweden went directly from the Parliament to
the universities; there were no funding councils. The budgets for research coun-
cils were also determined by the Parliament. The Swedish Higher Education
Agency had no funding functions but was concerned with quality assurance,
juridical functions, making investigations and building up information. In the
1990s, the Conservative coalition government created private research founda-
tions, using public funds (called the ‘wage-earner’s funds’, Chapter 3, Bauer
et al. 1999); their budgets were a percentage of their funds invested in the stock
market. When the Social Democratic government returned to power in 1994
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they changed the articles of incorporation for these foundations so that
appointments to the board would be carried out by the government. As a
result, the chairmen of the board of these seven foundations were replaced so
that six were led by either politicians or high ranking bureaucrats and one by a
professor. New appointments as members of the board allowed increased rep-
resentation for parliamentarians, bureaucrats and labour union representatives.
This trend of increasing political representation on the boards was not evident
only in these research foundations, but was also in effect at some of the
national research councils (Rothstein in Fridlund and Sandström 2000).

CONCLUSIONS: EXPLAINING HIGHER EDUCATION
RELATIONSHIPS AS THE STATE TRANSFORMS

The role of the state changed in all three nations, reflecting ideas about the
appropriate level of state intervention in general, and specifically impacting
on the relationship between the state and the higher education institutions. The
prominent change in the role of the state in Sweden was the move from social
corporatism to a more neo-liberal state. In England, whilst also adopting neo-
liberal rhetoric, governments seriously reframed the chartered autonomy of
universities and ‘nationalised’ them. In Norway there was also a reframing of
institutional autonomy, in the sense that the state showed a more active inter-
est in the efficiency and economic usefulness of higher education.

In explaining these changes in relation to the model in Chapter 1 depicting
change between T1 and T2 we can discern two primary changes in terms of the
shared values that became institutionalised. There were different degrees of
support for New Public Management3 and for the shifting conceptions of the
type of knowledge needed and the role of knowledge in modern society. This
would have to do with for example, in Norway, the belief that more knowledge,
basically of almost any type, was always beneficial, and in Sweden, the similar
idea that we were living in a ‘knowledge society’. In the UK, the ‘knowledge
society’ appeared late in political rhetoric, possibly with the arrival of the
labour government in 1997 although the Foresight initiative and the 1993
White Paper aims centred on the exploitation of knowledge. In the 1980s it was
skills that were highlighted.

If we look at the other main explanatory variable of actor-context model in
Chapter 1, we may raise the question of the role of ‘bounded rational actors’
and preference driven behaviour. The Swedish case displays this type of prefer-
ence driven behaviour in particular on the policies relating to quality – which
were connected to which political party was in power; changes that occurred did
so because of party politics. In England, more than elsewhere, ministers and a
few other actors adopted a heroic role. Similar individual cases can be identified
in the other countries, although for the most part policies were value-structure
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3 In the UK NPM may have gained footholds but there was never an explicit commit-
ment to this concept. There may be differences between the UK and the other two coun-
tries in their receptiveness to academic conceptualisations of this kind.



driven. Some ministers decisively moulded policy and in doing so only consulted
those interest groups who had adopted positions broadly in line with their own
preferences. In Norway, policies evolved more consensually and gradually.

As already demonstrated in Chapter 3, higher education policies and the
changes in them are not the result of one or the other of preference driven or
value structure driven processes, but rather the interaction of the two.

SOME QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION

Elsewhere (Chapter 7) we consider the impact of reforms on knowledge
creation and control. Here we conjecture that there are relationships between
the types of knowledge generated and the higher education organisation
required to sustain them (Becher 1989; Bernstein 1963). Forms of knowledge,
hard or soft, the collected or the integrated curriculum, affect and are affected
by its social or organisational forms. It may not be fanciful to assume that if
certain types of knowledge are promoted by government that will affect the
nature of government itself.

Thus the ‘collected’ curriculum is likely to be regulated by less hierarchical
structures than would be the ‘integrated’ curriculum. Where a form of knowl-
edge is provisional or contestable (soft) and not based on pyramids of para-
digms and clear evidence (hard) the system governing it will be less
determinate. The movement away from disciplines towards areas of study
weakens subject boundaries and the forms of academic control over them. It
follows that higher education organisation, such as decentralisation, binary
systems, more power to rectors, are/should be determined in part by the extent
to which they are applicable to the knowledge structures implicit in teaching
and research.

The assumption, taken from Geertz (1964) and Archer (1979), that forms of
knowledge, feeling or value become shaped and structured into procedures,
processes and structures, supports the traditional theory of higher education.
The basic generative process in higher education thus links the relative freedom
of the individual academic, to follow their own curiosity and exercise their own
expertise, with institutional requirements for collective decision-making and rule-
setting. Henkel et al. (2000), in their evaluation of the Foresight initiative in the
UK, have noted how government-steered science policies had in the past often
been met with academic scepticism on the grounds that they conflicted with the
norms of scientific activity and with well-established beliefs about how science
works (Polanyi 1962).

Scientists, philosophers of science and economists tend to stress the logical
relationship between epistemologies, the values of scientists and other aca-
demics and the distinctive organisational structures within which they work
(Dasgupta and David 1994; David 1996; Polanyi 1962). Sociologists of sci-
ence, though initially promoting these ideas (Merton’s classic statement,
1973), later emphasised the influence upon academic values and agendas of
dominant societal values and of authority and power and reward structures
(Mulkay 1977).
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It could be assumed, therefore, that government’s preferences for particular
kinds of knowledge – that which is useful and likely to appeal to the market –
will also affect its view of its relationship with universities and its view of how
universities should be organised. If it expects universities to be visibly and
calculably productive, its perception of them moves from that of the chartered
institution driven by intellectual curiosity, and either towards a more hierar-
chical model of relationships with the state and a managerial view of uni-
versity internal government, or in the other direction to more market styles of
activity and organisation.

Current emphases on particular policy dimensions – life long learning,
internationalisation and the like – illustrate how the governmental agenda may
differ from those of the ablest academics. If the positions were negotiable, there
would no harm in both sets of perspectives coming to the fore. But the increased
power of government makes that unlikely.

A further area on which our three national projects did not make a system-
atic attempt was an assessment of the impact of changes on the machinery and
functioning of government itself. We regard this, however, as an important task
for political science. Here we merely note our own largely conjectural assump-
tions in the hope of opening up the subject for future research and analysis.

As governments change to a more determined role, whether facilitatory or
command in purpose, this will produce a problem of governability, even when
most of the strain is taken by intermediary bodies. It would follow that the
assertion of determined policies should require a growth in government’s capac-
ity to know the characteristics of the system, its costs, accesses and outcomes.

In fact, government does have more data now because evaluation, quality
assurance and selective research allocations entail a growth of knowledge seek-
ing and using capacity. If so how do we typify the kinds of expertise grown by
government, if any? What are the backgrounds, expertise and attitudes? How is
governmental knowledge distributed, used and organised? Answering these
questions in future research projects should shed some light on the changing
role of the State in higher education policy making.



Chapter 5

HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

Berit Askling & Mary Henkel

INTRODUCTION

Governments have changed their relationships to the institutions and formu-
lated new kinds of expectations on institutional governance, management and
leadership (see Chapter 3). As was discussed in Chapter 4, various buffer
organisations have been established to link governments with institutions.
Thus, both government and buffer organisations are framing the space of
action for the institutions, both normatively and more directly through chang-
ing the nature of regulatory control. This may mean either a tightening or loos-
ening of central control.

There are some striking phenomena in the transformation of higher educa-
tion systems in our three countries which indicate that institutions in recent
years have taken a more central role in the process of transmitting political
intentions to academic processes and outcomes than previously.

These phenomena are in part linked with national visions of the functions
of the higher education system in their societies and with political assumptions
about what is required to ensure those functions are fulfilled. As we have seen,
such assumptions, in their turn, can be related to concepts of institutional gov-
ernance and their implications for change processes.

Institutional leaders and managers can be considered mediators between
policy and practice. In higher education systems, they can be looked upon as
potential agents of change. They form the preconditions and define the space
of action for academics’ work and perhaps, too, for their norms and values (an
issue to which we will return in later chapters).

The increased authority of higher education institutions, various forms of
pressure upon the institutions to become more autonomous (or at least finan-
cially independent), the elements of accountability and external control of effi-
ciency and quality, and the expectations of a more pronounced and evident
institutional leadership and management seemed to give the institutions quite
new roles and functions as public institutions and academic organisations in
higher education systems.

In all three countries, the 1990s seemed to represent a period of experi-
menting with new forms of public control. Buffer organisations were estab-
lished or reformulated, or closed down and replaced. We identified many
instances of ambiguity, uncertainty and conflict in our studies, as political inten-
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tions and expectations were transmitted through the instructions and activities
of buffer organisations and then met by steps and measures of institutional
governance and management.

The main purpose of this chapter is to analyse our empirical findings against
the background of those rather normative notions about space of action given
to the higher education institutions and functions executed by the higher edu-
cation system – as they might be interpreted from the various manoeuvres and
measures of the institutions – that were discussed in Chapter 4.

Our main questions are: first, how did the institutions meet the expecta-
tions of executive leadership and internal devolution of authority and how did
they operationalise their own functions and purposes in domains of knowl-
edge, in academic ‘production’ and in their concern for quality? Second, how
can we understand the changes that have taken place at the institutional level?
Third, what is the role (impact) of these particular changes in the overall
process of transformation of the entire higher education systems in the three
countries?

THE NORMATIVE SPACE GIVEN TO HIGHER 
EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS IN THE REFORM 
AND THEIR IMPLEMENTATION

Although the national contexts differ, there are many elements in common
in the national definitions of autonomy (see Chapter 4). There is strong influ-
ence from new normative theories of the state, made explicit in notions of New
Public Management (Pollitt 1995; see also Bleiklie 1994) and self-regulation (see
Kells 1992, Kells and Van Vught 1988, Van Vught 1989).

However, as elaborated in Chapters 2 and 4, our three country studies show
that each national context forms its own framework for the adoption, interpre-
tation and implementation of such ideas. As we have seen, in all three countries
the state took on a more controlling role, either through a strengthening of the
functions of intermediary bodies or through the strengthening of accountabil-
ity and quality assurance as enunciated in New Public Management formula-
tions. In Norway, universities were incorporated even more firmly into the Civil
Service.

A number of institutional measures directly influenced by these policies were
introduced, such as structural reorganisation by mergers of departments into big-
ger units, the introduction of activity planning, quality assurance mechanisms
and evaluations, and finally, the decentralisation and strengthening of leader-
ship on all levels of the university organisation. It led to extensive programmes
of measuring individual and organisational performance through national eval-
uations of programmes and a few extensive evaluations of entire university insti-
tutions. One of the characteristics that distinguished this policy from previous
policy formulations was the attempt to make academia more transparent
through the application of formal and standardised criteria. Such a trans-
parency made it possible for non-experts such as university administrators to
dominate the evaluative process.
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In Sweden, the ideological impact of New Public Management was evident
when the Conservative government formulated its higher education policy in
the early 1990s: a focus on evaluation and control (of quality and efficiency),
competition among the institutions and demands on strong institutional lead-
ership. Already in the 1980s, and in response to the increasingly difficult eco-
nomic situation, public administration was subjected to a decentralisation
policy accompanied by a ‘management by objectives’ philosophy. The
Conservative coalition government of 1991–1994 accelerated the transforma-
tion of the public sector and also the application of the ideas within the higher
education sector.

However, after the change of government in 1994 and also in the measures
taken by the buffer organisation (the National Agency and its predecessors in
the 1990s) the application of this management-oriented policy became less obvi-
ous in the official rhetoric. Instead, in the argument for a change from the long
tradition of uniform, public, centrally regulated higher education system to a
more autonomous one, ‘the self-regulative model’ of governance (with its more
dialectical relationship between the components in the system) was emphasised.

The role of the state – and its buffer organisation – as a controller and eval-
uator of the institutions was suppressed and the supportive, encouraging, and
assisting role of the Agency was reinforced, aiming at helping the institutions
to become partners of learning organisations in a self-regulative system.
However, this dual role of the Agency has been questioned (at least in Sweden)
by Askling and Bauer, 1997, 1999; Franke and Frykholm, 1998 and Bohlin and
Elzinga 1998). At the end of the 1990s, the Audit of the Swedish Parliament,
recommended the Agency to concentrate on its evaluative and controlling
activities (The Audit of the Parliament 1999).

In England, where the state had little authority to exercise direct control
over universites, as chartered bodies, we have seen that new buffer organisations
with new modes of control, such as external evaluation, competition and finan-
cial rewards, incentives and sanctions, were established within a normative
framework of public accountability, managerialism and market values. In a
context of resource constraint and reduction, the pressures on higher education
institutions to develop new institutional structures, modes of management and
even conceptions of autonomy to ensure their survival were strong. These pres-
sures were substantially mediated by buffer organisations, in particular the
national funding council.

Our studies show that in none of the countries did the state manage to keep
strictly to the role it gave itself vis a vis the higher education institutions.
Irrespective of which model of state governance they espoused, and irrespec-
tive of their own references to autonomy and freedom, from time to time they
broke their own promises and intervened.

According to Maassen (1996) and Maassen and Van Vught (1994) the two
strategies of state governance, New Public Management and self-regulation, rep-
resented alternatives to former models of governance. They differed in at least
one important aspect: the underlying assumptions about decision-making.
Maassen and Van Vught distinguish between models of rational planning and of
self-regulation. The former is based on rational decision-making while the latter
bases decision-making on cybernetic principles.



The New Public Management ideology is ridden with tension. When this
ideology is to be put into action, it will, accordingly, give rise to quite diverse
consequences, depending on how its tensions are balanced in practice. Bleiklie
(1998) identifies two kinds of tension: a) the tension between the twin ideas of
‘management by objectives’ and ‘decentralisation’, b) the tension between the
emphasis put on efficiency and quality.

The self-regulative model of governance is also ridden with tension. Kells
and Van Vught admit, ‘the strategy of self-regulation in higher education has
two different faces. It is a combination of two fundamentally different theoreti-
cal conceptions. ...aspects of the classical model of central planning and control
are combined with aspects of the natural selection model. The result is a hybrid
which may be interesting to watch in practice, but which is not very clear from
a theoretical point of view.’ Kells and Van Vught 1988: 28).

NEW IDEAL MODELS OF INSTITUTIONAL GOVERNANCE

Within the theoretical framework of one or other of the two ideals of
state governance, or as efforts to bridge the gap between their contradictory
elements, an array of normative models of institutional governance has been
launched, such as corporate enterprise, entrepreneurial university, adaptive
university, and learning university. The models are examples of efforts to find
a proper balance between centralisation and decentralisation, between inter-
nal (academic) influences and external (corporate and/or market-dominated)
influences, between organisational stability and flexibility, all in order to
maximise the capacity for institutional development within a frame of state
control. They differ in their theoretical underpinning but also in the conse-
quences for institutional leadership and for the academic staff. They are also
more or less congruent with system characteristics in the nations’ educational
systems.

One is the university as corporate enterprise. This concept tends to under-
mine the claims of universities to be exceptional institutions and to perceive the
challenges facing them as broadly similar to those of a range of public service
agencies in the late 20th century. It assumes that the solutions are to incorporate
modes of working or tools from private sector management theory and practice.
As a corporate enterprise a university consists of a strong centralised leadership
and different functional (academic, technical, and administrative) staff groups
which offer public service. ‘Since the late 1980s there has been a tendency to
emphasise quality as a fundamental objective of the corporate enterprise, an
idea that apparently is well attuned to more traditional notions about the cul-
tural mission of the modern university. However, the most important expecta-
tion confronting the corporate enterprise is efficiency... The university as
corporate enterprise is a producer of educational- and research activities. Under
labels such as “The New Public Management”, “Management by Objectives”
and “Managerialism” the ideas of corporate enterprise have served as ideologi-
cal justifications of several public administrative reforms internationally’ as well
as in Norway in the last 10-15 years (Bleiklie et al. 2000).
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In England, the idea of the university as corporate enterprise was directly
advocated in the Jarratt Report in 1985 as an alternative to traditional diffuse
decision making in universities and departmental (academic) autonomy
(Jarratt 1985).

Due to environmental complexity higher education institutions are con-
fronted with external as well as internal challenges. In the metaphor of the
adaptive university, the need to adjust to a more dynamic and more competitive
environment is a crucial issue. Institutional governance, management and lead-
ership are considered important elements of the institution’s capacity to inter-
act successfully with its environment. (Sporn 1999).

In his study of how five European universities, which classify themselves as
innovative, have changed their character in order to become more adaptive,
Clark uses the term entrepreneurial as the key term for characterising the insti-
tutions as social systems. (Clark 1998: 3). ‘An entrepreneurial university, on its
own, actively seeks to innovate in how it goes about its business’ (Clark 1998:
4). Institutional autonomy, a certain space of action, is in itself not sufficient:
‘Autonomous institutions become active institutions when they decide they
must explore and experiment with changes in how they are composed and how
they react to internal and external demands’ (Clark 1998: 5).

Clark emphasises collective actions on all levels as being essential for
the transformation processes. Such processes do not reduce the academic legit-
imacy of the institution. ‘Rather [they] can provide resources and infrastruc-
tures that build capability beyond what a university would otherwise have,
thereby allowing it to subsidise and enact an up-market climb in quality and
reputation’ (Clark 1998: 5). Yet the entrepreneurial university implies strong
leadership which devolves authority whilst paying respect to academic
collegiality.

In many countries the development of quality assurance policies assumes that
universities not only adapt to external environmental factors but also accumulate
their own experiences and acquire new knowledge about them, thus becoming
learning organisations. Dill takes the organisation as the learning subject and
argues for a collectively shared knowledge base of knowledge about the organi-
sation and its purposes, processes and outcomes (Dill 1998). In this respect his
argumentation is close to Clark’s. Senge (1990) focuses more on the individual
staff member in his encouragement of organisational learning and development.
In Senge’s terminology, a learning organisation is an organisation where people
at all levels work collectively to enhance their capacity to create things they want
to create (Ramsden 1998: 118).

This concept has mainly found expression in theoretical writing but our
projects found traces of its adoption by the Swedish system and some institu-
tions. In Sweden, during the middle of the 1990s, the learning organisation
model provided the frame of reference for the National Agency’s audits. The
learning university metaphor is a logical consequence of a self-regulation pol-
icy, in which ‘the logic of the cybernetic perspective in decision-making is rein-
forced, and the principle of feedback is emphasised’ (Bauer et al. 1999: 184).

The models mentioned above are introduced and argued for, or recom-
mended, in many national contexts as expectations are placed on institutional
governance, leadership and management. They have been introduced as mod-
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ifications of collegially based models of institutional governance within the
framework of changing forms of state governance. Another common element
is the emphasis on strong institutional leadership. One main difference
between the models is how much a collectively shared knowledge of the insti-
tution itself and its goals, processes and outcomes is emphasised as a pre-
condition for successful implementation. Another difference is in the extent
to which external pressure or internal capacity is emphasised as a point of
departure in the argumentation.

The idealistic stance of the models, the duality of leadership and collectivism
and of autonomy and external control have contributed to the sense of uncer-
tainty, and sometimes confusion, which we noted in all three countries among
leaders and staff members when the institutions tried to shape their own mod-
els of institutional governance. In addition, what is lacking is critical empirical
analysis of how they fit one particular national context and structural charac-
teristics of the institutions (such as size, number of schools and faculties and
historical preconditions) (Askling and Kristensen 2000).

THE INSTITUTIONS’ RESPONSES ON LEADERSHIP,
ORGANISATION AND INTERNAL RELATIONSHIPS

In all three countries the tendency towards a ‘centralised decentralisation’ at
institutional level was evident, although, as was pointed out in the previous sec-
tion, the underlying normative assumptions about state-institution relationship
differed, as did the choice of the model of institutional governance.

Institutional leadership

A key element in the new models of institutional governance was the
strengthening of institutional leadership. In all three countries the power of the
university boards also increased, as did the proportion of external representa-
tives. The expectations of strong institutional leadership had implications for
individuals in leadership positions, for the allocation of authority and decision-
making power and for the organisational structure of the institutions.

The simultaneous expansion in student numbers, restrictions in funding and
dependency on additional and external sources of funding propelled institu-
tional leaders to become spokespersons for their institutions with the state, and
also brokers in various new areas as well as internal negotiators between dif-
ferent parts of the institution, although this was always true in the UK (Becher
and Kogan 1980).

In England, the Jarratt recommendation was that vice-chancellors should
be chief executives and thus in charge of a hierarchy of academics rather than
leading a collegium. Deans and heads of departments would report to the vice-
chancellor as line managers. Vice-chancellors moved from the role of academic
leadership to that of institutional management, although, as pointed out in a
recent study of vice chancellors, ‘academic leadership remains an ambiguous
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yet vital component of executive leadership’ (Smith, Scott, Bocock and Bargh
1999: 304).

In Norway, a main objective of reform was to change the way in which insti-
tutions were governed. As a consequence of the adoption of the New Public
Management policy with its tools of governance (management by objectives,
activity planning and performance control) the leadership at all levels of the
university organisation was to be strengthened.

In Sweden, too, the rector had to shape a new style of academic leadership
and establish a new and unfamiliar kind of relationship to the university board
and to academics in order to meet the expectations of leading an expanding,
innovative, quality-minded and self-regulated institution. At the same time, the
government’s role changed. The state retired (although not always in a pre-
dictable manner) from being the monolithic commissioner, planner, provider,
and protector of the higher education system, its institutions and its staff mem-
bers. However, it left the institutions – and thus also the rectors – more exposed
in an arena in which the state is just one (although the major) actor.

Also the relationship to members of the academic community changed.
Formerly, the ideal university leader was a collegial co-ordinator who claimed
authority in his or her capacity as a member of an egalitarian and autonomous
disciplinary community. Institutional leadership was now seen as a task radi-
cally different from research and teaching. ‘One of the genuine challenges for
any head of institution is to ensure there is a balance between managerial
accountability and giving a say to the academic community’ (Kogan and
Hanney 2000: 195).

The Swedish study tells us that the devolution of authority to the insti-
tutions was positively received by the institutional leaders. However, many
leaders found that they were not prepared for the complexity of tasks and
the intense tempo of the job. They were left to themselves in defining the
rules of the game and in formulating their own roles, with no earlier models
from which to get guidance. Although an initial key word of the change was
‘freedom’, many of them found that the word ‘responsibility’ was more
appropriate.

The traditional sets of rituals and properties which helped their predeces-
sors to overcome initial insecurity apparently lost their magic in a landscape
of internal and external negotiations and lobbying. Neither the honour of
being elected as a primus inter pares nor recognition of the generosity
involved in doing a duty or a ‘community service’ generated enough support
to carry the institutional leader safely through his or her term of mandate.
Many institutional leaders felt that, although their positions were temporary,
when their term of office (mandate) came to an end, they would probably
have changed personally and professionally so much that there would be no
return for them to their former life as an academic. It is however too early to
draw the conclusion that a new career ladder has opened.

Again, however, we must note differences between the UK and the other
two countries. The vice-chancellors had always been a kind of public
notable, and this partly reflected the incorporated or chartered status of the
institutions they led. They were also appointed, not elected, until retire-
ment. Now their role was further reinforced with executive power and the
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enhancement of existing privileges of pay, car and house, which constituted
a definite pulling away from the professoriat. At the same time, they were
experiencing challenges to their leadership similar to those of their Swedish
counterparts, and in some aspects greater.

There were indications in the three studies that the changed rector’s role also
had impact on appointment procedures. Criteria for the election or appoint-
ment of academic leaders shifted from the procedural (‘now it’s turn for a per-
son from the Faculty of Law to take over the responsibilities of a rector’)
towards the more individualistic (‘we need a person who is a visionary and
strong leader’). The internal hierarchy, based on scholarly reputation, was
replaced by a more unofficial institutional hierarchy based on a personal repu-
tation as a dynamic and successful research manager. Such attributes as lead-
ership and management skills were now of at least equal importance as
academic reputation and a distinguished appearance.

Internal devolution of authority

The increase in institutional responsibilities called for measures to
strengthen their central executive capacity. Some institutional leaders began
to build senior management teams around themselves, or introduce vice-rec-
tor or pro-vice-chancellor positions and form advisory groups with a pre-
dominance of academics. In Sweden, at some of the large universities, a
delicate question was whether power was to be concentrated at the top of the
entire institution, at the rector’s office, or with deans of faculties.

The new model of governance brought about an increased and heavy
administrative workload at all levels within the institutions. Responsibilities
expanded, administrative tasks became more complex and challenging.
Academics themselves spent more time on developing and complying with
procedures and rules, as well as on data collection and transfer for institu-
tional purposes. In British universities, ‘the earlier simple diarchical
assumptions of how institutional tasks are performed, however, no longer
hold. Academics move into system management, and administrators
increasingly help create the policy and procedural frames for academic
work’ (Kogan and Hanney 2000: 197). The same statement also held for
Norway and Sweden.

In all three countries, academics often interpreted a perceived concentration
of power, whether within the institution or the faculty or schools, as an increase
in bureaucratisation, irrespective of whether the bureaucrats were academic
colleagues or administrators (Kogan 1999). This kind of bureaucratisation
implied a form of transparency of academics’ work. In particular, the many
elements of accountability, assessment, evaluation and control contributed to
the negative attitudes to ‘bureaucratisation’.

Accountability had in some respects been made clearer. In the UK, it was
linked most directly to financial delegation. Budgets were devolved and deans
and heads of department were made accountable for the management of
resources, as faculties and departments were designated, variously, cost, budget
or resource centres. However, they were not necessarily allocated the income
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that they had earned or, if they were, they were not necessarily given total free-
dom to decide how to spend it.

In Sweden, financial responsibilities had also been devolved to different
levels. However, because of gradual reduction in the unit of resource since the
mid-1980s, those given these responsibilities felt that financial control simply
meant dealing with deficits and an urgent search for external additional
funding.

The internal organisation

To the growing bureaucratisation (in terms of a concentration of power to
executives, who might be recruited from academics or from the professional
administrators) must also be added the tendency (at least at the large universities)
to create special support units. Teaching/learning centres, research policy centres,
quality development centres, evaluation centres, centres for external affairs were
established. They were sometimes staffed with highly specialised academics;
sometimes, however, administrators moved into these roles. Such units formed a
new kind of inter-faculty network organisation crossing the traditional hierar-
chical academic line structure (faculty-department-basic unit). The units also
illustrated another trend, namely that the traditional division between academics
and administrators, and between academic tasks and administrative tasks, had
become an oversimplification.

Such cross-cutting units was looked upon with scepticism by many aca-
demics, who believed that a disproportionate level of resources was spent on
these new bodies, as compared with the small amount allocated to the depart-
ments and basic units ‘where the real work is done’. They felt, too, that insti-
tutional policies and ‘solutions’, rather than the academics’ own values, guided
the decisions that were taken.

Another kind of extraordinary unit was also emerging for entrepreneur-
ial reasons. These were to make it easier for teachers or researchers to
respond to external opportunities to mount profit making activities by free-
ing them from bureaucratic practices and chores. They represented the
organisational and value tensions with which academic institutions were
now working.

A significant feature in all three countries was the merging of departments.
Small departments were vulnerable in the context of external assessments and
internal planning and efficiency criteria. In Norway mergers of university
departments (one of the key elements of the New Public Management policy)
were proposed by the Minister of Education and actively promoted by the uni-
versity leaders (see also Chapter 7). The idea of economy of scale gained wide
acceptance, in spite of some research evidence that economies of scale were not
always secured (Kyvik 1991).

In England, by 2004 these developments were beginning to provoke contro-
versy beyond academia itself, as significant numbers of departments such as
physics, chemistry, mathematics and classics, hitherto considered as fundamen-
tal in the pursuit of higher education and research and integral to the idea of a
university, were closed.
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THE NORMATIVE FUNCTION OF THE HIGHER 
EDUCATION SYSTEM – INSTITUTIONAL 
INTERPRETATIONS

The quality issue

The drastic expansion of student numbers and institutions, in combination
with restricted economy, led to a political concern for quality in almost all
European countries. We have also seen that quality aims and definitions easily
become displaced by efficiency in certain conceptions of higher education insti-
tutions.

Until the 1980s, it had been assumed in all three countries that quality was
a matter for internal regulation by academics, who in turn took for granted
what quality meant and that its sustenance was inherent in academic values and
modes of organisation (e.g. Scott 1994). Here we consider to what extent higher
education institutions had installed it in their policy and management agendas,
how far this was reflected in institutional structures and processes in the 1980s
and 1990s, and, to the extent that it was, how far this was a function of state
policies.

England moved rapidly from a position in which the state had virtually no
direct interest in assuring quality in universities to one in which quality require-
ments were imposed by law. If the justification for the extensive use of quality
assurance procedures lay in the massification of higher education, it was also
strongly associated in Britain with government efficiency and public accounta-
bility goals for higher education.

The British experience was that quality assurance was the most potent of
the change agents in government approaches to reform in higher education. A
major reason for this was the external, transparent and compulsory nature of
the quality assurance policies established. Until 1997, quality assurance of
institutional policies and structures remained in the hands of the quality coun-
cil (HEQC) formed by the institutions themselves, but even the exercises (or
‘academic audits’) conducted under these auspices were experienced as exter-
nal. However, they had neither the significance nor the publicity attached to the
Higher Education Funding Councils’ assessment of research (RAE) and teach-
ing quality (TQA, later subject review). In the case of both these forms of
assessment, peer judgements were converted, along with other quantitative
measures, into published gradings of subject groups or departments in all insti-
tutions. These, in turn, were incorporated into public, albeit unofficial, league
tables and widely recognised markers of institutional reputations within and
beyond the higher education system. The academic quality of institutions and
departments became transparent and open to external interpretation in a way
that was without precedent and could affect institutions’ entrée into a range of
markets.

Assessment of the quality of teaching was mandatory for all subject
providers in higher education, although the systematic link with funding
intended by government had not been made by the end of the century.
However, participation in the RAE was a condition of eligibility for the receipt



of research money from the Funding Council and the amount of this money
was tied to the RAE grading.

It was, therefore, not surprising that quality assessment (particularly in the
field of research) was among the most important drivers of the policies and
structural arrangements of almost all higher education institutions. Academic
recruitment, reward and conditions of service policies were increasingly influ-
enced by the RAE. Senior academic management made direct interventions
into faculty and departmental strategies for quality assessments. Committee
structures, support units and institutional review arrangements were estab-
lished with a view to maximising the institutions’ and departments’ perform-
ance in external quality assessment exercises. Increasingly prescriptive and
detailed frameworks of assessment (particularly for subject review) meant that
administrators and other extra-departmental staff acquired growing influence
in the internal management of external assessments and thus in the framing of
the academic work of the basic units. This will not necessarily abate now that
institutional audits have supplanted subject review in quality assurance
arrangements for education.

The RAE, and subject review, too, made individual and departmental per-
formance transparent within as well as outside the institution. This meant that
institutions had new bases from which to make judgements about the relative
quality of their departments and the contribution they were making to the
institution. In some cases, they could mean that traditional pecking orders were
brought into question.

It could be said that quality judgements were converted into quasi-
performance indicators and became amongst the most influential of such indi-
cators within institutions. Performance indicators had, as we have seen, been
incorporated into higher education in the UK with the Jarratt Report in the
mid-1980s. However, whereas, like quality assurance, they were originally asso-
ciated with government’s aims to exert greater control over higher education in
the name of economy, efficiency and effectiveness, by the mid-1990s their main
value had come to be regarded as tools of internal institutional management
(Jarratt 1985; Cave et al. 1997).

In Norway, the Hernes Commission tried in 1988 to introduce a policy in
which academic quality was clearly emphasised in addition to quantitative
dimensions, such as student numbers and number of institutions. Although the
origins of this policy lay in a media controversy provoked by Hernes’ criticism
in 1987 of Norwegian higher education as mediocre, the proposals of the
Commission were welcomed in academia. Quality improvement was also to be
supported by an increase in resources. However, the student influx fundamen-
tally disrupted this policy. While, as we saw in Chapter 2, by 1994 Norwegian
Higher Education Institutions had been required to develop their own quality
assurance systems, it was ten years before a national intermediary body
(NOKUT) was made responsible for monitoring these systems.

Instead, as we have seen, in the 1990s there was a strong emphasis in
Norwegian policies on mechanisms associated with new forms of public man-
agement, management by objectives, academic activity planning and evalua-
tion against pre-set goals, and the use of performance indicators. Potentially
such developments could make the institutions vulnerable to increased external
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control, again through the power of transparency and the potential linkage
between performance and resource allocation. They certainly provoked debate
in the universities, some of it on these lines, but it was organised round differ-
ent issues. In Oslo, objections focused on questioning whether universities
should formulate goals at all or on the issue of who would be qualified to eval-
uate how far the goals of an academic institution had been achieved. In Bergen,
the debate centred on externally defined performance indicators and on the
dangers of defining quality in administrative terms.

However, until recently neither performance indicators nor activity plans
seem to have given rise to the drastic consequences that some opponents feared.
Activity plans were considered a time consuming administrative ritual rather
than a control instrument representing a threat to academic freedom.
Meanwhile, although performance indicators were developed and some were
linked to funding, it was felt that because some, at least, were conflicting, it was
not too difficult to maintain a rather diffuse picture of performance.

In Sweden, concern for quality was a central constituent in the reform of
higher education at the beginning of the 1990s and was firmly associated by the
policy makers with freedom for the institutions (in terms of deregulation),
rather than external control. Each institution was required to develop its own
system for quality assurance and, as in England, this stimluated the develop-
ment of new internal structures. Committees were established at the centre of
the institutions and responsibilities for quality assurance devolved in varying
degrees to faculties and departments in different institutions.

Originally, students were meant to become a strong market-force through
their free choice of programmes and institutions. This intention was hindered
by the simultaneous introduction of restricted admission. It had, however,
become an important driver for academic development in institutions in the
form of curriculum development. In Sweden both undergraduate student
numbers and graduation rates became “performance indicators” on which
resource allocations were based. This proved an effective incentive for institu-
tions to devise new inter-disciplinary programmes thought likely to attract
good students.

The Conservative government also proposed originally that five per cent of
resource allocation to institutions should be based on quality. This was aban-
doned as impracticable and a new proposal calling for audits of the institu-
tions’ quality development programmes was accepted. As mentioned earlier,
they were put into effect in a way that respected the idea of a self-regulative
system and the learning organisation model and the need for internal system-
atic quality assurance and self-evaluation programmes. The beginning of the
new century saw a shift of emphasis by government and the National Agency
away from sole reliance on audit and institutional self-regulation towards
external assessment of academic programmes (HSV 2002; HSV 2003).
However, there is still strong commitment to trust and collaboration in the
Agency’s approach to these evaluations. It therefore remains to be seen
whether the policies in Sweden based substantially on trust and self regulation
can be more successful in embedding quality assurance into institutions and
integrating it into academic conceptions of core values and activities than
policies based on financial incentives and on managerialist and coercive strate-
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gies. (See Stensaker 1999 for an early evaluation of impacts). This issue will be
pursued in Chapters 6 and 7.

Towards uniformity or differentiation in aims and functions?

In England, the activities of intermediary bodies, in particular the funding
councils, created pressures towards conformity and competition between insti-
tutions within defined parameters. However, at the same time, the institutions
were encouraged to operate in less bounded areas, a key driver being income
generation. New partnerships with the private sector were encouraged and new
levels of collaboration and partnership were opened up in research and educa-
tion programmes. Many institutions saw the development of taught postgrad-
uate programmes as an area in which there was more freedom for new
initiatives than in undergraduate degrees, which were subject to government
control on frequently shifting principles.

The abolition of the binary divide, together with the massive increase in
student numbers in the 1980s and early 1990s, meant increased diversity in
higher education in the UK, but within a system that was always informally
highly stratified and had now become more explicitly so. Institutions varied
widely in the extent to which they could take control of their destinies. This was
partly a matter of whether they had adopted the kind of active innovative
strategic management identified by Clark (op.cit.). However, it was also a mat-
ter of the intellectual and physical capital accrued by different institutions.
Some could exploit new and lucrative markets or funding opportunities, confi-
dent that they could subsume them within their own academic agendas and cul-
tures. Others might find their choices more restricted.

In Norway, the strong binary divide between universities and state col-
leges was beginning to weaken. It is to be expected, however, that, as in
England, informal stratification might ensue with degrees of research selec-
tivity being applied. This might be mitigated by regional disposal of
research funds.

In Sweden, after the radical deregulation of 1993, the higher education sys-
tem was moving towards increased variation in students, programmes, teaching
tasks, research activities, knowledge areas, and additional assignments. The
renewal of programmes and courses reflects a substantial shift from a discipli-
nary to a more interdisciplinary-structured education. A substantial number of
interdisciplinary and interfaculty activities was introduced. The number of
external funders was increased.

CONCLUSIONS

The reconstruction of intermediary bodies in our three countries during the
1980s and 1990s reflected a search for an adequate balance between institu-
tional autonomy and governmental control, and between internal (academic)
initiatives and external (state and market) influences.
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Not only did systems become more diversified but so did variation between
faculties, departments, and groups of academics. As the departments were
encouraged to extend their activities to new markets and new funders, the suc-
cessful strengthened their position vis à vis the institutional leaders. Appeals to
institutions to improve their academic quality and increase their external
incomes also brought about tensions and imbalance between successful and
less successful faculties and departments.

Increased market dependency might also cause internal tensions and raise
the temperature within the institutions, as ‘the market’ is not a uniform phe-
nomenon acting in a uniform way on the entire institution. On the contrary,
different parts of an institution interact with different kinds of markets and dif-
ferent kinds of external actors (public and private). An active interplay with
external markets can provide such faculties as Technology and Medicine (and
individual departments) substantial extra income for teaching and, not the
least, for research, while such faculties (schools) as Divinity and Education
obtain just a percentage of their total income from external sources, mainly in
terms of contract teaching and in-service training for the public sector. Thus,
behind the facade of the institution as an entity, the economic power is
unevenly distributed.

In England and Norway, differing components of New Public
Management, with all of its ambiguities, challenged previous state-institutional
relationships, while the corporate enterprise model affected institutional gover-
nance and organisation. In Sweden, the ideas of self-regulative governance and
a perception of the ideal institution as a learning organisation were adopted.
However, in all three countries, as noted earlier, irrespective of the model which
they adopted, reactions of ambiguity, uncertainty, and conflict at the state and
institutional top level, and (as will be evident in the following chapters) among
the academics, were evident when increased autonomy was to be exercised by
the institutions.

How can we explain the differences between England, Norway and Sweden,
in the choices of strategies and models of state governance?

One explanation may be the overall structures of the higher education sys-
tem. Although both the Norwegian and the Swedish higher education systems
developed in the continental tradition with strong governments and strong fac-
ulties, they differed in two main respects. Like England, Norway had a diversi-
fied higher education system in which the differences between institutions were
not concealed but, on the contrary, were considered an important element of
its regional policy. In Sweden, the national equivalence of all higher education
examinations was a core characteristic ever since the first universities were
established. The adoption of a more market-oriented approach to state gover-
nance and institutional leadership and management also implied acceptance of
the notions of evaluation and control, which would reveal inequalities between
institutions, whether signalled in quality terms or not. In Sweden, as we have
seen, the government and the National Agency hesitated in this respect. The
political intention to guarantee national uniformity and equivalence prevented
the Social Democrat government and the Agency from a straightforward
implementation of evaluative measures which might allow for institutional
ranking and simple bench marking. References were, in particular, made to



experiences from England and the negative side-effects of a strict implementa-
tion of quality indicators that opened up for a trivialisation of the complex
quality issue.

Another explanation focuses on the different traditions of evaluation and
assessment. In both England and Norway external examination was a regu-
lar constituent. In Norway that tradition probably contributed to the readi-
ness for the recent emphasis on evaluation of various kinds. In the UK the
polytechnics were already subject to rigorous evaluation and this might have
made it easier for it to be imposed on the universities with which they drew
level in status. In Sweden, there was no tradition of external evaluation and
assessment, as extensive central planning activities and firm regulations were
(for centuries) considered a guarantee of national equivalence (Askling and
Bauer 1999).

The role of the intermediary bodies and how data from their evaluative
activities were used in the allocation of resources also differed between the
countries. In England, data from the intermediary bodies were directly linked
to allocation of resources; in Norway the activities of the institutions became
more transparent. Evaluations and annual reports were used in the annual
negotiations between the government and the institutions (although in a soft
and formal manner), while in Sweden the government did not explicitly refer to
data from the National Agency’s evaluations and audits, when it allocated
resources.

The effects of quality assurance on institutional behaviour were marked. In
Sweden it pointed the way to self-evaluation, if precariously installed, and the
notion of the self-learning organisation. In the UK, it strengthened the power
of the institution and influenced the criteria by which academics were judged
and made judgements. The power of evaluation was particularly reinforced in
the UK where the link between research assessment and selective funding was
strong. In Sweden, the rewards attached to graduation rates encouraged new
forms of curriculum development.

Governmental ambivalence might have had have its roots in governments’
deliberate efforts to use the higher education system as a tool for welfare pol-
icy (to increase the total number of student enrolment and at the same time
recruit new – non-privileged – categories of students). At the same time, gov-
ernments relied on the innovative capacity of the institutions and their aca-
demics for the necessary renewal of programmes and courses to meet the
demands of the Knowledge Society. The first intention was best supported by
central regulations, the second one was best supported by devolution of
authority. In this respect, the Swedish government was less confident in its self-
regulative model of governance than the governments of England and Norway,
who were more consistent in their reliance on policies definable in terms of
New Public Management.

Thus, historical and present contextual conditions influenced what national
policy was launched, what particular policy instruments were selected, and
what measures taken.

How can we explain the ambiguity and uncertainty of some institutional
leaders and the many examples of tensions and conflicts within the institutions
when institutional autonomy is to be put into use?
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The change in the relationship between the institutions and the state was
probably greater in Sweden than in either Norway or England. Institutional
leaders in our Swedish interviews admitted how badly prepared they felt for
their new role and how they also noticed that they changed perspective during
their period of duty. They witnessed an initial lack of knowledge about how
their own organisations worked and were intended to work in their higher edu-
cation systems – and, referring to academics in general, a kind of ignorance
about how thoroughly the whole situation had changed in the last ten years.
Institutional leaders in Norway and England may also have experienced some
unexpressed difficulties but the transitions they were required to make were
somewhat less drastic.

However, the challenges facing all of them were considerable. They had to
find ways of enabling much enlarged institutions, unused to developing generic,
institution-wide policies, to become sufficently strong and coherent entities to
manage new demands. At the same time, they had to ensure that their institu-
tions were intellectually stronger and more ambitious than in the past, in cul-
tures where a primary belief was that intellectual power was rooted in
individual academic autonomy (see Chapter 7). In some instances, institutional
leaders were required to steer their institutions through a change of status,
which implied the adoption of a research  in what had been an educational
culture.

As Dill put it, although universities had long experiences as centres for
knowledge creation and application for the larger society, they had not seen the
necesssity for developing and transferring knowledge for improving their own
basic processes (Dill 1998).
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PART 3: ACADEMICS IN A CONTEXT OF 
POLICY AND SYSTEM CHANGE



Chapter 6

POLICY CHANGE AND THE ACADEMIC 
PROFESSION

Roar Høstaker

INTRODUCTION

We will in this chapter discuss the consequences of the policy changes for the
academic profession in the three countries. An important starting point is to
analyse the differences in its constitution in the three countries. We can also
ask whether the notion of ‘academic profession’ is a viable one. Hence the
weight is given to analyses of integrative and disintegrative forces of the pro-
fession in this chapter. The main focus is what sort of common markers and
points of identification are constructed within the profession and what rela-
tions may weaken the strength of such common points of identification. The
first part of the chapter sketches the historical constitution of the academic
professions in each of the three countries leading to the eve of the reforms in
the 1980s and 1990s. The second part of the chapter presents the main lines of
reform policies with reference to the conditions of the academic profession in
each country. A closer look at certain effects of the reform policies is taken in
the third part of the chapter in which we discuss changes concerning hierar-
chisation within the profession, divides between disciplines and becoming an
academic.In many ways the academic professions in England, Sweden and
Norway may be said not to be fully professionalised. In the literature on pro-
fessions it is usually emphasised that in order to be useful as a concept, there
should be some characteristic that distinguishes a ‘profession’ as an occupa-
tional group from other closely related groups. There must be some sort of
cohesion between the members of the group. Usually groups such the Anglo-
American professions of doctors and lawyers serve as master templates for
what to look for: common educational background, autonomy in professional
questions, protection through certification, a strong professional association
and a common occupational ethos (Abbot 1988; Erichsen 1997; Johnson 1982;
Parsons 1939; Torgersen 1994; Wilensky 1964).

Compared to such classical professions as doctors and lawyers, the notion
of an academic profession may be problematic. It is important to see this
notion in our context more like an open question or a regulative idea for our
investigation. Professional and disciplinary allegiances may represent alterna-
tive points of identification for university teachers that impede the emergence
of a specific academic profession. An academic profession must somehow be
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united across disciplinary boundaries and extra-mural professional obligations.
Integrating forces may emerge from the fact that academics are situated within
the same type of institutions and therefore have many relations in common.
Some of the current changes in academic institutions may alter the degree of
‘sameness’ altogether. Nonetheless, the nature of these relations and the extent
to which they promote cohesion and common points of identification are the
topic of this chapter.

STATUS BEFORE THE REFORM PERIODS

Until the early 1980s academics in England may be seen as most closely
resembling the classical professional ideal (cf. above). Universities were gov-
erned by academics themselves as self-governed corporations. Historically,
endowments had been the main source of income, but since the 1920s grants
from the state became more and more important and by 1980 the major part
of university incomes were such grants. This system relied upon a sort of con-
tract with society (a corporatist bargain in Cawson’s (1983) term) in which uni-
versities gave young people an education and made research for the benefit of
all while the government supported those activities The allocations of funds
were made by the UGC as an intermediary body controlled by academic rep-
resentatives.

The professional ethos of the modern English academics was formed in the
19th century and centred around the gentleman-amateur. This was an ideal
derived from the social classes that sent their sons to university at the time:
their sons were usually expected to complete their training as self-sustained
gentlemen, not to learn a trade. General education was preferred to specialist
training for a specific occupation. This ideal was coupled to pedagogic prac-
tices of small-group tutoring and a continuation of the guild-tradition of stu-
dents living at colleges or residential halls under the supervision of their
teachers. Universities attempted to continue these professional ideals and
practices through the expansion of the universities in the late 19th century
(‘redbrick’ universities) and after the Second World War (the ‘greenfield’ uni-
versities). This continuation of ideals was maintained through the employ-
ment of mainly Oxbridge graduates as teachers and academic leaders.
Although universities established after the Second World War were less well-
endowed than the older ones, they attempted, at least to some degree, to attain
some of the same ideals of small scale teaching and communal living (Halsey
and Trow 1971). The Robbins Report of 1963 initiated an increased expansion
for universities, but also a redefinition of their clientele. Higher education was
supposed to be open for all who were qualified for it. This pledge for open
access was seen to be the universities’ contribution to a democratisation of
education1. The main effect on the profession was to change its outlook from
being private, elite and eclectic to become more open and socially responsive

1 Although before the expansion of the 1980s and 1990s, universities still enrolled only
6% of each age-group and the whole of higher education 15% of each age-group.
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by 1970 (Becher and Kogan 1992: 32–33). Another interpretation of this
development is that of proletarianisation of a professional group (Halsey
1992). A historical decline of status and wages through most of the 20th cen-
tury gradually forced the profession to find new social alliances. This alliance
was in Halsey’s view formed when the major teacher union, the AUT, joined
the TUC (ibid.).

The basis of the academic professions in Sweden and Norway was quite dif-
ferent from the English one. In both cases universities followed the continental
pattern of being state institutions. Their raison d’être was to educate civil ser-
vants for the state, and the professoriate, who until the 1950s constituted the
majority of the academic staff, were higher civil servants. Their professional
activities were regulated by ordinances concerning the institutions, degree
structure and examinations and the general legislation concerning civil ser-
vants. Within this framework, however, there was considerable leeway for
autonomous decision-making and self-regulation. In the Norwegian case aca-
demics have not been seen as a separate profession, but rather as a part of the
university-educated class (Akademikerne) which in the 19th century was almost
synonymous with the civil service class or estate (cf. Aubert et al. 1960; 1962).
This educated class was subdivided into each of its disciplinary professions:
medical doctors, theologians, jurists, engineers and lecturers in upper second-
ary education2. For most of the 19th century this educated class also remained
the political élite in Norway, which gave it a prominent place in the political
and social development of the country.

The pedagogical ideals of Norwegian and Swedish academics were quite
different from those of the English. The ideal of the self-sustained gentle-
man had no influence, and the main purpose of attending a university was
to learn a trade. Compared to English universities there was little teaching
and little attention given to the students’ written work, except at the
advanced stages. In accordance with the continental university model, teach-
ing was mainly given as lectures in auditoriums and assessment of students
concentrated on examinations. While small-group teaching and writing of
essays were central to the English system, the continental model in its
Swedish and Norwegian form was concentrated around the syllabus. The
syllabus may be seen as a contract between teacher and student, and the
function of the examination was to test whether the student had read and
understood the syllabus. The teacher was, however, constrained by the syl-
labus in the formulation of examination questions and had to remain within
its boundaries in order to keep his part of the contract (cf. e.g., Øverland
1988). Between the time the student started to study a certain topic and the
dies irae of the examination day, he or she remained in a sort of limbo with
few if any signs of to what degree they were living up to the expectations of
their teachers. A certain level of failure was expected in such a system, and
it was common for some students to take exams more than once to improve
their results.

2 Medical doctors and jurists were state professions in Norway. The health service was
a concern for the state from the early 19th century and jurists dominated the ministries.
Theologians were also usually civil servants as the church was part of the state.



The overall characteristics of the academic professions in Sweden and
Norway started to diverge from the 1950s as universities and the state chose to
meet the expansion of student numbers in different ways. From the late 1950s
and through the whole of the 1960s the number of students increased enor-
mously. The initial response to the growing demand for teaching was the same
in both countries; to increase the number of teachers. Here the similarity
stops. In the same way as Finland, Sweden introduced a large number of
adjunct teachers and lecturers in this period. This situation led to a division of
labour within the academic profession between those academics who do
undergraduate teaching (lecturers and adjunct teachers) and those academics
whose main task is to do research and teach at graduate level (professors,
research assistants). Lecturers and adjunct teachers had few possibilities to
undertake research as their teaching loads were heavy. At the same time there
was a substantial increase in external funding for research, and for those aca-
demics who primarily wanted to do research external funding was a way to
avoid too much teaching. In this way two different career patterns developed
among Swedish academics; one oriented towards teaching and one for
research. The latter often included periods of external funding in order to
qualify for a professorship.

The Norwegian academic profession developed in a pattern closer to its
Danish counterpart and went through a process of homogenisation and
equalisation of status and working-conditions. By the 1950s there were
demands that the different categories of the ‘middle group’ of the positional
hierarchy, amanuenses (sciences), prosektors (medicine) and lecturers (arts
and sciences), should have the same opportunity to do research. Lecturers had
at the time more teaching than members of the other categories, but many of
them managed to pursue a considerable amount of research. At the same time
the holders of research positions of prosektor and amanuensis also taught,
and it was seen as ‘natural’ that the duties of the categories should be
equalised and about half of their work-time should be devoted to research and
the other half to teaching. During the 1960s a de facto homogenisation of
work-conditions according to the principles of a 50/50 partition of work
between teaching and research occurred in many departments, and in 1969
some of these changes were taken into the regulations concerning these posi-
tions (Bleiklie et al., 2000: ch.9).

The homogenisation and equalisation of status and work-conditions did
not stop at the level of the middle-tier, but also engulfed the professoriate.
Radicalisation of both students and the middle-tier from the late 1960s led to
demands for democratisation of university departments and faculties.
Norwegian universities were at the time based upon the principle of the pro-
fessor governing a department, and the Faculty Board mainly consisted of the
chairs of each department and the University Board consisted of the deans
from each faculty and the university leadership. The chair governed the depart-
ment on behalf of the University Board. Already in the early 1970s the author-
ity of professors to make recommendations on appointments of middle-tier
staff (and in fact control these) was thwarted by the introduction of multi-
member assessment committees, and from 1975 the chair became an elected
office. The boards at department, faculty and university levels became repre-
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sentative organs in which all tenured staff became one of several groups repre-
sented3. The tenured staff jointly controlled over 50% of the seats to all boards.
This election system added to the homogenisation of the profession by making
it clear that only co-operation would secure common interests, and at the same
time the main status divide in the profession became between those with tenure
and those without it. The gradual homogenisation of the profession also
effaced formal work-load differences between the professoriate and the middle-
tier and a professorship became formally attainable for all middle-tier person-
nel by becoming a title open for promotions according to qualifications in 1991
(ibid. ch.9).

The development of the academic profession in Norway from the 1960s to
the 1980s may be characterised as an ascent of the middle-tier, and the profes-
sion itself was the main policy-maker in this process. Many professors sup-
ported the middle-tier and even took part in their own ‘downfall’ (ibid. ch.9).
In Sweden educational planning and politics were much more centralised and
professional wishes in favour of research opportunities for lecturers were not
heard. The divide between teaching and research was strengthened by the 1977
reform in which undergraduate education was taken out of the control of the
disciplines and the departments. Undergraduate education was subordinated to
professionally oriented and centrally defined study-tracks. These tracks had
their own boards (linjenämnder) and administrative personnel. These boards
had representatives from the relevant departments, but also from students, non-
academic staff and from the professional field relevant for the track. Although
the authority of the professoriate was thwarted at undergraduate level by this
dispersion of powers, the governance of departments and at the graduate edu-
cation level still retained many of its traits from the chair-faculty system.

In England and Norway the department and the disciplines retained control
over undergraduate education. In England undergraduate education was, in
many ways, seen as the core activity of an academic group at a university. When
it came to governance English university departments were traditionally less
centralised around a chair-holder than on the continent, and individual mem-
bers enjoyed a greater degree of autonomy (Neave and Rhoades 1987). The tra-
ditions of the universities varied; Halsey and Trow point to the redbrick
universities as following a much more continental pattern as late as the 1960s
(Halsey and Trow 1971, ch.14). There may also have been differences between
the disciplines in this respect. Nevertheless, the higher degree of equality
among members was probably one of the reasons why the English academic
profession, aside from politicisation in the 1970s and a more socially responsive
attitude, was less changed as a result of the expansion period of the 1960s than
was the case in Sweden and Norway. While the Swedish university department
modified its chair-faculty structure, the Norwegian department saw a lapse into
a situation with little formal academic authority whatever. All tenured
staff could be elected head of department4 and the task mainly entailed

3 The others were non-tenured staff, technical staff and students.
4 Our case-study from Bergen shows that the vast majority of all tenured staff (in all
position categories) had been head some time during their career (Bleiklie et al, 2000,
ch.8).
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administrative work. An evaluation of the position of Norwegian department
chairs from a British perspective was given in NAVF5’s evaluation of English
studies. The evaluators concluded that ‘...there is a lack of good basis for lead-
ership within the department given the short span of office’6, and the function
of the chair is often ‘...as a committee leader without much accepted authority’
whatsoever 7.

The academic professions on the brink of the political reforms of the 1980s
and 1990s were thus very different. The divide between teaching and research
was well established in Sweden, while the same divide largely followed institu-
tional statuses in Britain and Norway.

From 1966 a new sector of higher education was constructed in the UK led
by the polytechnics governed by local councils and regulated by the CNAA.
These were institutions in which the staff was not expected to do research
(Becher and Kogan 1992: 29-32), although it was not formally restricted.
Similar developments came in Norway as professional colleges (teacher-train-
ing, nursing, social-work, etc.) were upgraded to higher education standards in
the 1970s and early 1980s. A specific case is the new institutions of the district-
colleges. These institutions were supposed to offer teaching at undergraduate
level and not engage in research. Many of the academics in these institutions
managed a considerable amount of research and gradually their terms of
employment, i.e., their opportunity to do research, became equal to those of
the university academics (Jerdal 1996). The line struck between teaching and
research institutions thus to some degree eroded.

THE REFORMS

The reform processes in the UK from the early 1980s and in Sweden and
Norway, both from the late 1980s, diverged in many aspects. The reforms in
England were more drastic at an early stage, while in both Norway and Sweden
they developed in a more piecemeal fashion during the 1990s. More drastic
changes have come in Norway during the last few years. The reform period in
the UK may be said to start in 1981 when the UGC was left to handle a severe
cut in funding and chose to reduce the number of places at universities by
20,000 students instead of reducing the unit of resource for each student. This
happened at a time with peak demand from school leavers (Becher and Kogan
1992: 42; Kogan and Kogan 1983). This decision forced many universities to lay
off teachers.

Further cuts were imposed on the universities in the years to come, and left
many of them with few alternatives to increasing their student numbers, whilst
staffing ratios went down, and seeking alternative incomes from contract
research, consultancies and the enrolment of students from non-EU countries.

5 Norsk allmennvitenskapelige forskningsråd. Until 1995 Norway’s research council for
basic research.
6 NAVF; Evaluation of English Studies, 1991, p.42
7 loc.cit



Especially in the years from 1988 to 1995 there was a dramatic increase of stu-
dents and a simultaneous fall in staff/student ratios. During the same period
the per-capita funding of students was reduced (Fulton 1999). These changed
circumstances had dramatic effects on the work conditions for many English
academics. However, the effects were unevenly felt between universities as they
had different possibilities to counter the cuts in grants with incomes from other
sources such as endowments (especially Oxford and Cambridge) or research
funding or because core funds became allocated selectively.

The government’s policies were not to reduce quality at universities, but to
get value for money and to make universities more fit for different purposes.
Increasing division between teaching and research was often a consequence,
and the polytechnics were favoured by the government as they were more
responsive to government’s wishes for occupationally relevant teaching. While
the government tried from the mid-1980s to increase its direct hold on univer-
sities by better control of the financing bodies and through common legisla-
tion, the policy changed in the late 1980s to a stronger strand of marketisation.
All institutions should compete for the same resources on the same market and
would thereby be able to strengthen their specific qualities (Fulton 1999). A
logical conclusion of that policy was to elevate the polytechnics to university
status in 1992 (the 1992-universities) and to integrate them in the same funding
system under the HEFCE. From 1985 the universities had competed for
research funding through a research assessment exercise (RAE) in which uni-
versities were graded according to quality (cf. below). During the 1990s the dis-
tribution of research grants was to an increasing degree to the benefit of those
universities with the highest grades. Most of the 1992 universities did poorly in
the RAE and gained very little research funding, and the ratio between teach-
ing and research grants from the HEFCE differed between universities from
267:1 at one extreme to 0.72:1 at the other for the allocation for the academic
year of 1999/2000 (Fulton 1999: 5-6). These numbers indicate the huge differ-
ences between universities in their rate of funding and their opportunities to
combine research and teaching. These differences widened still further after the
2001 exercise, when the selectivity policies hardened. The White Paper of 2003,
declaring its intention to focus public support on ‘world class’ research, pro-
posed withdrawal of HEFCE research funds from all but the units in the top
two grades (DfES 2003). In the year 2004-2005 quality-related research fund-
ing allocations from HEFCE (about 98% of the total) were confined to the top
three grades. These policies exacerbated divisions in academia in two ways:
between academics in different types of higher education institutions and
between research and teaching. The idea, mooted in the 1980s but defeated,
that universities should be divided into three categories, R (research), T (teach-
ing) and X (a combination of the two), now re-emerged, with the White Paper’s
specific proposal for teaching only universities and its encouragement of top-
graded institutions to invest in more ‘research-only’ appointments.

For a foreign observer it is striking to what degree all sorts of decisions in
English universities are made with reference to financial considerations. This
‘financialisation’ of academic relations may be a particular trait of the devel-
opment of the academic profession in England: it reflects not only the pecu-
niary problems of English universities, but also the new corporate bargain

6. Policy Change and the Academic Profession 109



between universities and the state. The possibility of the state to regulate rela-
tions at universities by decree is quite limited, and the government has to use
indirect measures linked to financing to succeed. Academic strategies are thus
formed according to the possibility of achieving financial rewards or of avoid-
ing financial punishments. A similar financialisation may be on its way in
Norway with the recent reform connecting grants to the ‘production’ of study-
points and research publications.

The reform processes in Sweden had much less dramatic consequences for
the academic profession than in the case of England. The major aim of the
Swedish reforms has been three-fold: 1) to reduce centralised governance of
university relations, 2) to increase the quality of teaching and research in higher
education institutions and 3) to increase the access to higher education by
building new colleges in small towns across the land. The first two issues were
mainly the concern of academic leaders and administrators who were now left
more to their own initiatives and had a greater responsibility than before. The
quality systems were also to a high degree managed by them and only indirectly
impinged on the work-relations of ‘lay’ academics. Aside from the fact that both
the number of students and the responsibility for them increased and the teach-
ing/research divide was softened, the reforms in Sweden have been characterised
as a reform of leadership and administration (Askling 1999). Despite the qual-
ity discourse, however, the increase in the number of new colleges and the con-
comitant increase in student numbers have also been followed by a lowering of
the level of financing for each undergraduate student during the 1990s
(Fridlund & Sandström 2000).

The reforms in Norway during the 1990s to a high degree concerned dele-
gation of responsibility and increased weight upon quality management. The
results of delegation of powers were much less dramatic than in Sweden as
institutions already enjoyed a high degree of autonomy. The Government,
however, to a minor degree governed by decrees in relation to universities.
Through general policy statements, incentives and partial decisions aiming at
changes in an indirect manner (such as formalisation of institutional manage-
ment) it was able to influence the sector. This mode of governance relied upon
local initiatives and the results thus varied between institutions. In the early
years of the 21st century, however, the governmental gloves came off in a series
of reforms aiming at a ‘rewriting’ of the rules governing the relationship
between state and higher education institutions. On the one side, the financing
of the sector was changed and made dependent upon ‘production’ and, on the
other, external representatives were elected to the university boards and meas-
ures have been taken to get a more unified and centralised leadership at all lev-
els at institutions. At the time of writing, there are widespread fears that
traditional academic liberties and the representative academic democracy will
disappear as a consequence of these reforms.

From the late 1980s the quality issues were subject to public deliberation,
but they drowned in the tremendous increase of students from 1988–1995.
Universities concentrated their efforts on meeting this challenge, and all dis-
cussions of quality of teaching became discussions of how to attain higher
throughput (Høstaker 1997). The sudden increase of students also put the fin-
ger on the inability of universities to control their environment. Free admis-
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sions traditions within the humanities, social sciences, law and sciences made
them victims of great fluctuations. Yet when the institutions took measures to
regulate their intake of new students, Parliament and the Government acted
against it in order to decrease youth unemployment and to maintain education
for everyone as a welfare right. This policy was not met by hostility by academ-
ics because, until the mid-1990s, universities were given compensations in the
form of higher grants and more academic posts (ibid.). The quality issue
returned with a vengeance with the government’s ‘Quality Reform’ implemented
forcibly from 2003. This reform entailed a restructuration of the degree-system
in accordance with an international model of Bachelor degree, Master degree
and PhD and a massive import of Anglo-American pedagogic ideals of small-
group teaching and more written work. The effects of this reform is too early to
evaluate. Furthermore, the change in the lower degree (bachelor) involves a year
shorter time of study for the degree and without intensified learning efforts this
should lead to lower rather than higher quality.

CONSEQUENCES FOR THE ACADEMIC PROFESSION

Since the university systems, the policies and the historical traditions of the
academic professions in the UK, Sweden and Norway are very different, it is
neither possible nor desirable to make sweeping conclusions of any kind about
the effects on the professions. It is more relevant to discuss different aspects of
the professions’ condition in relation to changes within academia, and a start-
ing point may be to discuss integrating and disintegrating relations. While there
are forces that may threaten to tear all kinds of unity apart, there is clearly also
a basis for unity based on common points of reference among academics. Some
processes engender a higher degree of unity and strength on the part of the
academic profession while others may split it into fractions or change its face
fundamentally. In this section we will concentrate on the following broad top-
ics; 1) hierarchisation within the profession, 2) divides between the disciplines,
and 3) how to become an academic.

Hierarchies

Hierarchies within academia affect relations within the academic profession
in many different ways. The hierarchies we will address in this context are, first
and foremost, the hierarchies between universities and between academic posi-
tions. As we will see, the different types of hierarchies have different conse-
quences for academic work relations and hence also for the potential unity of
the profession.

While hierarchies between universities are of little significance in Norway
and Sweden, they are an important element in the UK. Traditionally the aca-
demic precedence of institutions was given to universities according to age.
Oxford and Cambridge were the universities embodying the traditional ideals
of universities as selective elite institutions with close teacher-student con-
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tact. They were central in the reproduction of the academic profession as
their graduates occupied university posts around the country. However,
before the introduction of research selectivity this hierarchy had few material
repercussions with the exception of rich endowments at Oxbridge colleges
and some other institutions (Becher and Kogan 1992). All teaching staff at
pre-1992 universities were supposed to do both teaching and research and
universities were given block grants to fulfil this task. With the introduction
of selectivity in the 1980s this hierarchy became much more important. The
results of the RAE substituted the traditional hierarchy and to some degree
confirmed it, as its apex comprised ‘the golden triangle’ of Oxford,
Cambridge and London but also included about 12 other universities. These
universities now supply the model of excellence as they have been able to
retain a high research activity, a high research score, a high score in teaching
evaluations. They have also been able to maintain traditional forms of teach-
ing such as single-subject undergraduate degrees (as opposed to the wider
vocational degrees and modular options available to students in lower-status
institutions8) and a high degree of selectivity of students on entry. They also
have a low proportion of older and ‘non-traditional’ students and little pro-
vision for part-time study and lifelong learning schemes (Fulton 1999; Bauer
and Kogan 1997). While by 2003, government had begun to deploy new
mechanisms of control in a bid to widen participation in all higher education
institutions, as yet these seem unlikely to make a significant impact on the
student populations of this group of universities.

These institutions have been able to steer their own course to a higher
degree than many of the other universities. One of the interpretations of the
effects of selectivity and the increased importance of the university hierarchy is
the uniformity of what is seen as excellence (Fulton 1996). The influence of the
RAE on institutional strategies was dominant throughout the 1990s. There
have been attempts more recently to go beyond rhetoric about the importance
of teaching by financing the creation of centres of excellence in teaching and
so to begin to diversify the concept. However, it is too early to evaluate their
impact. In the previous condition the universities were to a much higher degree
than now able to diversify and gain credit for it, while in the present condition
diversity of offerings to students are seen, by some, to be opportunistic devia-
tions from the ideal. Such ‘opportunistic’ moves to attract students or to han-
dle greater numbers of students included increased provision of taught master’s
degrees, modularisation, part-time schemes, pre-packaging of courses and IT-
based teaching (Fulton 1999), although many of these changes were under way
before pressure was placed on institutions (Boys et al. 1988). In the same way
research assessments penalised applied research and multidisciplinary work
and exerted an important influence on what types of research were laudable or
not (Bauer and Kogan 1997). Whether the declared intention to ensure that in
the 2008 exercise ‘all forms of research output shall be assessed on a fair and

112 Roar Høstaker

8 Modularised curricula were an increasingly widespread feature of higher education
institutions by the 1990s but in the more prestigious universities course content was not
necessarily greatly changed.
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equal basis’ (HEFCE RAE 01/2005) will generate change in the hierarchy of
judgements remains to be seen.

The basic effect of these developments for the academic profession in
England was increased diversity both in working conditions of academics and
in the academic recognition of their work. This description also holds if we
exclude the 1992 universities from the equation. While teachers in the more
highly esteemed universities might have maintained a high degree of profes-
sional autonomy, teachers in the lower level of the hierarchy could be subject
to pre-packaging and close monitoring of their courses. In the top end of the
hierarchy there may be available research money for topics of the academic’s
own choice, while other institutions depend to a higher degree on external con-
tracts with ‘users’. These variations in working conditions led to great varia-
tions in the experience of being an academic at English universities.
Evaluations assessed their work as being of a different value. The stratification
of universities in a hierarchy was thus also a stratification of academic
experiences.

In Sweden and Norway the hierarchy between institutions is less pronounced
and more a question of the line between traditional universities (and specialised
university-colleges) and other higher education institutions. This division has in
Sweden been softened by the elevation of some former state colleges to univer-
sity status, and this has also recently happened in Norway. The absence of hier-
archies between universities in these two countries was connected to the
traditional task of the state as a guarantor of quality and provisions. Relatively
uniform standards of work relations, wages, admissions and offerings to stu-
dents were enforced across the board. The state as guarantor and standardiser
gave few possibilities to develop hierarchies with the exception of those between
professional fields and along the binary line.

The main effects of hierarchy in Norway and Sweden were connected to
relations within departments. In Norway the development of the positional
hierarchy towards equality of working conditions led to a dissolution of formal
academic authority in departments during the 1970s. The chair of department
became an elected office that tenured teachers had to fill when their ‘turn’ came.
The most important status divide within the academic profession became that
between tenured academics and non-tenured junior academics qualifying for
tenure. One of the results of the dissolution of academic authority was that
tenured teachers faced few demands regarding the quality of their teaching and
research efforts. This led to a system of collegial relations which gave few indi-
cations to the individual academic whether his or her work really was of any
value. The exceptions were the few crucial moments when his or her work was
assessed by an appointment or promotion committee. A person who passed
some of these hurdles was seen, by definition, to embody a high level of qual-
ity. Although there always existed an informal hierarchy of intellectual renown,
the absence of expectations and demands fostered a belief in a general level of
quality that protected mediocrity (Høstaker 1997, ch.4). The reform process in
the 1990s started with a newspaper debate in 1986–87 on the quality of uni-
versities, and one of the main reactions was that quality of teaching or research
at universities was no problem: universities were, by definition, institutions of
high quality (cf. Høstaker 1997 and Chapter 5).



Gradual changes in the department structure and stronger emphasis given
to management of departments gradually countered this view during the 1990s,
but it is not until the recent reforms that more fundamental change is about to
emerge. The changed model of financing institutions will make it quite visible
who are performing according to pre-set standards and who are not. Courses
with few students will not be financially viable and only certain types of refer-
eed publications will give added grants to the department. This system will
challenge the established relationship between teaching and research. Staff who
do not do research may be given more teaching or other tasks, while until now
there has been no tradition for administrative sanctions against substandard
performers. Those who do research may find that new forms of financial con-
siderations will impinge on their work. The full consequences of this develop-
ment cannot be foreseen at the moment.

While the problem of hierarchy in Norway was the dissolution of it, the
Swedish situation was quite different. The division of labour between researchers
(professors, research assistants) and teachers (lecturers, adjunct teachers) was a
major structural trait. The professors were still those expected to lead the disci-
pline and the departments and this hierarchy was reinforced by the privilege of
leading research groups and controlling graduate education. The latter activity
was also under academic control, while basic undergraduate education was sub-
ordinated to bureaucratic regulation. The reforms tried to loosen this situation
by giving the disciplines more control over undergraduate education and intro-
ducing a new career ladder. This ladder was intended to make all positions open
to promotion. Outstanding qualifications in teaching or research might lead
from the position of adjunct teacher to lecturer and to professor. The conse-
quences of this reform were two-fold: 1) pedagogical qualifications became more
important in appointments or promotions and 2) adjunct teachers and lecturers
must be offered opportunities for individual competence development (Askling
1999).

The research of Bauer et al. shows that the Humboldtian ideal of a unity of
teaching and research was still alive in Swedish academia (1999, ch.3). The
reform attempted to make the distribution of opportunities and duties more
even between academic staff. All academic staff were now supposed to con-
tribute to the development of their institutions and their department, and all
lecturers expected to do research (Askling 1999). Nevertheless, the situation in
Swedish universities was quite different from the one previously found in the
pre-1992 universities in England and in Norwegian universities. For most nor-
mal teaching posts in these universities research was a part of both the duties
and entitlements of academics, and the institutions provided some time and
resources for the employee to fulfil this obligation (Fulton 1999). The situation
out of normal was that either the institution did not fulfil its obligations or the
academic did not perform as expected. In England the introduction of the
RAE only confirmed for all academics that academic work also consisted of
research. However, it should be noted that only 43% of academic staff were
entered in the last RAE.

The situation in Sweden was the reverse: a lecturer or adjunct teacher
undertaking research as part of his/her normal work was ‘bought free’ from
teaching either by external finances or by institutional funds. Research time
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was thus no entitlement, but a limited benefit open to institutional wrangling
(Askling 1999). One of the reasons of this situation was that the maximum
teaching load fixed for each category in the hierarchy often was interpreted as
a minimum teaching load. All sorts of deviations in the direction of less teach-
ing were seen as out of the ordinary (ibid.).

However, both in England and in Norway the entitlement to research
changed in the 1990s. In many ways the three university systems have con-
verged in their ways of allocating research resources. In England the greater
financial differentiation between high scorers and low scorers in the RAE in
the 1990s led to sharp variations in funding for research to the pre-1992 uni-
versities. This development erased the entitlement to research resources in
many departments and, if the department choose, there might be great dif-
ferences among colleagues in the same department (Fulton 1999: 11). As indi-
cated above, the value of the link between research and teaching is
increasingly contested in the UK (see also Kogan 2004). While most univer-
sity academics in Norway were both obliged and entitled to do research, a
development more like the current Swedish system is not unlikely. The cen-
trally negotiated contract regulating the entitlement to do research has
recently been revoked, and the question of the right to do research has been
delegated to the higher education institutions themselves. This move has been
hotly contested by the unions.

One of the similarities between Norway, Sweden, and England was the sys-
tem of promotions to professorships. But the handling of promotions diverged
between the three nations and within the English system between the different
traditions of the old and the new universities. In Norway the homogenisation
of work conditions and duties rendered the professorship a category that only
signifies a personal qualification and, unlike Sweden, did entail relatively few
particular duties or privileges.9 The professor category was also freed from pre-
vious attachments to quotas between the different categories in the positional
hierarchy, and promotions were not tied to financial considerations of the insti-
tutions. The result of this policy was, as in Iceland, a considerable increase in
the number of professors10. In Sweden, until the recent reforms, the numbers of
professorships were kept low11 by the government while the institutions only
could regulate the pool of teachers by appointing lecturers and adjunct teach-
ers. In recent years appointments within the areas with a high percentage of
external grants have been based upon both research and curriculum develop-
ment –something that will probably increase the number of professors in all
disciplines (Askling 1999).

9 Except a pay-rise and the opportunity/duty to assess others to the same qualification.
10 Between 1997 and 1993 the number of professors (Professor I) increased by 25% in
both universities and colleges. At universities the share of the professors of all teaching
and research personnel at universities was in 1999 21%. Sources: FOU statistikk og
indikatorer, 1995, Det norske forsknings- og innovasjonssystemet - statistikk og indika-
torer, 1999.
11 In 1997 about 10% of all full time equivalents in teaching or research at Swedish uni-
versities belonged to the professor category (Askling, 1999).



At English universities the proportion of professors among academic staff
was also quite low12. The share of professors among staff, in contrast to
Norway and Sweden, was not subordinated to public policies, but to institu-
tional policies and professional self-regulation. The institutional policies varied
between the former binary line. Normally a person would have to have a dis-
tinctive research reputation to be appointed professor in one of the pre-1992
universities, while many of the 1992 universities gave professor as an honorable
title to managers or for curriculum development. Others might award the titles
of professor or reader based on personal achievements, as in the pre-1992 uni-
versities, but here the promotion carried no extra salary (Fulton 1999: 20–21).
The main career grade for teaching staff in English universities was lecturer
without any entitlement to move beyond this point. Lecturer was also the entry
grade and the pay-scale distinguished between lecturer A and lecturer B.
Promotion to lecturer B was liable to an internal review and failure at this hur-
dle was normally an inducement for a staff member to leave. Senior lecturer
and reader were promotion titles at the same level, but with different demands
attached. Reader was mainly a research-based promotion while senior lecturer
also included teaching achievements. In some of the 1992 universities the title
of principal lecturer was at the same level, but was connected to a specific post
with particular responsibilities (ibid.: 20–21). The positional hierarchy in
England was thus not as unified and codified as in the state-owned institutions
in Norway and Sweden, but is liable to institutional policies, traditions in the
old and the new universities, and professional self-regulation (ibid.).

Divides between the disciplines

One of the questions in this section is to what degree the division into dif-
ferent disciplines influences the viability of a notion of an academic profession.
This division of labour within universities is not only reflected in the organisa-
tion into faculties and departments, but forms the experience of being an aca-
demic through intellectual polarities and through different extra-mural
obligations to professional groups in society. Another concern in this section is
whether or how the current reforms in higher education in the three countries
have influenced these relations.

Tony Becher has developed the notion of research mode to analyse how
intellectual principles are grounded in different practices in academia and
hence into different experiences of being an academic. A ‘research mode’ may,
in its basic meaning, refer to the way in which research is done. It also refers to
the social relations and policy-formulations of the various disciplinary groups
(Becher 1985, 1989). Becher offers a general classification of research modes
along two dimensions: 1) ‘hard’ vs. ‘soft’ and 2) ‘pure’ vs. ‘applied’ research.
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The first distinction refers to research methods and may loosely be illustrated
by the distinction between those fields that depend on experimentation or sys-
tematic theories and those fields that rely upon interpretation and ‘Verstehen’.
The second distinction refers to the difference between pure basic research that
has no other purpose beyond the development of knowledge and research that
aims at achieving results that can be applied for other practical purposes than
knowledge formation itself. These distinctions are not meant to reproduce the
administrative divisions within universities, e.g., natural sciences (hard/pure),
medicine (hard/ applied), humanities (soft/pure) and law (soft/applied), nor do
they necessarily coincide with the boundaries various disciplines draw between
themselves. Different research modes may be found in many disciplinary fields,
as distinctions between the different disciplines in the same field or even
between disciplinary specialities or sub-specialities. A discipline or speciality
may even change research mode during its development (ibid.).

A hallmark of the harder disciplines is that complex problems may be
divided into simpler ones and there is also a clear hierarchy of relevant research
problems. Especially in the purer fields certain research problems may be con-
gested with researchers and the investments in instruments and laboratories may
be huge. In the softer fields the number of research problems may be seen as
unbounded and complex research questions cannot be divided into simpler
ones. Complexity is, to the contrary, acknowledged as an integral part of
research. Due to this complexity the number or researchers for each research
problem is low and the most sought-after resource is time, while the harder fields
are more dependent upon manpower and equipment (ibid). The formulation of
needs and policies may differ strongly in the two research domains because the
research process and the challenges that face researchers are different. The
‘harder’ disciplines usually rely more upon external research grants for their
finance than do other areas. In many ways the disciplines develop different rela-
tions to different sections of society depending on who finances their research
(Høstaker 1997, ch.5). In our context it is important to emphasise that different
research modes render different social experiences of being an academic. The
‘seed of disintegration’ within the academic profession thus lies at the core of
the intellectual activity and the actual organisation of academic relations in dis-
ciplines, departments, faculties and extra-mural professions reflects the centrifu-
gal force created by the intellectual division of labour.

What impact did the reforms in the three countries have on the relations
between the different disciplinary fields? Since the seed of disintegration is
grounded in the intellectual activity itself, policies had mainly indirect results on
these relations. One of the major transitions of the 1980s and the 1990s in all
three countries, although to different degrees, was the shift to more applied
research funded on a competitive basis. In the UK all state funding of research
was liable to competition. While funding based on the RAE is formed as block
grants to the institution, other types of funding are disseminated by the research
councils by open competitions. Many achieved funding in this way and thrived,
but the consequences of this system were quite uneven across the disciplines.
Since 1992 departments sought grants for research equipment by competitive
bids to research and funding councils, and most of them failed to do this with
detrimental effects mainly for the natural sciences departments. This situation



increasingly restricted not only the research effort but also the ability of these
departments to teach PhD students. At the same time public grants did not, in
these fields, meet the real costs of PhD programmes, and some of the strongest
research groups opted not to rely on research council funding for graduate stu-
dents but to seek other sources with more adequate funding levels.

The system of funding thus led to a centralisation of the research effort
within the natural sciences in the UK. This has since the early 1980s been seen
as inevitable and also desirable by leading circles in the natural sciences. The
combined effects of limited state resources and growing costs and complexities
of science were to force through a concentration of research to a reduced num-
ber of university departments. The quality-related system of financing initially
had the opposite effect, however, on some of the less capital-intensive disci-
plines. The eligibility to enter the RAE of the new universities from 1992 meant
some potential for research funding, although the grants were small in absolute
terms due to low grading. For some departments in the humanities this extra
funding meant a major difference in income and to the capacity to pursue
research, and the incentives to enhance the research profile were substantial. A
whole range of new possibilities opened up for academics in these universities,
including post-graduate education, although the more recent policies of con-
centration threaten to close these off again.

The current system of funding in the UK thus led the development of the
disciplines in two different directions, at least for a while: a strong contraction
of resources and manpower in the harder disciplines and a diffusion of
resources in the softer ones, especially in the humanities. These developments
had certain consequences for the possibility to establish oneself as a research-
active professional in the different fields as the hurdles to get over are higher
within the sciences.

In the Swedish case changes in the structure of financing might have
encouraged centrifugal forces within the university organisation. With the
reforms in the 1990s funding for research at universities was reshaped. Direct
state funding for research went through cuts while the Wage Earners Funds
were transformed into research foundations. The total amount of research
financing was increased in this way but became much more oriented towards
applied fields. The departments to a higher degree than before depended upon
external competitive bids for their total funding. The result was a great varia-
tion in the level of funding leading to ‘rich’ departments that brought money
to the institution and ‘poor’ departments who depended on their institution for
their own survival. The latter group often could not pay for their share of com-
mon facilities like libraries, IT-services, etc. Some departments in the natural
sciences, medicine and technology received more than 80% of their total fund-
ing from external resources (Askling 1999). Their feeling of dependence upon
and obligation to the institution was comparatively lower. This was a major
challenge to Swedish universities. Due to the previous centralisation of powers
to the state agency UHÄ, the university-level was relatively weak, as the state
agency negotiated directly with the faculties. The decentralisation of powers to
the university level during the early 1990s meant that the universities them-
selves had to cope with the tensions between different faculties and disciplines.
Differences in funding levels could possibly lead to a climate of protection and
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mistrust between faculties which called for strong – but unfamiliar – manage-
ment by university leaders (Askling 1999).

The devolution of powers to the institutions, faculties and departments
together with the changes in financial structure, led to a situation in which
some departments might cling to the institution as their saviour while others
would claim independence. This unevenness was recently aggravated by the low
priority given by the government to the social sciences and the humanities for
research financing in the coming years (ibid.). The financial structure of
research funding in Sweden produced great differences in the position of aca-
demics of different disciplines within the same institutions. The level of exter-
nal financing influenced the possibility of promotions to professorships, the
amount of teaching for lecturers and adjunct teachers and also to what degree
it was possible to pursue research at all.

The Norwegian case was different again, as the political dynamics of higher
education were different. Universities were generally financed by the govern-
ment by block grants that did not divide teaching and research. In addition
there were grants from the research council that were open for competition.
The great inflow of new students from the early 1980s to the mid-1990s was fol-
lowed by compensations in the form of more teaching positions. Most of these
positions were in categories that included both teaching and research, and in
this way the amount of basic research funding increased in Norway during the
first half of the 1990s. However, there was in the same period a restructuring
of the research councils into one council with a higher emphasis on applied
research and with priorities given to the natural sciences and technology. These
diverging developments were due to different political logics operating inde-
pendently. While labour market policies governed the admissions of new stu-
dents, especially to ‘low-cost’ fields like the humanities and the social sciences,
economic policies governed the priorities of the research councils (Høstaker
1997). New financial models, which are based in part upon performance indi-
cators, have been applied quite recently and are probably about to change the
developmental logic of the sector.

The comparison between the three countries shows that the policies had dif-
ferent effects within each country along the institutionalised divides within aca-
demia. These divides are both translations and confirmations of the
intellectual polarity within academic work and form what we have called the
‘seed of disintegration’ within the academic profession. The unions organising
university teachers in the three countries only to a limited degree managed to
bridge the gap between the disciplines. In a broad sense the unions have limited
their core activities to wages and conditions of work which may be seen as a
sort of lowest common denominator for all university teachers. In both Sweden
and Norway the major unions in the university field, SULF13 and
Forskerforbundet14 respectively, were parts of confederations consisting of
unions for other university-educated groups. Each member might hold double
membership in the university teacher union and the extra-mural professional
union (cf. Askling 1999). By this division of membership academics main-
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tained both professional bonds with fellow professionals outside of universities
and at the same time had a specific organisation to represent their interests
towards their employer. Double membership thus represented a sort of division
of tasks between unions by which the university teachers’ union mainly took
care of the material interests of their members, while one of the tasks of the
professional unions was to develop the professional standards of the profes-
sionals. This division of tasks thus reproduced and confirmed the division
between disciplines found in the academic organisation.

A similar division of tasks is not found in the English unions, but the
Association of University Teachers, which is the major union in the pre-1992
universities, seems to have been struggling with a double claim to authority. On
one side they tried to uphold the image of university teachers as members of
common corporations and as bearers of professional authority. In this model
conflicts should be solved by collegial compromises. On the other side they
claimed authority as representatives of their members’ material interests. In
this case industrial action might be one means to achieve results. The major
union in the 1992 universities, NATFHE15, does not seem to be in doubt over
its mainly trade union function (Fulton 1999: 15–17). Despite these differences
both the major unions concentrated their activities around wages and condi-
tions for service, a sort of common ground on which all academics could meet.

How to become an academic

One of the major potentials for the creation of an academic identity across dis-
ciplines is the standardising effect of common professional trajectories. The aca-
demic career may be seen as a series of more or less narrow gates through which
the university-educated person has to pass in order to become and stay an aca-
demic. The common experience of these stages in intellectual and professional
education is not only part of academic folklore or simply rites of passage, but also
signifies transformations in ascribed ‘inherent’ qualities. The constructions of
academic trajectories differed among the three countries as they also differed
between academic generations and between disciplines. In this section we will con-
centrate on the degree of standardisation of academic trajectories provided by
graduate education and by important hurdles like obtaining the first job and a
permanent contract.

The UK probably saw the greatest changes in the work conditions of aca-
demics and also in the career expectations and in career tracks. These changes
were due to general cuts in funding, but also changes in public and institutional
policies. Henkel’s research (2000) shows that the experience of young academ-
ics must have changed significantly since the 1970s. While young aspiring aca-
demics in the expansion periods in the 1960s and early 1970s obtained teaching
posts relatively easily, this came to an abrupt end with the general contraction
of this labour market from the early 1980s. The competition for most positions
was fierce and the introduction of selectivity in research financing underscored
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that appointment policies at departments could also affect future research
gradings. Financial insecurities also led many universities, especially the pre-
1992 universities, to use fixed-term contracts for junior teaching staff (Fulton
1999: 23). The mounting pressures on junior academics led to a much more
conscious career planning on their part, and they became much less inclined to
engage in activities for which they could not gain experience that would
enhance their career. Career planning already started at the PhD-student level,
as some supervisors would try to let their students get a head start in the job-
market with an early co-publication (Fulton ibid.; Henkel 2000.).

In the 1980s the PhD became the standard entry requirement for lecturing
staff in most disciplines within the pre-1992 universities (Fulton 1999: 22).
Historically the PhD was connected to research training in the natural sciences,
while in the humanities and the social sciences lecturing staff came into teach-
ing at an early stage after their master degree. Some completed their PhDs after
obtaining their first position, while others had very weak if any intentions to
complete a doctorate. In some disciplines there were even certain notions that
the best people never finished a doctorate (Henkel 2000). In addition, graduate
education occupied for a long period a residual place both in public policy
making and at departments. Teaching at departments had always been concen-
trated at the undergraduate level, and research training was usually a sort of
apprenticeship in the sciences and an individual quest in the humanities and
social sciences (Becher et al. 1994).

In the early 1980s there was a change in public policies in this field; research
education was redefined from being a function necessary for the reproduction
of the academic corps to a necessity for the economy and society in general.
The research councils who paid for studentships and supported PhD-pro-
grammes redefined the objectives of the PhD in less ambitious terms and also
wanted to broaden the inculcation of skills in order to make doctors more rel-
evant for a broader labour market (ibid.). Later the conditions for studentships
were sharpened as research councils tightened the demands for a certain time-
to-degree. The English PhD was defined to consist of a year for a master’s
degree and two additional years for the PhD (Fulton 1999), although in prac-
tice this policy proposal did not take hold. The reallocation and concentration
of funds made studentships much more difficult to obtain from research coun-
cils and many universities appointed PhD-students as teaching assistants in
order to finance their studies. However, the hierarchical differences between
universities also intervened in the financing of graduate education. It was
common for graduate students at Cambridge and Oxford to receive additional
funding in addition to a studentship from a research council, amounting to a
total period of seven years preparations for the PhD.

The increased weight given to graduate teaching at universities, a common
public policy in this field, together with the propensity of universities them-
selves to make the PhD a point of entry to the first normal lecturing position,
undoubtedly had a standardising effect on academic trajectories in the UK. It
was, however, a standard of the natural sciences that was imposed across the
board. This standardisation was possible partly due to indirect financial sanc-
tions and by making the PhD-thesis less demanding for the student in the
humanities and the social sciences (ibid.). Similar standardisation took place in
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many European countries and for most of these reforms the American PhD
with a course component and a researched thesis was the model. In Sweden
graduate education was restructured in 1969 and both the doctorate and the
licence degree (licensiatgrad) were replaced by a new doctoral degree suppos-
edly similar to the PhD. The licence degree had had the function of an obliga-
tory exam before the student could start with the solitary ordeal of writing the
thesis for a doctorate16 (Ståhle 1996: 257–259). Recently a reform of ‘research
education’ has proposed to reduce the time for a doctorate, but at the same time
introduce a two-year master’s degree in accordance with the Bologna declara-
tion.

In Norway during the 1960s many natural scientists worked for a similar
PhD-like solution also for the Norwegian doctorates, and from the mid-1970s
until the early 1980s new doctoral degrees were introduced in all disciplinary
fields. This happened not without resistance and the older doctorates were kept
for those who wanted to take a less structured trajectory for their degree. This
doctorate did not include any course-component and, historically, graduate
education in Norway has in the fields of natural sciences, humanities and the
social sciences been connected to the hovudfag level of the candidate degree – a
sort of two-year master degree – or the magister degree. Most Norwegian aca-
demics have received their basic research training working for these degrees,
and still in many disciplines the hovudfag-students have an important function
as unpaid research ‘workers’ (Høstaker, 1997).

Both in Sweden and Norway the intention of standardisation was only in
part followed through by organised courses and grants to doctoral pro-
grammes. In Sweden the rate of awarded doctorates fell during the 1970s as a
result of this situation and only at the end of the 1980s the rate of completion
reached the level of the 1960s (Ståhle 1996, ch.6). In Norway the first serious
attempts to organise doctorate studies came within the fields of the natural sci-
ences and technology while in the other fields the traditional doctorates even
strengthened their positions as the total number of completed doctorates
increased during the 1980s. In most fields the new doctorate did not have any
prestige compared to the older one. One of the main political objectives of the
Hernes Commission of 1988 was to get all the new PhD-like doctorates to
function properly, and, aside from the incorporation of the doctorates into
organised studies, the Commission wanted to make the doctorate a require-
ment for a permanent position at universities (NOU 1988: 28). This standard-
isation drive has been quite successful and the new doctorates are now
supposed to conform to the EU-standard following the Bologna declaration.

In Sweden the position of the doctorate has historically been, and still is,
very central for appointments. It is a requirement for professors, research assis-
tants and lecturers, but not for adjunct teachers (Askling 1999). In Norway a
doctorate was in the 1960s a de facto, and not de jure, requirement for leading
positions like professors and readers, and before that often seen as a require-
ment for any permanent contract. The devolution of academic authority from
the late 1960s also hit the doctorate as one of the epitomes of the bourgeois

16 The possibility to take the licence degree was reopened in the early 1980s, but it was
not made compulsory.



university. The expansion of the number of university teachers and the
homogenisation of the academic corps in many ways made the doctorate irrel-
evant for an academic career. It was not usually needed for the achievement of
a professorship in the 1970s and the 1980s (Høstaker 1997, ch.7). A statistical
survey from 1985 found that only 38% of all academic staff held doctorates
(Olsen 1988: 48). The lowest percentage was found among the humanities and
social sciences teachers. Medicine was the only field in which the doctorate had
maintained its status as an obligatory requirement (ibid.). The policies from the
mid-1980s made the doctorate more important as an academic distinction and
from 1990 the doctorate or similar qualification was made into a sine qua non
for all permanent positions at universities. In practice this change in regulations
has made the doctorate the only gate of entry for junior academics (Høstaker
1997, ch.7).

In a historical perspective the standardisation of graduate education
according to the ideal of the natural sciences is a common trait in the three
countries. Predictably the policy influences in the UK were indirect through
financing bodies while in Norway and Sweden changes in this field were much
more based upon direct interventions. The actual layout of doctoral education
is quite different in the three countries mainly due to the differences in the place
of the doctoral student in the university system. The greatest difference was
between Norway and the two other countries as a doctoral student was a mem-
ber of the academic staff and paid a salary comparable to what he or she would
expect outside academia. Historically, students at the doctoral level in Norway
were not students at all, but seen as ‘research recruits’. They were needed to
reproduce the academic corps and this view still informs much of the policy-
making in this field. Despite the ‘studentification’ of doctoral students from the
early 1990s there were rigorous demands for a financial plan in order to be
admitted to a doctoral programme, and it is not possible to study for a doctor-
ate as a part-time student (Høstaker 1997).

In Sweden the graduate student started by taking courses and gradually
became a part of the academic staff when appointed to a ‘doctoral position’
(doktorandtjänst), which might be financed externally or by the institution. The
level of external finance often decided the possibilities of students to complete
their degrees, and many students remained in a state of limbo after the course
period. One of the results of this situation was a low rate of completion17

(Ståhle 1996, ch.6). Lately universities have been met with demands that no stu-
dent should be admitted without a complete financial plan (Askling 1999), and
recent reform proposals want to cut the completion time by one year. In the UK
the policies introduced in the 1990s required post graduate students to start
with a master’s degree. This was to provide a filter for entry to doctoral stud-
ies. Typical of the English system was closer monitoring of the progress of the
student, and the department decided at the end of the first year whether the
student should continue with the doctorate or settle for the less ambitious
MPhil. Due to the policies of the research councils on the question of time to
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degree, the ability of students to complete their doctorates on time was a mat-
ter of importance for departments and not solely a personal question for the
student. A way to side-step the rigour of this system was to take the PhD on a
part-time basis (Becher et al. 1994).

An important difference between the UK and Sweden and Norway was that
newly awarded doctors were regularly older in the latter two countries (cf.
Ståhle 1996, ch.6) and their career expectations were higher. The reasons for
this are many, and we will here mention two of them: only reluctantly have
expectations of the quality of the thesis been decreased, if decreased at all, and
doctors were also supposed to be qualified for employment in teaching and
research. In England, however, a PhD was the point of entry for the lowest level
on the pay scale of lecturers. While academics in the social sciences and the
humanities might achieve a first teaching job with a PhD (though increasingly
frequently on a fixed term contract), this was usually not sufficient in the sci-
ences. Henkel (2000) found that it was not uncommon for science doctors to
work for ten years as researchers in order to achieve an appointment for a
teaching post, and the risks of failure were considerable.

The way academic careers were constructed was also different between the
UK and the two Scandinavian countries. A distinct feature of both Sweden and
Norway was that most careers were made at the same university and even at the
same department as an academic took his/her higher exam or doctorate.
Usually this question is addressed in the literature as a matter of low mobility
(Askling 1999; Johansson 1989; Tvede 1992), and may be a result of the small
sizes of the university systems. This absence of exchanges of personnel between
universities has in many ways impeded a proper labour market within acade-
mia. All hopes of being recruited to an academic trajectory and later to the
advancement of a career were connected to a rather small number of senior
academics. This situation opened, of course, for relations of patronage and
favouritism (Høstaker 1997, ch.4). Such relations, however, are difficult to doc-
ument beyond statements of interviewees. One of the few well-documented
cases of outright favouritism was made within the medical field in Sweden by
the immunologists Wennerås and Wold (1997). They found that the assessment
and ranking of applicants to post-doctoral fellowships at the medical research
council to a high degree depended upon the applicant’s sex and/or if the super-
visor of the applicant sat at the assessment committee18.

These patterns of internal recruitment of staff or auto-reproduction of aca-
demic groups are a distinctive mark of Swedish and Norwegian academia. The
effects of this pattern are not fully researched, but evidence from the humani-
ties and the social sciences in Norway suggests that within these fields, one
effect might be a strong localism in the development of the disciplinary tradi-
tions (Høstaker 1997, ch.4). In the UK junior academics might have to seek
academic employment at other institutions and they depend to a high degree

18 Female applicants were disadvantaged in the assessment as well as those applicants,
both male and female, who did not know anyone at the committee. The gender ‘handi-
cap’ could be evened out by having the supervisor at the committee. Only extremely few
women could rely solely upon their publication record to make the trick (Wennerås &
Wold, 1997).



upon ‘invisible colleges’ of peer groups and on conference attendances to get
the first appointment and later to publish their work. Many academics seem to
have settled early at a university for the most part of their careers. This latter
pattern, however, is changing as one of the long-term effects of the RAE has
been increasingly intense competition between institutions, departments and
individual academics and a higher mobility of senior academic personnel in
order to build up research profiles at certain departments (ibid. ch.5). To a
higher degree than in the Swedish and the Norwegian cases it is possible to talk
about academic labour markets in the UK. One of the effects of the RAE was
to produce a general standard for what to expect from an academic in the dif-
ferent disciplines and those who tried to live up to this standard also made
themselves attractive in specific academic labour markets.

One of the general traits of the developments in the three countries has
been that of increased standardisation of academic trajectories. This standard-
isation has taken place with reference to the existing system of relations within
each country. The university systems have not converged, but within each sys-
tem the career expectations, the gates to pass in order to succeed and the mat-
ter of what success is all about have become more standardised. The research
practices of the natural sciences and the research policies emanating from the
scientific field have served as the master patterns for much of this standardisa-
tion process, including the RAE in the UK. These processes are important as
academics were forced to relate to them and form common points of identifi-
cations around them. The doctorate, for instance, may be seen as a social
marker of what distinguishes academics from other professionals.

CONCLUSION

From the picture we have tried to provide in the text above, it is quite clear
that the three academic professions in England, Sweden and Norway, respec-
tively, led quite different ‘lives’ from the reform-periods of the 1980s and 1990s
and to the present. This was due not only to differences in policies between the
three countries, but also to quite different traditions in higher education. While
universities in the UK are chartered semi-independent institutions, universities
in Sweden and Norway are state-owned and the teachers civil servants. The
mode of regulation and state influence was thus different, as direct intervention
is much easier in a state-owned system, although the reform policies both in
Sweden and Norway involved devolution of powers to the institutions.

Although the developments of the three university systems were quite dif-
ferent in the period, it is possible to identify some common dimensions that
either standardise the experience of being an academic within each country or,
to the contrary, divide this experience into particular points of view. The most
important of the latter kind was clearly the ‘seed of disintegration’ connected
to the intellectual activity itself. All reform policies seemed to give benefits or
disadvantages to different groups along the disciplinary divides. Similarly the
hierarchisation of academic institutions in the UK and the divide between
teaching and research, in its different manifestations in the three countries, all
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gave different experiences of being an academic. None the less, there were
strong tendencies toward certain standardisations of academic experience con-
nected to graduate education, academic trajectories and accountability in uni-
versities. One of the strongest forces of standardisation in the UK seemed to be
the RAE, which has come to define the rhythm of much academic life. The
importance of such standardising relations is that they may provide common
points of identification for academics. If it should be possible to state what an
academic profession is, it must start with these common markers connected to
common experience. Maybe the definition of an academic is just this heteroge-
neous collection of points of identification? This may be a strange profession
in the views of professional theory, but it leaves us with more than a non-entity.

We may conclude that the academic profession went through considerable
structural changes in terms of growth, differentiation and standardisation
between T1 and T2. The profession as such did not play the role of an actor in
the three countries. To the extent we find actors at this level they were repre-
sentatives of academic disciplines rather than the profession as such.



Chapter 7

ACADEMIC IDENTITIES

Mary Henkel & Agnete Vabø

INTRODUCTION

Our central concern in this chapter is to examine the implications of policy
change for academics in England, Norway and Sweden in our chosen period.
We thus seek to extend our analysis to encompass the individual actors in the
basic units of higher education institutions, who create and recreate the expe-
rience of higher education and its contribution to societies in their working
lives. How far did academic values, self perceptions and modes of working shift
in the face of the political and institutional transformations that we have
described? In short, how far did policy change permeate academic identities?

Throughout our book we have sought to identify patterns of change and
responses to change across differences of national histories, institutions and
cultures in which higher education has accumulated different configurations of
meaning and purpose. We have seen in the previous chapter how these differ-
ences informed and shaped the academic profession in our three countries over
time. The national histories of higher education had resulted in different divi-
sions of labour, different understanding of roles and different self images on
the part of academics. Academics were working in systems of quite different
scales. In England, the ‘golden triangle’ of Oxford, Cambridge and London
universities continued to dominate for most of the 20th century. However, strat-
ification was embedded in the whole system and the inter-institutional differ-
ences of resource and reputation were taken for granted by academics (Halsey
1992). In both Sweden and Norway, there were strong assumptions of inter-
institutional equality, as far as the universities were concerned. The different
political responses in the three countries to the idea of ‘the knowledge society’,
as it emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, may in part be explained by long-stand-
ing differences of belief as to the contribution of advanced knowledge to
national goals and differences in the value accorded intellectuals.

At the same time, we have noted the divisions within the academic profes-
sion that transcended national boundaries and so constituted a significant par-
adox. The disciplines and the specialised communities within them that made
for divisions within academic institutions and created uncertainties about the
idea of an academic profession could also generate transnational identities.

Any analysis of higher education at the level of the individual and the basic
unit has, therefore, to take account of the intricate web of heterogeneity and
homogeneity in the academic profession. Caveats about the possibilities of gen-
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eralisation must be particularly strong. Our approach to this chapter reflects
our awareness of this need for caution.

We will frame our analysis with an understanding of academic identities.
Concepts and theories of identity provide insights into the stabilities at the core
of academia, in the production, reproduction and negotiation of conceptions
of knowledge and programmes of work over time within relatively bounded
institutions. Such stabilities make it hard to change academic practice by the
imposition of new purposes and structures from different policy and cultural
arenas, even if periods of reform give the impression that it is possible.

Within theories of identity, values, interests and beliefs, self images and rep-
utations are central. They are the products of interaction between individual
histories and choices and the workings of key communities and structures: dis-
ciplines, departments and institutions. They, more than the more abstract and
generalised construct of academic profession, provide the structures, processes,
rewards and sanctions that reinforce academic values and beliefs and establish
academic identities.

We will first elaborate more fully this conceptual framework. We will then
briefly draw attention to the major challenges to academic identities implied in
the transformation of higher education in our three countries, as they have
emerged from our book. These can then be set against the dominant academic
values and beliefs identified in the study.

However, we have chosen to concentrate our analysis in two case studies of
academic responses to change, the policy of merging departments in Norway
and the development of quality policies in the three countries. We believe that
a case study approach makes it possible to address some of the complexities
involved in analysing how policies with both different and similar meanings in
the three countries were perceived by academics with both shared and distinc-
tive identities. Our choice of cases reflects some of the national differences of
context to which we have already referred: policies had higher profiles in some
settings than in others. It also enables us to focus our analysis at different lev-
els. Concentration on specific disciplines and a specific institution in the
Norwegian study makes it possible to examine sources of stability and change
in academic identities at quite a deep level. The quality study places more
emphasis on comparative analysis across the countries and illustrates some of
the ambiguities in the meaning of policies for academic identities.1

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

By the late 20th century, idealist concepts of identity, centred on an essential
self, had become discredited. However, the ideas of individuation, uniqueness,
and continuity remain, within a sense of self not as essence but as a project, ‘a
reflexively organised endeavour ...... which consists in the sustaining of coher-
ent, yet continuously revised, biographical narratives.’ (Giddens 1991: 5). This

1 We have had to confine our analysis to the 1990s, since we have no empirical data after
that time.
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formulation incorporates both the future orientation of identity and its conti-
nuity with the past, the notion that all individuals have their own narrative his-
tory, which they can construct for themselves and present to others as a
coherent account of a whole human life.

This is one facet of the concept of identity developed within the communi-
tarian tradition of philosophy, on which we draw heavily here.
Communitarianism contains paradoxical but mutually reinforcing ideas. In
addition to embracing sameness and difference, individuation and identifica-
tion, future and past in identity, communitarian philosophers also stress the
dynamic between individual and collective. MacIntyre (1981) argues that the
individual is embedded in and emerges from a history. ‘What I am is in key part
what I inherit.... I find myself part of a history..... one of the bearers of a tra-
dition.’ (206) ‘A living tradition is an historically extended, socially embodied
argument...in part about the goods which constitute that tradition.’

Taylor (1989) emphasises the importance of ‘a defining community’ in the
formation of identity. One function of such a community is that it provides the
language in which individuals understand themselves and interpret their world.
However, in Taylor’s view it goes beyond that. Being initiated into a language
entails ‘entering into ongoing conversations between .... people with a particu-
lar role or status in the web of relationships that make up [the] community’
(Mulhall and Swift 1992: 111). Through such conversations individuals learn
not only a language but substance, the ideas and experience expressed in that
language.

Taylor also introduces a set of spatial metaphors in the form of horizons
and frameworks, which constitute a bounded and defining space within which
individuals forge an identity. For him these frameworks are moral. ‘To know
who you are is to be oriented in moral space, a space in which questions arise
about what is good or bad ... what has meaning and importance to you and
what is trivial and secondary.’ (28). He contends that morality has three dimen-
sions, obligation to others, fulfilment or meaningfulness and a range of notions
concerned with dignity, respect and self esteem. These ideas can be linked with
the achievement of the goods which you value, and which, in turn, may make
your sense of identity more tangible.

Individuals in this mode of thought enter into argument with their signifi-
cant communities, as well as being in some degree shaped by them, as far as
their values and beliefs are concerned. They are both distinctive and ‘embed-
ded within a normative order’ (Chapter 1). They are distinctive, in that they are
each the subject of a unique narrative history, each located in a chosen moral
and conceptual framework and each identified by the goods s/he has achieved.
At the same time they are embedded, emergent from, working within and mak-
ing an individual contribution to communities and/or institutions with their
own languages, conceptual structures, histories, myths, values, practices and
achieved goods. Communities and institutions provide the bounded space
within which the individuals work and carry a range of social roles.

In so far as communitarian philosophers suggest that individuals live their
lives within a moral framework, their ideas have strong affinities with normative
institutionalists. Individuals, in this perspective, may pursue goods that enhance
their own lives as well as, or even more than, those of others but they cannot be



confined within the rationalist definition, ‘utility maximisers’. We suggest that
the literature on higher education predominantly reflects the normative view:
the universal, idealistic values of the academic community rather than the pur-
suit of interests by individuals and collectives. However, our comparative analy-
sis, based on our empirical findings, will show that academics are driven by both
values and interests. Deeply held values, sometimes expressed in the form of
myths, may at times be used to reinforce or change the balance of power. But
power may also be perceived as essential for the maintenance of values.

IDENTITY AND ACADEMIA

Identity has been of central symbolic and instrumental significance in the
lives of individual academics and in the workings of the academic world.
Traditional academic reward systems reflect the cultivation of an institution-
alised individualism within a community or communities of peers. They bring
together the goals of an individual sense of uniqueness and a public reputation.

In the literature on higher education and science, the discipline is generally
assumed to be the primary organising influence upon academic working lives,
through which rewards are allocated and values reproduced, although in the
sociology of science, the broader framework of science is also important (e.g.
Polanyi 1962; Merton 1973). Constructs such as disciplines and fields, science,
social science and the humanities are understood as having both epistemologi-
cal and social or cultural meaning.

Bourdieu (1975) writing within a conflict-oriented perspective upon science
portrays scientists as driven not only by intrinsic interest in research but even
more by ambition. He defines the fields in which they work as ‘loc[i] of com-
petitive struggle’. The achievement of identity in the field is critically important
to them. They have both to distinguish themselves from their predecessors
and rivals and to integrate the work of these groups into a construction that
transcends it.

Clark (1983), Geertz (1983) and Becher (1989) perceive disciplines as cul-
tures, centred round different knowledge traditions, which shape how individ-
uals define themselves. These cultures are seen as generating individual
identities that can be more powerful in the lives of their members than any
other influence. According to Geertz (id.), disciplines constitute ‘ways of
being in the world.’ High energy physicists and historians of the crusades, for
example, ‘inhabit the worlds they imagine.’

Välimaa (1995) broadens the concept of culture, in emphasising how
different contexts shed light on different aspects of academic identities, the
discipline, the profession, the institution and the nation.

Clark goes on to define academic systems in terms of matrix structures
formed by the cross cutting imperatives of discipline (the primary force) and
enterprise (the university or college): it ‘must be centred in disciplines, but it
must simultaneously be pulled together in enterprises.’ Discipline and enter-
prise are, in turn, perceived as coming together in the basic units: ‘the depart-
ment ... or the institute is simultaneously a part of the discipline and a part of
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the enterprise, melding the two and drawing strength from the combination’
(Clark 1983: 32).

We also define the discipline, the enterprise and the department as the key
communities or institutions in which individual academics engage in the project
of identity building. However, they form an asymmetrical and incommensurate
triangle or framework of influences. The dominant, cosmopolitan but diffuse
power of the discipline is, in part, embodied in local and tangible form in the
department that derives from an institutional and, indeed, a national context.
Membership of a department can influence individual orientations to the disci-
pline, through the media of collective responsibilities and day to day dialogue.
At the same time, departments are constructs of the enterprise, as well as being
critical to their well being. Both departments and enterprises, as local and
defined entities are, arguably, more open than the invisible colleges of the disci-
plines to the influence of other bodies with their own agendas. They might, how-
ever, derive power from those other bodies.

The question whether and how academic identities are likely to be affected
by institutional and policy changes in higher education is, therefore, complex
and bound up with change in the interplay between and the relative power of
disciplines, departments and higher education institutions.

POLICY CHANGE AND THE CHALLENGE TO 
ACADEMIC IDENTITIES

The transformations in higher education described in this book for the most
part implied or derived from changes in the relationship between higher edu-
cation and the state, and had some implications for the dynamic between insti-
tutions, departments, disciplines and individuals.

Historically, there were substantial differences of emphasis in the three
countries in the aims they espoused for higher education, as between the pro-
vision of liberal education for an elite, preparation for public service, the redis-
tribution of welfare, cultural transmission and the advance of research and
scholarship. By the end of our period there was strong convergence at govern-
mental level towards defining the purposes of higher education primarily in
terms of national competitiveness in the context of a global economy.
Academics and higher education institutions were increasingly expected to
develop different forms of collaboration with industries and businesses of all
kinds and to meet their educational and research needs. Graduates must be
equipped for the more flexible labour markets of knowledge societies. Basic
research continued to be encouraged by governments but for its ultimate utility
value rather than as an intrinsic good. The trend towards external framing of
research, including the humanities, has strengthened since we completed our
research (Marton 2005a and 2005b).

As we have seen, all three countries had seen huge growth in student num-
bers by the mid-1990s. Lifelong learning policies had different histories and dif-
ferent meanings in the three countries. They also tended to be diffuse and
ill-defined. However, they entailed demands across the countries for education
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to a more diversified population, at multiple levels (above and below that of the
undergraduate programme) and at different stages in the careers of the learn-
ers. At the same time, the unit of resource had been reduced in all three coun-
tries, although more severely in Sweden and England than in Norway. All the
above developments meant growing emphasis on integration, efficiency and
quality assurance in higher education. Since the turn of the century, in the UK
we have seen a blurring of the boundaries between further and higher educa-
tion with the development of foundation degrees.

The other key issue was that of control. There may have been profound dif-
ferences in the degree and directions of change in the three countries as far as
autonomy was concerned. However, we have seen that governments in all three
were seeking new mechanisms of control in the public sector, and were to
varying degrees influenced by the ideas loosely brought together under the
heading of New Public Management. All advocated some combination of
centralisation and decentralisation of authority in higher education and pro-
moted the virtues of strong leadership, management by objectives and strate-
gic planning in institutions. All introduced evaluation, performance
measurement, greater transparency and some forms of performance-related
resource allocation as modes of steerage or control. In all countries there were
shifts towards co-ordination of higher education by the market and principles
of competition and consumerism, although these have remained most pro-
nounced in the UK.

Whether higher education institutions acquired more freedom from state
control or became more constrained by it, as we saw in Chapter 5, they became
pivotal organisations in the implementation of policies. All assumed more
explicit functions relative to their basic units and the academics working in
them. Increasingly they became sites of struggle for academics competing for
authority and resources, and mediators of external mechanisms of control.
They also took on tasks such as planning for academic development, which
implied a shift in authority from the discipline to the enterprise.

We have seen that in the last year in Norway, new forms of control have
been introduced and where they have been implemented the struggle between
different ‘stakeholders’ has become more explicit. In the governing bodies, the
number of academic representatives has been reduced whilst the number of
external representatives has increased. And these academic representatives are
now independent of the lower level of the organisation. The aim is to make
governing bodies autonomous and hence create an opening for independence
from the organisation itself; in other words, an opening for academic gover-
nance with less democratic possibilities.

Whilst the privileges of an academic have been defined by assessments
through examinations and appointment processes, the new production oriented
system will make privileges dependent upon results and a continuous assess-
ment of each academic’s ‘quality’.

Due to the expansion of student numbers, combined with pedagogical
reforms emphasising more regular feedback to students, we see a rapid increase
in the number of non-tenured positions, particularly university lecturers hired
for teaching duties at lower levels. (Fixed term appointments for teaching and
research have become an increasingly significant feature of academic recruit-

132 Mary Henkel & Agnete Vabø



ment in all three countries (Enders and De Weert (2004)). The relationships
between students and academics are also changing due to the increasing
emphasis on student assessment of teaching quality.

In England, too, institutions are subject to increasingly conflicting pressures
as markets become a more important mode of control that may, however, pull
in different directions. There are pressures to strengthen research but also to
develop more diverse and more flexible academic work forces that can respond
to educational needs defined in more varied terms. There has been a shift to
user from provider definitions of educational aims, curricula and evaluative cri-
teria. Established academic disciplines have to compete with new subjects and
programmes that are more obviously relevant to labour markets and contem-
porary career paths.

We suggest that the processes contributing to a) gradual de-coupling of the
state as a guarantor for academic autonomy, b) more dependence upon pro-
duction and results, c) the influx of less highly educated teachers d) more power
to external stakeholders and administrators as planners and organisers of the
scientific community are signs of a transformation of the academic role. From
being the group defining the institution it is becoming more like one of a num-
ber of special interest groups (students, administrative employees, external rep-
resentatives in boards etc.). However, it remains an open question how these
various trends will affect the identity, values and working modes of the indi-
vidual academics.

DOMINANT VALUES OF ACADEMIA

Before directly addressing this question, we first review briefly the domi-
nant academic values, as identified in the literature on higher education. Much
of this literature is based on relatively elite institutions. However, our field-
work in all three countries, although more broadly based, demonstrated the
influence of these values upon academic perceptions of themselves, their
motives and their roles. The reflection by individuals on their working lives,
their own aspirations and the implications for these of policy changes were
strongly informed by values and beliefs, often expressed in the form of aca-
demic myths. The concept of myth as used here is not intended to convey a
sense of untruth, for instance a false representation of a historic reality.
Rather, myths are understood as a simplified representation of a complex real-
ity (Bailey 1977). The power of these expressions will be explored more fully
in the first of our case studies.

The dominance of a certain set of academic values can, in part, be explained
by the way in which academics are inducted into the profession, normally within
a disciplinary culture mediated through particular kinds of institutions. A high
proportion receive their postgraduate as well as their undergraduate education in
a prestigious institution, either in a university at the top of a national hierarchy or
in one of a small number of universities with equal status in a smaller country
(Geertz,op.cit.; Becher op.cit.). Postgraduate education is also a research educa-
tion. During that period of induction, individuals can have an intensive exposure
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to the culture of a discipline through interaction with their research supervisor,
with members of their research group, with fellow students and with other mem-
bers of a department.

It is, therefore, hardly surprising that dominant values are knowledge-led,
deriving largely from academic definitions of the distinctive mandate of their
specialist and strongly bounded sector of society: to develop and control the
creation and testing of new specialist knowledge and to ensure that this
knowledge and the norms and values regulating academic practices are trans-
mitted to the next generation. The knowledge and values are resources for
society but independent of it. The link between the mandate and the values
of structural independence, self regulation and the freedom of individuals to
determine their own agendas is central, even if, as we have seen, the distinc-
tion between individual and institutional autonomy is not always kept clearly
in mind. Academic freedom, in turn, rests heavily on other values, such as
integrity, respect for evidence, reasoned argument and critical thinking,
which are developed through engaging with a discipline.

According to Bleiklie (1994), the dominant social science perspectives on
universities have derived from two theory traditions, German idealist and
American functionalist. They have much in common as far as the institu-
tional and behavioural norms and values they embody are concerned,
although in one tradition they are self justificatory; and in the other they
serve an instrumental purpose: they are seen as ensuring the best research. In
Europe idealist conceptions of universities and higher education have been
dominant, although, as we remarked in Chapter 4, they have taken different
forms in different national contexts. The Newman ideal placed more empha-
sis on the social and moral value to individuals of a liberal education, while
the Humboldtian ideal centred upon the engagement of students with pro-
fessors in the process of new learning within its own terms and for its own
sake. The inheritors of these traditions have, however, broadly shared the
ideal that a university education is grounded in academic responsibilities to
sustain the connections between research, learning and teaching within the
framework of the discipline.

However, the development of more differentiated systems of higher educa-
tion meant that, while this ideal remained dominant, there were other perspec-
tives. They might be centred on the student rather than the teacher, focusing on
their aims and objectives, on their modes of learning and on what departments
or institutions might do to enable them to reach their goals. They might be
focused on labour markets, how they were changing and how higher education
could best meet their needs. Such alternative beliefs fed on traditions developed
outside disciplinary communities and enabled them to become more elaborated
and to generate their own modes of enquiry and the more effective transmis-
sion of their own values and practices. An important question for our study is
whether changing policies have meant shifts in the balance of influence
between these various perspectives as far as academics are concerned.

We will now present two case studies of systematic attempts at reforms
designed to reach into the core structures and activities of academia. We
examine how these affected individual and collective academic identities and
the institutions and communities in which those identities were developed.



CASE STUDY I: MERGING UNIVERSITY 
DEPARTMENTS

Introduction

The university department which was in the postwar era the main organisa-
tional unit to ensure academic freedom, has been challenged (Henkel 2000;
2005). Today, interdisciplinarity is regarded as a precondition for innovations
and collaboration between industry and the overall needs of the knowledge
society. For instance at Norwegian universities we now see new attempts at
regrouping and mergers of academic departments in order to better fulfil the
needs of the new steering model as well as interdisciplinary study programmes.

Despite great resistance, in 1989, the council at The Faculty of Arts at
University of Oslo, Norway, decided to merge the existing roughly 40 depart-
ments into 10 larger units. The merger process challenged the disciplinary iden-
tities of the members of the various departments. By treating the traditional
departments as if they were equal, the reform functioned as a catalyst for myths
about disciplinary distinctiveness and differences in the field.

Disciplinary identity is shaped, in part, by socially constructed beliefs,
myths, about disciplines. In the academic fields, myths and symbols not only
serve the functions of cultural reference and sources of identity for the mem-
bers of a discipline. Myths also reinforce the power relations of the disciplinary
hierarchy of the field and contribute to regulating contact and collaboration
between (related) disciplines. They were important in the political struggle for
academic autonomy that took place in the merger process. Even though the
mergers gave the impression of being a radical reform aimed at changing the
individualistic traditions of research practice towards more interdisciplinary
collaboration, we argue that the outcomes of the process were shaped by the
dominant cultural pattern (disciplinary hierarchy and identities) developed
through the history of the faculty.

Two prestigious disciplines, history and philosophy, make particular inter-
esting cases in that respect. A few years after being merged, both managed to
gain independence and became re-established as single departments.

The purpose of the reform

The proposal to merge departments at The Faculty of Arts of Oslo, was
suggested as early as 1980, but was rejected then by the Faculty Senate. In 1986,
the proposal was forwarded again by the Dean at that time, Professor in
History, Sivert Langholm, and in 1989 it was agreed to reduce the total num-
ber of department units from 40 to 10.

Implementation of this reform was not unique for the Faculty of Arts in
Oslo. During the last 10–15 years a numbers of mergers have been under-
taken in the university sector. The idea of economy of scale in academic
management gained hold in many (western) countries during the late 1980s
(Goedegebuure 1992). In Norway this belief was expressed in the Hernes
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report (NOU 1988: 28) and in connection with the introduction of activity
planning and other New Public Management reforms. Such ideas also served
as important justifications for mergers in the college sector later on (Skodvin
1999). The mergers in the humanities must also be understood as a result of
the lack of legitimacy of the humanities during the 1980s. The rapid
decrease in the number of students and the fact that the humanities were
given low priority in the national research policies had put a lid on the fund-
ing of the humanities. Compared to the other faculties at the university, the
Faculty of Arts was distinguished by its many and often very small depart-
ments with two to four academic staff. About 300 academic staff were
spread across 40 departments. The large number of departments was partly
a remnant of the former chair-faculty system, partly a result of the tradi-
tional hegemonic position of University of Oslo. The faculty had an image
of poor management and administration of its resources, and, compared to
others, could be labelled a loser in the fight over scarce resources in the uni-
versity at that time. It was argued that most academic staff lacked sufficient
knowledge of what was going on in related disciplines and that the
traditional faculty structure restricted the possibility of communication and
collaboration.

Mergers were intended to accommodate a range of other goals as well, par-
ticularly administrative efficiency and management by objectives. A larger and
more professional administrative staff unit at each new department would con-
tribute to these and reduce the time spent by academic staff on administration.

Opposing arguments

Even though the majority of the academic staff represented in the council
of the Faculty of Arts accepted the plans for merging departments, the specific
proposals that followed were met by heavy critique from a majority of the
departments involved. Some feared that the status of their academic field
/department would be weakened because their autonomy would be impaired by
the new organisational structure. Many were apprehensive of losing discipli-
nary autonomy since a greater distance between the sections and centralised
administration would lead to a more powerful administration. However,
whether mergers actually led to a shift in the internal power structure remains
an open question.

The criteria underlying the plans were considered to be rigid. It was argued
that the new departments had been planned to meet administrative criteria,
such as the total number employed, and on the basis of what the leadership
considered to be neighbouring disciplines rather than of ‘real’ disciplinary
affinities. Such objections were also raised from departments one would imme-
diately think of as closely related. Many argued against the idea that the other
members of the new departments should have the power to affect decisions
about academic subjects of which they had little knowledge and with which
they did not identify themselves. There might be bias in favour of certain dis-
ciplines due to the fact that the heads of the new departments would be elected
from one of the disciplines. This, and other factors, could lead to disintegration
of the respective disciplines. Some mentioned the historical responsibility for
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developing the disciplines. Others claimed that the particular disciplinary iden-
tities would be hard to maintain because they would no longer be institution-
alised as distinctive administrative units. For example, disciplines would no
longer have an independent departmental name to use in their relations with
international networks. The likelihood that the administrative benefits would in
the event be achieved was also questioned.

However, although no other faculty showed as much resistance as the
Faculty of Arts in Oslo (Christensen 1991, Kyvik and Marheim Larsen 1993,
Vabø 20002), there were different views amongst the academic staff. It was
not simply a conflict between academics, the institutional leadership and
administrators.

Identity, myths and power

Although not always identical with one particular discipline, the depart-
ment is important for group formations in academia, and especially in univer-
sity systems like the Norwegian. The discipline is a more crucial disintegrative
force than the formal positional hierarchy, since the latter, in contrast to many
other countries, ‘is, in practice, fairly democratic. The Norwegian university-
system is characterised by a high degree of self-reproduction, and most of the
faculty remains at the same department throughout their career. At the Faculty
of Arts in Oslo 80% of the academic staff have a master’s or doctoral degree
from the same faculty, usually from the department where they now work
(Vabø 2002). This phenomenon is a sustaining force of local disciplinary tradi-
tions in the formation of academic groups and their identity (See also Høstaker
1997). As a consequence a distinctive local pattern of disciplinary ‘tribes and
territories’, to paraphrase Becher (1989) developed.

Having said that, we do not consider the university department or the faculty
culture, to function as a ‘scientific community’ in the sense that truly distinctive
norms and beliefs are incorporated and shared by the members. In the humani-
ties especially, disciplines can be highly fragmented in terms of thematic, theo-
retical and methodological approaches. In relation to this, it is important to take
into consideration that most of the departments at the Faculty of Arts were
established and organised on the basis of certain educational needs, especially
teacher education. Traditionally, resources were distributed according to the
number of students and not according to research needs. It was first of all in
terms of its educational tasks that the department was a joint concern and com-
mon reference point for its members.

Members’ research activities were largely individualistic (see also Becher
1989). A survey undertaken at the Faculty in Oslo (in 1994) showed, for
instance, that only 32% collaborated with other staff and/or students (Vabø
2002). This research mode can be understood partly in terms of the cognitive
dynamics in the humanities disciplines, but also as a social strategy of the indi-
vidual members to gain social recognition and scientific status in their respec-
tive fields (Bourdieu 1977). However, traditionally the department functioned
as a protective body, securing the resources and autonomy necessary for the
career of its members. Since an important aim of the mergers was to separate



disciplinary allegiances from administrative structures, it is also reasonable to
assume that academic staff also thought they threatened that function.

As a consequence of the individualistic research mode and the fragmented
character of the disciplines, the departments in the humanities are also subject to
much internal disagreement and competition. For some groups, the mergers rep-
resented an opportunity to develop closer contact with peers in other depart-
ments, for instance when a minority (of two) in the philosophy department
considered the merger with the linguistics departments as a potential for strength-
ening research collaboration on language analysis.

How can we then explain the dominant pattern of resistance?
The basic theoretical point of departure is Bourdieu’s (1988) notion of aca-

demic field as characterised by a permanent struggle for scientific hegemony,
status and resources and what criteria should be legitimate in order to attain
status. Relations between disciplines are regulated by the social dynamics of the
disciplinary hierarchy. Regardless of position, the general pattern is that disci-
plinary groups will resist being influenced by others, particularly from disci-
plines that are closely related. The creation of myths, their content and the
potential for disciplinary groups to use them in powerful ways reflects the logic
of the relations in the disciplinary hierarchy of the field (Vabø 2002).

Disciplinary hierarchies are not universal, but must be analysed and under-
stood in relation to the history of the field, such as the social, economic and intel-
lectual status of the different disciplines in the nation over time.

As a general guideline, features such as age, size and degree of hegemony to
control certain theoretical, methodological- and research traditions are impor-
tant. In the humanities, subjects such as ethnology and folkloristic are not, in
this sense, single disciplines. They are dependent upon importing theories from
other disciplines, such as anthropology, history and sociology. However, disci-
plinary hierarchies are expressed in many ways. In the humanities in Norway, for
example, a particularly evident expression is the high degree of gender segrega-
tion between disciplines (ibid.).

By treating the departments as equal, the merger process challenged the
historical hierarchy of the disciplines. The concept of myth (interpreted as a
simplified representation of reality) was a key dimension of the analysis.
According to Christensen and Molin (1983) myths are needed to interpret the
past in certain ways by putting emphasis on certain elements though neglect-
ing others. In a political process, myths can affect decisions and contribute to
legitimate plans of action and thereby help to reproduce the dominant cul-
tural pattern in an organisation. In other words, studying disciplinary identity
one cannot take the stories about the unique history of the disciplines at face
value, a challenge for researchers on the history of disciplines (Harvey 1987).
However, studying how reform policies are affecting the academic organisa-
tion, it is not the question about what is true or not that is interesting, but the
organisational setting in which the myths have a function. A dominant faction
at Philosophy considered their merger with linguistics as an attempt to under-
mine their status as a general discipline, relevant for all disciplines, and not a
selected few. Philosophy, it was said was open to all sorts of inquiry and
should not be confined to any kind of specialisation. Philosophy was ‘the
mother of all disciplines’.
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The importance and power of myths must be understood according to their
relational character. Myths about disciplines, positive or negative, are also
‘reproduced’ by non-members, as we observed in our interviews. One of the
informants typically characterised the historians as having a ‘solid research
identity’, in contrast to his own, the history of religions, which he dubbed an
‘inferior research discipline’.

Below, we exemplify how the use of myths affected the outcome of the
reform policy.

The identity and myths of the historians

As a result of the merger, history was brought together with (smaller, low-
status disciplines) ethnology, folkloristics, history of religion, history of ideas
and social geography in a ‘Department of Cultural and Social Studies’. After
being merged, the group was frustrated. External consultants had been hired to
evaluate and develop a better working environment between them (Eikeland and
Lahn 1995). The historians claimed that the reform had failed in respect to what
was promised, such as better quality of administration and secretarial services
and more interdisciplinary collaboration. Furthermore, they argued that history
had lost resources and that not enough attention was being paid to the distinc-
tive features of their discipline. Being a part of a large and compound depart-
ment was harming the historians, who were also facing a deep internal crisis in
the discipline.

Even though such a definition of the situation was not unique for the his-
torians, they succeeded in gaining independence. In order to explain why, their
former position as a national centre for historical research has to be considered.

According to the evaluation report, in the 1960s the Department of History in
Oslo was fairly coherent, since most of its research was concentrated upon
Norwegian political history (Eikeland and Lahn 1995). Nationally and politically
the department played an important role. During the 1960s and 1970s different
processes contributed gradually to more academic and social fragmentation
within the department. New research subjects were developed such as economic
history, social history and foreign political history. In the radicalisation of the
milieu in the 1970s the emergence of such subjects as women’s history and non-
European history contributed to fragmentation in respect to historical periods,
subjects and geography, a disintegrating process which continued and became
stronger. In the 1980s history departments were characterised by conflicts between
different alliances. In a national context, the history department in Oslo was no
longer the undisputed centre for historical research and debate. Because of
decrease in student number and academic positions and the expansion of applied
research and the college sector, younger research talents from the department were
recruited elsewhere. This resulted in the development of important and vital his-
torical research-milieus at other institutions and contributed to the devaluation of
the traditional academic status of the history-department in Oslo.

In the 1990s, the opinions of the historians differed. Some were aware of the
lack of common interests and distinct profile within the group. Others argued
that due to its special traditions, history should be organised in its own
independent unit. A third group was fairly optimistic about future plans for
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development. All in all, many argued they had a particular mandate since they
belonged to a central university. In Norway the best historians were situated at
the University of Oslo: it was a ‘name’, ‘everybody wanted to join this group’
(Eikeland and Lahn 1995: 128, our translation.) It was decided to set in motion
internal processes that would bring about a return of a common core and iden-
tity of the discipline and its members. In 1994 their application to the faculty
senate to be re-established as their own department was accepted.

The mergers motivated an active defence of the myths about the singulari-
ties of the history department in Oslo, myths that stem from its previous posi-
tion as a national centre for historical research. Despite being fragmented in the
1990s, the group became consolidated in their struggle against common ene-
mies. The myth about the singularity of history became important in that strat-
egy. Its success was also a result of the traditional strong position of that
department (Vabø 2002).

Established in 1811, the University of Oslo is the oldest university in
Norway. In a national context, the Faculty of Arts had had a long-standing
hegemonic position. Therefore it is plausible to suggest that the faculty had
inherited a self-understanding of being the national centre for humanistic
education and research. It was true that the University of Oslo, from being
the national higher education institution, had in the post-war expansion of
higher education become “just one” out of several mass-universities, providing
educational services basically to the students of its home-region. However, the
resentments of the historians were indeed based on the institutional experience
of belonging to a discipline with traditions closely linked to the nation-building
process. It must also be remembered that compared to most others, history was
a very large department.

Conservation versus subversive strategies

Mergers functioned as a catalyst for constructions of disciplinary identities
and the productions of myths and disciplinary hierarchy underpinning these
identities. They also shaped the outcomes of the mergers. We can therefore
conclude that the mergers contributed to reproduction of the dominant cul-
tural pattern of the faculty organisation. In other words, it is difficult to trans-
form disciplinary identities and academic practice by imposing formal changes.

However, we do not claim that the outcome of the process should be
entirely understood from a deterministic perspective. Our qualitative inter-
views showed that low-status disciplines, like ethnology, are more open to
external influences. Consequently their identity is less dependent on distin-
guishing themselves from others, and more open for change. A part of this
picture is that they have less power to control myths about the singularity of
their discipline. For instance, it is often said that ethnology is about the study
and collection of material objects and historically this is true. However, our
informants described the further development of this discipline as being
highly influenced by theories, subjects and methodology from sociology, his-
tory and more recently cultural theories (anthropology). Whilst for the histo-
rians their heritage was a treasure from which they could benefit in their
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struggle for autonomy, for other disciplinary groups, like ethnology, their his-
tory was less of a source of strength.

The outcome of the process points to both stability and change. There were,
for instance, new forms of interdisciplinary collaborations, although it must be
said that they were difficult to trace back definitively to the implementation of
the reforms. Our research also showed that disciplinary identities can change due
to broader social processes of change, for example decreased importance in the
nation state, or that they have never been stable, even though myths may be.
(For a more detailed analysis of the merger process see Vabø 2002).

The policy of merging departments can usefully be understood in terms
of a clash between two kinds of strategies which, according to Bourdieu
(1977; 1988) (see also Murphy 1988), are used by academics aiming to make
an impact on defined fields of knowledge or disciplines. Conservation strate-
gies for advances are consistent with established norms, structures, concep-
tions of knowledge or practices. Subversive strategies are more hazardous:
they are designed to challenge or undermine established structures or modes
of working and to take the field in a new direction. In this instance, such
strategies were employed by a combination of academic and administrative
interests. They were largely, although not entirely, unsuccessful.
Conservation proved the more powerful force.

The concepts of conservation and subversive strategies will emerge as use-
ful conceptual tools in our second case study. There we note instances where
academics opposing external reforms use conservation strategies that incorpo-
rate forms of subversion.

CASE STUDY II: QUALITY REFORMS:
A COMPARATIVE STUDY

Quality Reforms: different countries – different meanings

We have noted that it was only in the 1980s and 1990s that the concept of
quality found its way into national higher education policies in the three coun-
tries. Until then, as far as most of higher education was concerned, quality was
a matter for the academic policy arena alone. It was implicit in the values and
workings of academic institutions and disciplinary communities and could be
taken for granted. Even in parts of the system, such as the polytechnics in the
UK, that were subject to external regulation, it was largely managed by aca-
demics themselves, although there the issue was made more explicit and struc-
tures and processes were created for quality assurance.

The main difference between the quality assurance of education in the uni-
versities of the three countries was that the UK and Norway had external
examiner systems, while in Sweden the assessment of undergraduate degrees
was a wholly internal responsibility.

The new approaches in the three countries reflected different principles and
theories of how quality was to be achieved. For all three countries quality
had become a matter of national policy rather than something which only
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academia could control. Norwegian and Swedish policies leant towards sys-
temic and integrated definitions and theories, while in the UK policies for qual-
ity were more specific, more centred on professional practice and its evaluation.
Accountability was the key principle, while in Norway and Sweden, efficiency
and enhanced freedom, respectively, were primary. In the UK there had been a
loss of trust between academia and government. Swedish policies were based
on an increase in trust in the academic community on the part of government.
In all three countries, quality policies entailed some changes in the autonomy
exercised by institutions, departments and individuals and in their power to
affect the autonomy of the others. In the UK disciplinary communities and
their evaluative procedures were also involved in these changes.

All three countries moved from ex ante to ex post modes of control and
towards an emphasis on output and performance rather than input targets and
measures. All made some moves towards linking resource allocation with qual-
ity or performance measures. In the UK and Norway, the power of trans-
parency and the public nature of evaluative judgements had a significant place
in quality policies. In Norway quality was subsumed at the institutional level
within a managerialist framework, through internal activity planning and eval-
uation against performance indicators and targets, which did have resource
consequences. Departments were now rewarded, for example, for quantity of
publications, the reputation of publication outlets, and the production of
research degree candidates.

All three countries relied to some extent on incorporating peer judgement
and self evaluation into modes of quality assurance or quality assessment. Peer
judgements had probably the strongest place in the UK but they were incorpo-
rated into state mechanisms of control in a way that had no parallel in Norway
and Sweden. The UK quality assessments were also more comprehensive and
intrusive into professional practice than their Scandinavian counterparts.

We have already noted that since the publication of the first edition of this
book, all three countries have seen significant changes in their quality poli-
cies. It could be said that Norway and, to a lesser extent, the UK moved
closer to the Swedish approach in which primary responsibility was located
at the institutional level, while Sweden moved in the opposite direction.
However, the Swedish equivalent of the UK subject review was more collab-
orative, entailed less detailed scrutiny of educational practices and, crucially,
involved no element of ranking. And while in the UK, the national quality
agency put the audit of institutional quality assurance systems rather than
subject review at the centre of its evaluative work, this occurred only after the
establishment at national level of elaborate, prescriptive frameworks for qual-
ity assurance.

The change in Norway was more significant. A very important part of the
Higher Education Quality Reform there was the formation of an
autonomous central institution for quality assurance and accreditation
(NOKUT) in 2003, and the development of criteria for institutional audit.
Authority was devolved to the new body, securing its formal independence
from the Ministry. In 2004 all Norwegian institutions were required to
develop their own quality assurance systems. Within the new framework the
institutions are held responsible for all aspects of quality assurance, and they



are required to demonstrate how this responsibility is taken care of by an
elaborate system of quality assurance. A precondition for the status of an
accredited institution is the existence of such a system, which is supposed to
comply with national requirements.

Developments in Norway and Sweden had thus increased the authority of
the centre in quality policies but in each case institutions were left with more
space of action and the level of intrusion into the autonomy and distinctive-
ness of academic practice remained lower. There is still no equivalent of the
Research Assessment Exercise in these two countries.

Academic perceptions of quality policies

Academics in English universities saw public accountability as the domi-
nant and legitimate principle of quality policies; some explicitly distanced
themselves from an exceptionalist view of higher education in this context.
That did not, however, mean that there was wide support for these policies,
which were also thought to represent changes in political culture towards con-
sumerism, managerialism and loss of trust in professionalism. Views about the
higher education context in which they should be understood were often criti-
cal: a reduced unit of resource, explosion in student numbers and the multipli-
cation of universities through the ending of the binary line. For some, the
introduction of quality assurance was a necessary consequence of this last:
there had to be a means of determining common standards and monitoring the
new universities. Others focused on the policies as a means of managing, or
even masking, the decline of quality inherent in institutions being asked for
more from less.

In Sweden, academics welcomed the principle of the 1993 reform, ‘free-
dom for quality’. However, they saw the idea that higher education institu-
tions, with their increased space for self regulation, should develop their own
systems for quality assurance not as enhancing individual academic auton-
omy but rather as a central directive to institutions. They felt that it
encroached upon academic territory and was a denial of academic commit-
ment to quality. ‘We have always cared for quality’ was a common response
when the issue was raised in interviews (Bauer et al. 1999). Academics also
observed how the huge rise in student numbers had made the university
‘more like a factory’, although they did not explicitly see quality assurance
policies as a means of managing that phenomenon.

In Norway, as we have seen, a more explicitly managerialist approach to
quality assurance was introduced into universities in the 1990s, in the form
of activity planning and performance indicators. Here, too, academics saw
this as an attack upon academic autonomy. It was represented by academics
in the University of Oslo as an attempt to impose administrative control
upon the universities, as if they were ‘technical instruments’ to be used at
will by politicians (Bleiklie et al. 2000). In Bergen, critique focused on means
rather than ends: the problem of evaluating academic quality by externally
devised quantitative measures, as implied in the development of perform-
ance indicators.
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Quality policies and academic identities

Collective and individual identity
Here we highlight some particular consequences of the introduction of

quality assurance policies in higher education and their implications for aca-
demic identities. We consider whether they had any impact on the dynamic
between individual, discipline, department and institution in the development
of academic identities and how far they constituted challenges to academic val-
ues, self esteem and conceptions of work. Finally we analyse how academics
managed those challenges and try to determine the balance between stability
and change implied in their responses.

We have already noted the strength of feeling expressed in Norway and
Sweden about the value of individual academic autonomy. We have seen, too,
in Chapter 5, that a major implication of the introduction of quality policies
was that quality was no longer perceived essentially as a matter of individual
or departmental responsibility. Institutional leaders were formulating policies
and setting up institution-wide structures to establish quality assurance. They
also wanted to ensure that it was visible to external audiences. In all three coun-
tries they were playing a more active role in academic development.

In England and Sweden, the institutionalisation within universities of
quality assurance meant that some academics found themselves taking on
collective responsibilities for generic and systemic (Joss and Kogan 1995),
institution-wide quality criteria or mechanisms. The assumption of institution-
wide responsibilities might, however, have been a more novel experience for
Swedish than for British academics used to the implications of institutional
autonomy.

As such institutional activities began to take shape, they opened the way for
consideration of more holistic conceptions of quality, such as the value of the
whole educational environment and of coherence as a central educational value
(Dill 1995). They entered the discourse at institutional and departmental levels,
even if individualistic conceptions of quality were not displaced.

In Norway, the construction put upon quality policies and responses to
them were strongly framed by the universities. The Universities of Oslo and
Bergen interpreted the policies differently and evolved different strategic
responses. However, as far as implementation was concerned there was less evi-
dence of any shift towards generic and institutional, as distinct from specialist
and departmental, responsibilities for quality. Activity planning and quality
assessments were focused on departments or disciplines. In all three countries
the department was identified as the arena for the working out of policy
changes. This implied a new focus on the idea and public image of collective
effort at this level, which, as we have seen, might run counter to powerful dis-
ciplinary myths of the individual scholar.

In Sweden, departments were expected to work collectively on formulating
definitions of quality and how it would be sustained, within a framework estab-
lished by the institution. The importance of collective self-evaluation was
underlined. In England, the department was the unit of quality assessments of
education and research. It was required to undertake a self-evaluation and pro-
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duce an account of collective strategies and achievement. Even in research,
individuals now felt that they had a responsibility to the department, as well as
to themselves (or their research group in the case of scientists) and their disci-
pline. For most this meant that because collective achievement had become
more important (departments with low research grades could be vulnerable to
merging or even abolition), individual achievement had also a new urgency, as
well as a new transparency.

Another consequence of the shift towards the collective was to be found in
England, in the nature of academic relationships. In some institutions where
the myth of departmental collegialism and equality had been embedded in aca-
demics’ assumptive worlds, new roles began to be identified, directors of teach-
ing and even directors of research. They did not imply formal authority
relationships with colleagues but they did underline the idea that these aca-
demic responsibilities were not simply individual. In practice they could mean
individuals not just giving support or advice to colleagues but exerting pressure
on them to produce.

The bureaucratisation of quality
A dominant theme in our empirical work in all three countries was the

bureaucratisation of academic work generally and of quality in particular. In
England this was most strongly associated with the assessments of the quality
of education2 and institutions’ tendencies to establish structures and proce-
dures perceived likely to enable them to meet the assessment criteria. While
these assessments or reviews were carried out largely by disciplinary peers,
academics tended to characterise them as largely bureaucratic exercises, with
a stronger emphasis on form than on substance.

In Sweden, too, the demands for explicit quality assurance programmes and
measures were considered by most academics to be time-consuming, costly and
bureaucratic. They might have felt the contrast with previous assumptions and
arrangements even more keenly than their English and Norwegian counter-
parts, since they had no tradition of external peer review of their undergradu-
ate teaching and examination responsibilities. These responsibilities had been
perceived as strongly individual. Systems for quality assurance emphasising the
need for collective procedures and more documentation restricted individual
academic autonomy.

In Sweden and England, because quality assurance was perceived by aca-
demics primarily within an administrative model of quality, it was sometimes
regarded as a diversion from real academic work. Even where academics
accepted the need for more systematic approaches to assuring quality, many
tended to compartmentalise these as a parallel set of requirements rather than
things that could be integrated into an educational model.
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If in Norway, academics appeared to have been more successful in resisting
managerialist approaches to quality assurance and evaluation, they had never-
theless experienced a bureaucratisation of academic work.

Increasing demands for documentation and for setting up committees and
meetings can be understood as a form of the ‘visualisation of work’ (Kvalsvik
1993; Bleiklie et al. 2000). Visualisation of academic work means that it
‘becomes accessible to administrators and academic leaders who may evaluate
academic efforts and act upon the information “from a distance” without any
specialist knowledge about it’ (Bleiklie et al. ibid.). While the translation by
academics of their work into a new language or form might equally be a suc-
cessful strategy for sustaining their own agendas, the overall outcome could be
seen as a significant shift in intra-institutional relations: a ‘bureaucratisation of
academic relations’ (ibid.).

Bureaucratisation could also imply significant change in the nature and
purposes of academic work. The quality principles underlying some aspects of
the visualisation of work were equity, transparency, consistency and con-
sumerism. In the context of education, clear documentation and procedures
were required for students to understand expectations, rules and the rights
derived from them. Such requirements could elide into orthodoxies in the pres-
entation of lectures, teaching material or ‘handouts’ to students. Such develop-
ments sat uneasily with the values of individualisation, flexibility, high
demands and the encouragement to take risks that constituted the ideals of
elite higher education. In England, the requirements of national quality assess-
ments or subject reviews symbolised for some the coming of new bureaucratic
models of education. Teaching would be more efficient but was likely to result
in ‘predictable mediocrity’ (senior historian, collegiate university). That might
be increasingly necessary in the context of mass higher education but it signi-
fied a shift from the liberal education ideal.

Market models of quality
Market definitions and mechanisms of quality assurance were, on the

whole, more alien to academics in all three countries, despite the strong shift in
political cultures towards market liberalism in the UK in the early 1980s and in
Sweden in the early 1990s.

There was strong hostility in England and Sweden to the specific concept of
student as customer. However, in both countries it informed a number of higher
education policies and there was more ambivalence about it than at first appeared.

In England, there was some feeling that academics should pay more atten-
tion to student perspectives than had been the norm in the past, particularly in
the older universities, and that students should be clearer about what they
expected from higher education and more ready to complain. At the same time,
some academics detected trends in expectations that they did not like, notably
a shift towards regarding higher education as a credentialling as distinct from
an educational process.

The idea of student as customer had most directly entered policies for
quality assurance in the increasing institutionalisation of programme evalua-
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tions by students. This was reinforced by quality assessment criteria but also
by the modularisation of curricula, which had encouraged more student
choice of courses and more opportunities to take courses from different
departments. This, in turn, affected the internal markets in universities, which
were assuming growing importance.

The institutionalisation of student evaluations and its linkage with other
quasi-market mechanisms had new implications for academic self-images. They
raised the profile of teaching reputations. If they were incorporated into staff
appraisals or departmental planning, they could constitute pressure on aca-
demics to make their courses more popular, by changing their approaches to
teaching or by shifting the balance of their curricula, for example away from
‘harder’, more technical material. On the other hand, academic self-images
might be based more strongly on values of rigour and concern for the integrity
of the discipline.

In Sweden, there were also mixed views. There, too, academics tended to be
highly critical of the introduction of market values and market models of qual-
ity assurance into higher education. The academic who said that his views had
changed to give more credence to ‘quality as defined by external stakeholders
and extrinsic values’ (Bauer et al. 1999: 243) was atypical: ‘What has definitely
changed is my view that we teachers don’t have the sole right to interpret qual-
ity ... the voices of the students are important and also of others in the envi-
ronment’ (senior lecturer, college).

Some were appalled that resource allocations had been linked to student
performance, on the grounds that this would exert pressures on academics to
lower standards. However, others felt that it had led to greater effort and care
for students. As we have seen in Chapter 5, it had probably also strengthened
the incentives to develop innovative undergraduate programmes that would
make institutions more competitive in the market for good students, by offer-
ing higher quality education.

In Norway, there is less evidence of a shift towards perceiving students as
customers. The greater emphasis there on incorporating managerialism at the
level of departments meant that approaches to quality based on concepts and
mechanisms from the private sector might more directly influence academics.
There were efforts to base resource allocation at both national and intra-insti-
tutional level on research and teaching performance but there was as yet no
mechanism for seeing that these were systematically applied by across institu-
tions or disciplinary areas.

Professional definitions of quality
So far we have mainly been considering how far the introduction of quality

policies meant adopting definitions of quality from outside academia. We now
turn to the question whether they also represented competing conceptions or
traditions of academic aims, values and beliefs that came from within the pro-
fession.

While we have seen that new and extrinsic definitions of quality had been
imported into higher education, quality assurance policies in all three countries
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broadly reinforced the view that quality must remain in the hands of the aca-
demic profession. There was also much in them that reinforced historic beliefs
about the academic profession: that academic life is rooted in research; that aca-
demic identities are primarily formed within a discipline, first in undergraduate
education and then through the completion of a research degree; and that being
an academic entails a combination of research, teaching and administration.

In all cases, the development of quality policies was bound to be shaped by
the fact that academic reward systems were based upon achievement in
research and scholarship. While there were well-developed systems for the eval-
uation of research, there was almost no ex post equivalent for teaching. The
Council for National Academic Awards in the UK had focused primarily on
quality assurance rather than on ex post quality assessment, although it had
developed some work on this before it was wound up.

In all three countries, research remained dominant in the arrangements
established for quality assurance, although in Norway there were the begin-
nings of national arrangements for integrated subject reviews. In England the
separation of research and teaching assessments exacerbated the tensions being
created by the increasing demands of both activities. However, the research
assessment exercise (RAE) was the dominant influence on academic lives. It
also had some influences on conceptions of knowledge.

Whilst it was discipline-based and largely dependent on peer review, it
imposed a common framework of specific output criteria to be met within a
common time period. Those criteria reflected conceptions of knowledge
emphasising production as distinct from reflection: beliefs that knowledge
advances primarily from the cumulative effect of public articulation, exposure,
criticism and exchange – ‘thinking in public’, as an economist in our study put
it – rather than from prolonged reflection or internal dialogue with the disci-
pline. They are criteria associated with ‘normal science’ (Kuhn 1970) or with
the hard/pure disciplines in which the map of next problems to be solved tends
to be fairly well defined (Becher 1989), even if achieving the authority to
impose those definitions may be hotly contested. They are conventionally less
easily accommodated within disciplines believed to progress primarily through
the work of individuals engaging in recursive study or making connections
between different fields of scholarship.

The RAE also had quite drastic consequences for the academic identities of
some academics. Only those academics who could be defined in the terms of
the exercise as ‘research active’ could be entered into it. Academics who had not
published enough in the prescribed period could be excluded from the category
‘research active’. Once that happened, they acquired a new and undesirable
semi-public status, from which it was almost impossible to escape. Their teach-
ing and administrative loads would be increased to relieve their ‘active’ col-
leagues. The development of a publication record thus became even more
difficult to attain. From being a member of a community based on implicit
assumptions of status, responsibilities and divisions of labour that were more
complex than teaching and research (Trow 1976; Henkel 1999), a person could
be consigned to an explicit category of second class and vulnerable individual.
Even in the post-1992 universities, many older staff who had based their
careers on the assumption that their primary identities would be as teachers
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were having to come to terms with the idea that their institutions were changing
their missions in such a way as to call the value of those identities into
question.

The approaches of the three countries to the evaluation of education differed
markedly. Sweden had put its trust mainly in an institution-led approach to qual-
ity assurance and left open how the relationship between research and teaching
would be dealt with. In one Swedish university the beginnings of an integrative
approach had been formulated (Bowden and Marton 1998; see also Bauer and
Henkel 1997). This saw the formation of knowledge within a discipline – collec-
tively produced by research and individually attained through student learning –
as having common epistemic roots, something which carries a deeper pedagogi-
cal meaning, making teaching an intellectually more challenging task. Such
development would imply that the role of the disciplinary expert would consti-
tute a more integrated profession of teaching/ learning and research.

In 2001 the National Agency in Sweden set up statutory national evaluations
of the quality of higher education programmes. However, during the period of
our empirical research only in England had a comprehensive system been estab-
lished, top-down, for the evaluation of the quality of education, which did, in
fact, depart from assumptions that good teaching is necessarily a product of
active engagement in research.

The Funding Council intended that assessments of the quality of education
would be made against self-defined aims and criteria. (To that extent, it could
be said to represent the imposition of a form of activity planning on academic
departments). A self evaluation report was required from every department or
subject group. The Council was endorsing the concept of a diverse higher edu-
cation system, in which ‘all institutions have the potential to achieve excellence’
(HEFCE 1993a, para 7). Assessments would be made on the relationship
between aims and achievements and the importance of output criteria was
asserted, ‘the breadth and depth of student learning and student achievement.’
However, the language used in the Council’s guidance documentation leaned
towards educational theory rather than the idea that excellence in teaching was
rooted in understanding and authority in the discipline or subject area. It
stressed, for example, the inseparability of teaching and learning (rather than
teaching and research).

Educational assessments were predominantly in the hands of peer reviewers
but peer review in higher education was virtually unknown. Partly because of
the Council’s approach, peer assessors for this new form of evaluation were less
likely to be acknowledged as leaders in their field. The nature of the qualifica-
tions required was contested as between academic excellence and pedagogical
expertise. Making peer review key to the assessment method might not have
been an effective means of commanding academic support. Rather it could be
part of a process in which the exercise was externalised, stereotyped and
constructed as unacceptable or irrelevant to those being assessed.

The role of pedagogical theory was one contestable element perceived as
informing teaching quality assessments. A second was the concept of transfer-
able skills and the importance to be attached to the educational aim of prepar-
ing students for the labour market. Again, in their original documentation the
Council made it clear that evaluation would include ‘the development of [stu-
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dents’] intellectual and personal skills and questions of employability and
employment.’ (HEFCE, 1993b, Annex).

In both Norway and Sweden, there was evidence of accelerating interest in
different ideas about learning in higher education, although it was less clear
how far these had affected academic thinking about educational practice. In
1990 a national committee in Norway proposed a range of new models for
learning, teaching and the assessment of students. In a later public debate, it
was argued that Norwegian higher education was too focused on examination
and the certification of students at the expense of developing the quality of
learning for its own sake (Vabø 2000).

The opposite was the case in Sweden, where there was more emphasis on the
educational process than on examination and pedagogical development units
had been established in the universities in the 1970s. The new demands inher-
ent in the reforms of the 1990s contributed to a new wave of interest in peda-
gogical development and student learning, and introduced different types of
quality criteria than those used in peer review of research. However, at least in
the early stages of reform, there was little central prescription or guidance in
Sweden about how quality in education might be defined.

In addressing how academics in the three countries responded to these
developments, it is important first to recall (see Chapter 6) the ways in which
the academic profession in our three countries differed from the ideals set out
above. In none of the three countries had all academics undergone doctoral
research education, nor were all academics both researchers and teachers.
There was substantial division between research and teaching at individual and
institutional levels. Broadly, for most of our period only universities were
funded for research, so that in each country there were institutions whose pri-
mary function was teaching and staff in those institutions would have to gen-
erate their own money and time for research. Certainly the Swedes, who had
separated research and teaching roles in the universities in the 1960s, had made
a more radical division between research and teaching than Norway or
England. But there were numbers of participants in all three countries in our
study who, for all or most of their careers, had regarded themselves primarily
or wholly as teachers.

However, in common with academics across the world, the overwhelming
majority of respondents in each country study saw their primary identity as
being with their discipline (Altbach 1996). In both the English and Swedish
study, specific and strong statements of discipline-based values and beliefs were
made in the context of discussions about educational aims. Academics predom-
inantly framed their aims in terms of what students could learn through study-
ing their discipline, even if they had more generic goals in mind, such as
becoming informed citizens with independent and critical minds or developing
cognitive and social skills, which they could use in the labour market. A number
also made it clear that they wanted students to appreciate the power or beauty
or insights of their particular subject. Here the myths of these specific disci-
plines were evident in the language of the respondents, most noticeably, but far
from only, the physicists.

Our interviews also reflected widespread commitment to the importance
of maintaining research and teaching identities in academic life. There were
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country and discipline differences on this issue. At least in England, while many
people in the social sciences and the humanities had strong views about the
interdependence between research and teaching, well-exemplified from their
own practice, scientists were more likely to see these two activities as providing
a good balance in their own working lives. A good teacher of science was not
necessarily also an active researcher. However, most also thought that science
teaching must take place in a research environment.

There was some evidence of trends in England and Sweden moving in
opposite directions. In Sweden the separation of research and teaching roles in
the 1960s had provoked sustained opposition and continuing determination
that they should be integrated, although in practice the increasing pressures
upon them made this extremely difficult. In England, as we saw in Chapter 6,
these pressures, reinforced by quality assessments, had led institutions to find
various ways of dividing teaching from research responsibilities in academic
contracts, or at least reducing the tensions between them. For example, they
created research-only contracts for eminent researchers or contracts in which
teaching and administrative responsibilities were strictly limited. Some also
employed staff on fixed term teaching-only contracts. Academics themselves,
however, did not necessarily support this kind of solution, partly because of its
divisive consequences but partly because it undermined their own intellectual
dynamic. Again, natural scientists were more likely to support it, and increas-
ingly so, because of the time they spent in generating research funding and a
widening range of research collaborations.

National differences and their implications

Our analysis so far has indicated that there were strong similarities between
some of the developments in the three countries and academic responses to
them. However, there were also marked differences. Although the patterns of
these varied, the main division was between England and the two Scandinavian
countries.

Some of this divide could be accounted for by the differences between the
circumstances in which our empirical work was carried out. In particular, the
policies for quality assurance had been established for longer in England than
in either of the other two countries. Also the Norwegian study concentrated on
the two universities of Oslo and Bergen, while the Swedish and English study
included a wider range of institutions, including universities and colleges in the
case of Sweden and pre-1992 and post-1992 universities in the case of England.

However, there were critical differences between the English and the
Scandinavian policies. The English policies were more institutionalised but
they were also based upon different change strategies that can be linked with
the political culture of the 1980s and early 1990s. England, like Sweden,
included audit of quality assurance arrangements and, like Norway, included
the development of national performance indicators. But as far as academics
were concerned these in themselves made little impact. The assessment
exercises, on the other hand, had major effects on the lives of English aca-
demics. They were comprehensive, systematically applied by a national body,



mandatory and competitive. In the case of the research assessment, they had
major resource consequences. They reached further into academic practices
and they made differential performances at the level of the basic unit trans-
parent. While Norwegian policies also had elements of transparency built
into them, they had as yet been fragmentary and allowed for some obfusca-
tion. In England the separation between research assessment and teaching
quality assessment made departments’ performance clear within institutions
and outside. Moreover, although individual performances were not publicly
scored, they were relatively easily identified within their departments and
institutions.

In the following paragraphs it is suggested that impacts were discernible in
England that were not in either Sweden or Norway because of the differences
in the characteristics of the policies.

There were differences in academic strategies in the face of the two forms of
assessment. Research assessment was perceived as a coercive policy and aimed
not only, or indeed even mainly, at quality assurance but rather at the selective
allocation of resources. However, it was a joint creation of academic elites con-
cerned about the needs of science and policy makers intent on the control of
public expenditure. It was recognised as a peer review exercise, even if peer
review was perceived as being used for purposes that went well beyond the
operation of the academic reward system. Moreover, it could be said to be
expressing and revitalising a myth of profound personal and political impor-
tance for academic professional identities, that they were grounded in research.
However, it created tensions as it exposed the difference between myth and real-
ity in the whole range of academic institutions. It also, as we have seen, caused
a loss of identity to many individual members of the profession. However, the
importance to the dominant interests of the profession of ensuring that this
gap was bridged was underlined when what had been teaching institutions were
allowed to become universities at the ending of the binary line in 1992. Not
only did the competition for resources become far more intense but also con-
flicts about the meaning of higher education were opened up. The RAE gave
strong incentives for all universities to show that they took research seriously,
even those where it had not had much support before 1992.

Academics, therefore, largely accepted the research assessment exercise even
if it was seen as rewarding elites, restricting some choices and even, as we have
seen, distorting epistemic criteria in some disciplines.

However, academic responses to the assessments of the quality of education
were more mixed and ambivalent. They opened up far more uncertainties and
conflicts.

As already indicated, the legitimacy of these assessments was bound to be
more contested, partly because they lacked precedent and partly because
although they were ostensibly also administered by peer review, the meaning of
peer in this context was itself a matter of controversy. Common reactions in the
academic community could be seen as an exaggerated form of those in
Scandinavia. The threat of assessment that would invade not only metaphori-
cally but physically the territory of academic encounter with students evoked
from academics various forms of conservation strategy designed to undermine
its legitimacy.
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Fear of, or resistance to, external assessment resulted in stereotyping: the
circulation of stories about the processes and criteria of assessment. (‘Everyone
must show that they use overhead projectors,’ ‘Evaluation depends entirely on
teacher performance in the classroom’). Departments might then seek to con-
solidate their identity round opposition to a process based on constructions of
its meaning rather than clarification of their own position. Quality assessments
became a game that must be won or a matter of self-presentation that must
deceive. Alternatively they could be seen as objects of ridicule so that poor per-
formance in them could be construed as having no significance. Consolidation
might therefore be focused round the assessment event and therefore be geared
towards a short-term challenge rather than longer term confrontation of
change.

In both England and Sweden, the introduction of quality assurance brought
with it a strong emphasis upon self-evaluation. However, in England it was a
required component of the assessment and an important component of what
was judged. It could not be avoided. In Sweden it was part of the building by
institutions themselves of their own systems. It was perhaps, at least in the early
stages, easier to avoid or delay engaging with it.

In England, it sometimes generated another strategy: compliance. The pur-
poses, values and language of the assessments were learnt or perhaps surmised
and the department consolidated round presentation within those terms.

Probably more frequently it was taken seriously. Indeed, sometimes it was
used for the purpose of major review. It was, in other words, accommodated
within their own purposes and frameworks. Whole departments or subject
groups, particularly in pre-1992 universities, found themselves, often for the first
time, articulating their educational aims and values, examining how far they
were meeting them, identifying how student needs were changing, and thinking
about how they could address them. Such self-evaluation could lead to an
enhanced appreciation of their subject (a deeply sceptical professor of English
had found that at the end of the exercise he had realised ‘how complex is the
organism that is English’). Individuals might have a stronger identification with
their department and a more collective sense of its educational responsibilities
but also a more broadly grounded sense of their discipline. The accommodation
of policy requirements had made academic identities more robust in the face of
new demands.

However, self-evaluation and quality assurance programmes did not neces-
sarily result in the consolidation of identities in a particular mould. They were
also the means of opening up the considerable variety of possible definitions of
quality and conditions for its improvement. They could reveal divisions within
the academic profession and ambivalence within individuals.

Some divisions of belief were associated with different types of institution,
with individuals’ length of time in the profession and with different roles. A
particular line of difference was between those whose models of higher educa-
tion were knowledge-centred and those whose models were student-centred
and based on educational or learning theories. Many of this latter group also
placed high value on their disciplines. However, they also tended to have
more in common with consumerist thinking than their counterparts. They felt
that more attention should be given to students’ modes of learning, student



aspirations and student perceptions of their programmes. They were more
likely to be found in post-1992 universities and, within the pre-1992 universi-
ties, amongst young staff, who had been exposed to some kind of formal induc-
tion into their teaching roles. This kind of programme tended to be run by staff
development units, where expertise was not discipline-based but generic and
strongly influenced by educational theories. Academic managers and academ-
ics who actively participated in the development or management of quality
assurance were also more sympathetic to educational theories.

There were not only differences between individuals and groups. Opening
up issues of quality and how it is best assured also meant the introduction of
uncertainty and ambivalence. Introducing more bureaucracy was seen as part
of a process in which students had become more dependent and at the same
time were better informed about their courses and what was expected of them.
Faculty felt that their teaching was better, in that it was more focused and bet-
ter organised, and at the same time that they had had to abandon liberal edu-
cation ideals. The introduction of consumerist ideas in a more market-oriented
system meant that students were listened to more than in the past but also that
a bias had been introduced towards credentialling and student satisfaction
rather than testing and stretching students.

External assessment itself evoked ambivalent responses. It was constructed as
representing and imposing alien values but it could have the effect of consolidat-
ing departmental values. Academics resisted it, often dismissing it as irrelevant to
genuine quality or core issues. It was seen as an attack on their self-esteem.
However, if their department was awarded high scores, this raised their sense of
self-esteem and their reputation in their institution.

Overall we have suggested that the quality reforms evoked some similar
responses from academics in all three countries. They had implications for the
balance between collective and individual identities and for conceptions of
academic work, particularly of education. They made a stronger impression
upon academics in England but there, as elsewhere, they evoked complex
patterns of resistance and change, of consolidation and ambivalence or
uncertainty.

We will now look more closely at the conclusions that can be drawn from
the two case studies. We consider the range of strategies employed by academ-
ics in the face of two sets of reforms and their implications for stability and
change in academic identities. We note again that the relationship between spe-
cific reforms and academic identities has to be placed in a larger web of influ-
ences that will differ as between disciplines, institutional environments and
countries.

CASE STUDY CONCLUSIONS

We have presented two contrasting case studies. They represent different
challenges to different constituencies. The first was a challenge to a prestigious
discipline at the oldest university in Norway. However, the context was one
where the status of the discipline had become uncertain, because the
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contribution of humanities to higher education was under question. This was
part of a wider international trend.

One purpose of the reform was to promote a more efficient mode of knowl-
edge production, a projected outcome of which was to enable academics to give
more time to their core activities of research and teaching. The reform could
therefore be said to promote efficiency in the name of quality. At the same time,
at least formally, it had more far-reaching implications for modes of knowledge
production and knowledge development in the humanities. This was at a time
when theoretical challenges to the robustness of the discipline as the organisa-
tional base for the production of knowledge, at least in the humanities and the
social sciences, were also making themselves felt (Geertz 1983).

The case study shows, uncertainties about the disciplines notwithstanding, the
power of disciplinary myths to unite an elite discipline in opposition and to co-
opt key powerful interests in its support. It therefore points to the continuing
importance of the discipline in academic identity; and to power as a key variable
in the capacity of academics to resist change in their academic identities. However,
it also demonstrates how strong disciplinary boundaries may be valued differently
by different disciplines with different histories.

Both studies take forward one of the main themes of Chapter 5, the new piv-
otal role of institutions in higher education policy development in our period. In
this chapter the stronger focus has been on the department. Our first study shows
the importance of the department to members of academic disciplines, as a source
of symbolic power but also of tangible influence and command of resources in
the institution. The second study demonstrates the critical role of the department
in the control of academic criteria. Both studies reveal the department as a key site
of academic responses to policy reforms.

The relationships between department and discipline and between depart-
ment and individual emerge as more critical to the dynamics within which aca-
demic identities are formed and pursued. This development also reflects the
growing importance of collective institution-based identities, particularly for
members of those disciplines which tended to emphasise the less tangible and
more diffuse relationship between individual and discipline.

The two studies enable us to analyse a range of largely collective strategies
used by academics in the face of challenge to their identities. We will first
review these and then consider how those strategies might be expected to affect
those identities in the longer term, as well as immediately. This implies taking
into account the extent to which the academic communities concerned were
confronting the nature of the changes facing them. It will enable us to consider
again the resources on which academic communities can draw in resisting or
accommodating changes that arise primarily from sources outside their own
boundaries. This set of issues is another formulation of a major theme of the
book: the relative strength of radical reform and organic or evolutionary
change.

Conservation strategies were dominant and included the following.
● Using the power of myths. In the first study, departments drew on myths of

a hierarchy of disciplines in academia. It could also be argued that faced
with a direct challenge, a department which had not had much need to heed
the fragmentation within its discipline, partly because of the power of
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another myth (isolation as the traditional, if not essential, condition of his-
tory scholars) drew on a third myth (historians are nevertheless a commu-
nity) to unite again in the face of direct attack.

In this case the strategy was successful. Why? One reason was that it meshed
with the concern of the institution about its reputation, its public identity.

● Consolidation of existing identities through stereotyping – through the suc-
cessful creation of new myths about a new policy.

● Subversion, as a form of consolidation of academic norms, not as its opposite.
Quality assessments in England were in some cases treated by departments as
exercises in deception or games playing.

● Compartmentalisation. New demands, which embody values in conflict with
existing values, are defined in terms that lie outside existing definitions of role
and practice. So, for example, quality can be defined in terms of new bureau-
cratic requirements and perceived as a parallel and subordinate concern. We
observed compartmentalisation strategies being adopted in both England and
Sweden (See also Harvey and Knight 1996).

Some of the above strategies could be seen as relatively short term. They
diverted rather than faced the implications of the changing demands on higher
education. There are grounds for arguing that where academics more directly
confronted these, they succeeded in reaffirming their values and beliefs,
strengthening their place in a changing world.

One such longer term conservation strategy is that of accommodation.
Academics may find ways to accommodate new demands or different priorities
asserted by actors from different fields of action within their own value sys-
tems. They may be able to incorporate new evaluative criteria or procedures,
such as collective self evaluation, and use them to strengthen their own disci-
plinary practices or they may find ways of subsuming the knowledge priorities
of external funding bodies or research customers within existing research
agendas.

All of the above strategies reflect, some weakly, some with more force, the
idea that policy development is inadequately conceptualised by the concepts of
impact or implementation. Policy consequences strongly depend upon the part
played by actors in the relevant fields of action in remodelling ideas and the
energy and direction they supply for their transmission: what Latour (1987)
calls translation (see also Vabø 2002). We prefer to talk about transformation.

While, for analytic purposes it is helpful to focus on individual reforms, in
most contexts, and certainly as far as the scope of this book is concerned, they
will develop as part of a wider nexus of changes. So it is possible for us to out-
line areas in which academics, as key actors in higher education policies, were
participants in a transformation process. The following example is one in
which responses to quality assurance policies were involved but as one dimen-
sion of a more complex nexus of policies and strategies.

In England a widespread response by academics to the introduction into
higher education of the concepts of competence and skills within policies of
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economic instrumentalism and vocationalism was to interpret much of what
was being advocated as what they had always done. This applied particularly to
the concept of ‘transferable skills’ (e.g. Boys et al. 1988). Academics began to
define such activities as developing analytic capacities or rigorous use of evi-
dence in constructing argument or precision in the use of language as transfer-
able skills. They could be said to be translating their own work into another
externally imposed discourse and to some extent justifying it in those terms. At
all events, the concept of skills became increasingly firmly embedded into
higher education policies in the 1980s and 1990s, first and foremost through the
government’s Enterprise Initiative but also through quality assurance. So, at
one level teaching quality assessments could be regarded as providing a good
example of epistemic drift (Elzinga 1985): the development of transferable
skills was gradually accepted as a more or less fixed criterion in these exercises
(despite the overarching definition of quality as fitness for purpose). As a result
it became more firmly embedded in academic discourse about educational
objectives and the curriculum.

Our interviews suggest, however, that what was occurring was not a simple
shift towards instrumentalism on the part of the academics as a result of exter-
nal policies. Something more complex appears to have happened of which these
phenomena were a part. Several external factors, including the increase in num-
bers and diversity of students, vocationalist policies, modularisation and the
introduction of quality assurance and performance indicators had, in combina-
tion or separately, forced departments to make quite fundamental reappraisals
of their curricula in their own interests. While some academics and probably
fewer departments had resolutely rejected the idea that it was a function of
higher education to prepare students for the labour market, more commonly
transferable skills had been incorporated into a substantially strengthened dis-
cipline-centred curriculum. It might be argued that what had occurred was a
transformation of the curriculum in which internalist and externalist values had
been brought together, and resulted in a reaffirmation of academic identities.

ACADEMIC IDENTITIES AND HIGHER EDUCATION
REFORMS

We argued at the beginning of this chapter that values, interests and beliefs,
self images and reputations are central to academic identities. They are formed
and developed through interaction between individual histories and choices
and the workings of key communities and structures: disciplines, departments
and institutions. They reveal themselves in academic agendas, practices and
conversations.

We have tried to identify stabilities and change on two main dimensions.
One is the dynamic within which academic identities are shaped. The other is
the substance of identities. Our analysis has throughout been suffused by the
language of duality and complexity: stability and change; consolidation and
weakening; collective and individual. Ambivalence and ambiguity have figured
strongly in the analysis.
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Some of the developments described have pointed to change in the interac-
tions between individual, discipline, department and institution which had
most significance for academic identities. We saw in Chapter 5 that institutions
became pivotal for the mediation of policy developments, and as such were
increasingly shaping the space of action in which academic identities were pur-
sued. With this development, however, departments gained in significance.
They were often the final arena in which the implications of policy reforms
were worked out. We saw in the case studies how academics were able to unite
in this arena to defend and to strengthen the discipline in the context of exter-
nally imposed reform. Disciplines continued to be the primary source of iden-
tity for the overwhelming majority of participants in our study but
departments had a stronger role in the continuing interaction between disci-
pline and individual.

There was a shift in our period towards the importance of collective as well
as individual identities, partly instrumental but partly in terms of loyalties,
goals and agendas. Identification with the institution was most evidently a new
development in Sweden but in all three countries there was a growing aware-
ness of the mutual dependency of institution, department and individual in
terms of reputation, resources and also autonomy.

Increased consciousness of the need for collective identity was partly a con-
sequence of increased attention to the quality of education. However, in
research, too, imperatives towards collective identities were strengthening. The
reasons were extrinsic, efficiency and visibility to national and international
markets and funding bodies, but also intrinsic, at least in science: advances
were increasingly seen by dominant scientific communities to depend on intra-
and inter-disciplinary collaboration.

However, the growth in importance of collective identities did not diminish
the imperatives of achieving an individual reputation and a sense of individual
disciplinary identity and self esteem. Moreover, there was no evidence in our
countries of any weakening in the value attached by academic researchers to
individual autonomy. While there might be some branches of science, such as
high energy physics and astronomy where teamwork was central, scientists
were as insistent as social scientists and humanities scholars on their need for
freedom to choose their research agendas and for acquiring an individual iden-
tity. Individual accounts of academic careers were marked by the imposition
upon them of individual logic and continuity, or at least of individual control
of the directions those careers had taken.

The context was undoubtedly changing. Research Councils and other fund-
ing bodies were increasingly framing research agendas. As institutions, depart-
ments and individuals, too, were laying more stress on income generation and
greater financial independence, private markets became more important to them.
As we saw in Chapter 6, departments and individuals varied as to how far they
could accommodate external agendas within their own programmes, but many
did. Some, in collaboration with external partners, sought further to manage a
process of transformation, in which both external and internal agendas were
shaped to facilitate innovation and so serve the interests of all. Intellectual, phys-
ical and social types of capital were all important in this type of endeavour.
Again, individuals and departments drew on their own reputations and those of



their institution. They also were variously interconnected with disciplinary hier-
archies, which in turn shaped the research environment. Research Councils,
despite the growth of influence upon them of lay members, still relied heavily on
the invisible colleges to help shape agendas and evaluate applications and
outputs.

However, the emphasis on the collective dimension of research was part of
a process that had significant implications for social scientists and the human-
ities. During the latter part of the 20th century, the boundaries round many of
the social sciences and humanities had become more permeable. There were
strong currents of influence between the two and both had been influenced by
similar theories from a variety of sources. If, first, some of the humanities
became more scientific, soon the social sciences also became more humanistic.
However, policy changes tended towards the influence of the natural sciences
on the organisation and evaluation of research. Not only was there a move
towards collective modes of production and an emphasis on concepts such as
critical mass for determining departmental size, but there was also some shift
in epistemic criteria. The emphasis on research output meant a shift towards an
incremental model of knowledge in which progress is made through the public
exchange of writing in papers or articles that contain relatively small-scale
innovation. This contrasts with the reflective, recursive style favoured in the
humanities, where strong value is placed on maturity.

Overall, the conclusions we drew in the first edition of our book about the
implications of higher education reforms in the three countries for academic
identities were that the values and processes within which academic identities
are built, and are given powerful symbolic representation in disciplinary myths,
remained a strong source of stability. Changes in structures and institutional
processes were as yet not matched by changes in values, images and ideals.
Processes of change at the level of national policy were only partially co-ordi-
nated with the rhythms of disciplines, departments and individuals.

Earlier in this chapter we noted policy changes since then that are affecting
the dynamics of power and authority in academic institutions and have poten-
tially substantial implications for academic identities. The state has relin-
quished the role of guarantor of academic autonomy, the boundaries round
academe have become more permeable and academics are now competing with
other interest groups for the governance and definition of higher education and
research. Demands are growing from inside as well as outside academic institu-
tions for a more flexible academic workforce, in line with broader trends in the
knowledge society (Sennett 1998) and academic status, roles and career trajecto-
ries are becoming more diverse. To a greater extent than before, academics are
expected to be able to work in different contexts, mode 1 and mode 2; different
institutions and multiple networks. It is reasonable to anticipate, therefore, that
they will embrace more complex epistemic identities (discipline and domain-
based, for example) and that academic values, sense of meaning and self-esteem
may become more diverse.
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Chapter 8

CHANGE AND CONTINUITY:
SOME CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, we summarise the main points made in the book, discuss the
main change outcomes that were discernible at T2 and consider the sources of
change and continuity, As an example of major change, we seek to interpret
changes in overall structure. Finally, we note how our studies reflect on some
modes of generalisation to be found in current higher education studies.

WHAT THE BOOK SAID

In this book we have, through social science perspectives, compared
changes in the higher education field, the change processes and their effects, in
three Western European countries of different histories, polities and cultures.

In Chapter 1, we laid out the arguments for making these comparisons,
which are based on the more substantive analyses of the changes contained in
our national studies, and described the explicitly qualitative methods used in
pursuing these lines of enquiry.

We also presented an explanatory model where we assume that change is
affected by bounded rational actors interacting within different institutional
contexts. We noted the different stages of change since roughly the beginning
of the 1970s (T1) until 2005 (T2).

In fleshing out the actor-context model and its institutionalist argument we
have dealt with changes within the three tightly interwoven fields of national pol-
icy and politics (Chapters 2-4), educational institutions (Chapter 5), academic
work and identity (Chapters 6-7). Our conceptualisation allows for treating
change as a product of public policy and at the same time as the outcome of the
actions and values of the prime actors, the academics, at the base of the system,
as well as resulting from deeper structural changes affecting the university system.

Yet the countries started from different points, in their modes of and
assumptions about forms of government, the structures of influence and
power, and the very core of academic life, academic identities and preferences
for different forms of knowledge.

In Chapter 2 we provided an outline of the recent higher education policy
history of the three countries. A number of similar challenges that faced the sys-
tems were identified, such as sharply growing student numbers, a higher ratio of
students to teachers and new forms of regulation of higher education. One set
of structural changes that characterised the three systems is the movement into
some sort of binary structure during the seventies that was replaced during the
1990s by a movement towards system integration and academic drift.
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We noted how all three governments urged universities to adopt explicit
quality assurance practices, market behaviour, stronger vocational missions,
and public accountability, but the policies came out differently. In the UK and
Sweden they were practically opposite. In Sweden the central regulation of
study lines and courses gave way to placing the responsibility for quality on the
institutions themselves. In the UK, self-regulation was overtaken by the highly
prescriptive activities of first the funding agencies and later the Quality
Assurance Agency. In Norway, the state was far more hesitant to insinuate
nationally devised practices. The UK differed again in the assertion of selectiv-
ity in research funding which was far stronger than in Norway and Sweden. In
the UK, too, policy was sharpened in the 1980s by ideology based on overt dis-
trust of public service professionals and providers. The impacts of EU policies
will obviously be considerable, although not as yet easy to assess.

Thus it is possible to note parallel periods of change, largely driven by the
same forces. But because they took place in different political and cultural set-
tings, and had different starting points, they produced different sets of outcomes.
Common goals, different means and different contexts meant different outcomes.

Chapter 3 dealt with the policy process through a dynamic regime approach.
Variations in policy can be explained in terms of policy design. Policy design has
moved in all three countries from a concentration on authority tools towards the
use of a wider array of policy instruments including more emphasis on incen-
tives and learning tools. The policy field was originally characterised by partic-
ipation of a few main actors within stable structural arrangements, elites in
England, corporatist arrangements in Sweden and tight relations between min-
istry officials and academic institutions in Norway. This changed to varying
degrees of wider participation within somewhat looser networks of actors. The
relationship between policy regime and policy design manifested itself as differ-
ent policy styles. The English policy style can be characterised as heroic, the
Norwegian as incremental and the Swedish as adversarial.

Chapter 4 explored the relationship between the state and higher education.
It focuses initially on how the perception of higher education has changed, as
it has become larger, more complex and costly. As the system has grown and
the economy has changed, the perceived importance of higher education and
research to the ‘knowledge’ economy has put a stronger utilitarian pressure on
higher education. The way in which the countries dealt with the change varied
according to the point of departure when the reforms were conceived and
according to national traditions. England has moved from a state-higher edu-
cation relationship characterised by a devolutionary form of central planning
and a comparatively high degree of autonomy. Sweden seems to have moved in
the opposite direction, from a point of departure in the late 1970s characterised
by extraordinarily strong state control to a more decentralised system in the
1990s. In Norway the development has been characterised by a set of seemingly
contradictory moves comprising formalisation and more state influence over
a wider array of higher education affairs combined with the introduction
of more decentralised management procedures particularly in the area of
economic planning and budgeting.

Universities can be mapped alongside a spectrum of normative accounts
of the nature of the state, from the minimalist in which it does no more than
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protect the natural rights of individuals, through more traditional liberal and
conservative thinking, to the maximalist communitarian or absolutist views
both of which grant maximum authority to the collectivity. Alongside these
are the normative accounts of the government of higher education, from the
classic to the dependent model of the institution. It is possible to strip
down these models by contrasting their dominant values, knowledge styles
and client groups and from there educe internal and external governmental
structures.

The relationship between academic institutions and national political
authorities, the framing of academic authority was the topic of Chapter 5. The
increased authority of the higher education institutions, the various forms of
pressure upon them to become more autonomous – although in different ways
– the elements of accountability and external control of efficiency and quality
seem to give the institutions quite new roles and functions in the higher educa-
tion systems of today. This also raised the expectations placed on a more pro-
nounced institutional leadership and management.

Changing assumptions about higher education systems are internalised by
institutions within the framing of their space for action by government and
intermediary bodies. We noted the role of institutions as key change mediators.
In recent years they have taken on a more central role in transmitting political
intentions to academic processes and outcomes than previously.

There are examples of efforts to find a proper balance between centralisa-
tion and decentralisation, between internal (academic) influences and external
(corporate and/or market-dominated) influences, between organisational sta-
bility and flexibility, all in order to maximise the capacity for institutional
development within a frame of state control.

The national contexts differed and so did the effects on institutions. In
Norway, they included internal reorganisation of the departmental structure by
mergers of departments, the introduction of activity planning and evaluations,
and the decentralisation and strengthening of leadership at all levels of the uni-
versity organisation. In Sweden, a focus on evaluation and control (of quality
and efficiency) as an essential component of increased self-regulation, and
competition among the institutions generated demands for strong institutional
leadership. In the UK, the power of the vice-chancellor was strengthened as
planning and managerial practices were more firmly installed.

In Chapter 6, we noted the uncertainties surrounding the existence of the
academic profession and the impact of integrating relations as well as of disin-
tegrating forces, such as hierarchisation and divides between the disciplines.
The differences between the three countries and how the position of academics
has changed over the period that we cover were analysed.

The British academic living within traditional self-governing institutions
contrasted with the higher civil service status of Scandinavian professors whose
educational ideals were not those of producing a generally educated elite but
helping the young to learn a trade. With expansion, assumptions changed in all
three countries as did those concerning the teacher-researcher divide and par-
ticipation in governance of institutions by junior academic and non-teaching
staff and students. With these changes, different patterns of academic leader-
ship at the disciplinary level also emerged.
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From power and authority within institutional structures our analysis in
Chapter 7 turned to the ultimate criterion variables of the effects of policy
changes on academic working and values. Within academia, identity is seen as
a key social as well as individual concept. Identities are developed and vali-
dated within a social context, through a dynamic between individuals and sig-
nificant collectives, disciplines, departments and institutions, located in
national cultures and higher education histories. They provide the tangible
structures and processes, and the myths and traditions that make for stability
in the academic values, conceptions of knowledge and practices at the centre of
academic identities.

Although the impact may vary between disciplines, institutions and countries,
the analysis seems to underpin one general interpretation of the reform impact.
Academics may face altered circumstances with considerable resilience, they
adapt to and exploit conditions they favour, and avoid or modify reforms they
resent. In a short-term perspective, counter strategies may thus modify reforms
and their impact considerably and represent an apparent conservative force in the
higher education system. However, in a longer time perspective there might also be
some transformation of attitudes towards knowledge and of academic values.
Academic staff under given circumstances act as innovators themselves.

In tracing some of the complexities of the policies and their implications for
academic values and conceptions of practice, we used two case studies of con-
trasting policies: merging departments in Norway and quality assurance in
England, Norway and Sweden. The case studies represented different chal-
lenges to different constituencies. The first shows the power of disciplinary
myths to unite an elite discipline and to co-opt key powerful interests in its sup-
port. It also shows the importance of the department to members of academic
disciplines. The second case study examines the patterns of similarity and dif-
ference in quality assurance policies themselves and in their implications for
academics in the three countries. It notes some shifts of emphasis from indi-
vidual to collective identities, the bureaucratisation of academic work and the
as yet uncertainly developing influence upon academics of market values and
mechanisms. It suggests that the UK policies, based on more coercive change
strategies, did penetrate academic work and values more thoroughly than those
in Norway and Sweden, although the implications for the longer term remain
uncertain. The case studies taken together identify a range of conservation
strategies used by academics, the most robust of which was probably accom-
modation. We note some circumstances in which new demands and academic
responses to them might have led to transformation of academic practices in
which internalist and externalist values were brought together, and resulted in
a reaffirmation of academic identities.

CHANGE OUTCOMES AT T2

In considering change outcomes as they emerged in our period of study, we
follow two dimensions that have been our principal concerns in this book:
authority and power relationships between higher education, the state and the
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market; and the purposes of higher education. Purposes are to be understood
in terms of the forms of knowledge to be advanced in higher education and the
values underlying them.

All the detailed outcomes, identified in Table 8.1 below, can be categorised
along these two dimensions. The model of four types of institutional auton-
omy, presented in Figure 4.2, can facilitate analysis of change and continuity at
all levels or in all fields of action. It makes it possible to locate the three sys-
tems at the beginning and end of our study period. It thus enables us to go
beyond Clark’s triangle, creative and seminal formulation though it was, which
is concerned only with power or authority.

Using this diagram to illustrate various governance models, it is possible to
depict the changes in the three countries from T1 to T2 in the following way
(see Figure 8.1 below). As evident from the figure, all three nations can be char-
acterised as moving towards a market model of governance, with more empha-
sis on managerialism, market needs and structures, and research which is seen
as ‘useful’.

At T1, the Swedish governments held a strongly utilitarian concept of
higher education – the movement to T2 partly entails a return to more cultural
values. For Sweden, and arguably for Norway in certain respects, the movement
reflects increased decentralisation from state authority. However, in the British
case, the movement from a liberal model entails an increased degree of cen-
tralisation. It is not possible to depict such a transformation by a single point,
and each nation moving towards the same point in the model does not end up
with exactly the same characteristics and policies Hence an ellipse is preferred
to illustrate the variety between nations in their changed governance models.

We do not have enough empirical data to illustrate the corresponding move-
ments of purposes and authority distribution in attitudes and behaviour of
academic staff and leadership. However, in our interviews with academic rep-
resentatives we found several expressions of adherence to the values of the
Humboldtian and Newmanian models. Even if they had to adapt to new con-
ditions, many academics continued to embrace traditional academic values.

Authority
State model

S

N

E

Liberal model
Purpose Cultural Utilitarian

Figure 8.1. Three Nations’ Movement towards a New Governance Model.
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Table 8.1. Outcomes at T2

Government level
Between the facilitatory and the interventionist Differed considerably between 

countries.
UK more interventionist.

Between the providing and the regulative Scandinavian countries less 
regulative
UK more regulative

Between the welfare, deficiency funding All in direction of market
and the market driven
Between the decentralised and the centralised Norway and Sweden less, UK more

centralised
Between the professionally and the Moves towards managerial power
managerially led system
Between control by the political and More political and lay control. But
administrative laity and the academic academic control over content still
professionals. strong in all countries
Between sponsoring free enquiry and Free enquiry strong but more
instrumental knowledge deference to instrumental purposes

in some areas
Between individual development and Economic and social policy values
economic and social policy values more strongly embedded in 

missions
Between peer and self-evaluation and All stronger evaluation, but UK,
systematic quality assurance though incorporating peer 

judgement, more external, linked to
allocations

Institutional level
Between collegium and strong rectorate Rectorates strengthened in all 

countries
Between faculty organisation and central Central mechanisms strengthened
control and development mechanisms
Between traditional academic and New models in all national rhetorics
innovative styles and modes Institutional adoption variable
(eg entrepreneurial, adaptive and 
learning institutional models)
Between weak and strong accountability All stronger
mechanisms
Between independent and dependent More policy dependency, but more
institution institutional earning of resources
Between free grants and market acquired More dependency on markets
resources
Individual academics
Between individual to team and sponsored Individuality strong, but more team
knowledge and sponsored organisation of

research and curriculum development
Between individualistic and curiosity Curiosity driven research remained
driven to instrumental and ‘relevant’ most esteemed, but more responsive,
knowledge in some areas, to ‘relevance’.

Similar tendencies in some 
education.

Between individualistic and systemic and Policy driven values more salient, but 
policy driven values individualistic remain strong
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The tabulation above shows some of the detailed dimensions of higher edu-
cation which might have changed between T1 and T2.

The table lists the broad categories of change that took place in the three
countries between T1 and T2. Two reservations apply in making and using such
a list, particularly one drawn up, for the sake of simplicity, in dichotomous terms.
First, not all of the changes took place in the same direction. For example, in the
Scandinavian countries, government became more facilitatory and less interven-
tionist, whereas the opposite was true in the United Kingdom. All were more
market driven. The UK unlike Norway and Sweden became more centralised.
The system became more managerial. Professional academic control was weak-
ened, especially in the UK, but to a lesser degree too in the other two countries.

Secondly, not all of the changes can be attributed to ‘reform’ policies. Not
only, as we have shown, did contextual forces of social, economic and demo-
graphic origin help propel policies, but some, particularly those nearest aca-
demic activity, derived from changes in the configurations and developments of
knowledge.

SOURCES OF CHANGE

If it is possible to discern outcomes, it is more difficult to specify the sources
of change and the processes of change. Did change evolve or was it imposed?
These issues are different from but linked to the structure and actor perspec-
tives elaborated in Chapter 1.

If we take imposition first, different concepts of change, different combina-
tions of actors and the use of different tools did produce different outcomes in
the three countries. However, it is important not to exaggerate the effects of
radical policies, considerable though they were. Academic excellence still
remained the leading criterion, against all the claims of competing ideology, as
represented by the allocation of funds and the award of quality assurance grad-
ings through the research assessment exercise and the quality assurance sys-
tems. If in Norway and Sweden, expansion and the regionalisation of the
universities were accompanied by equalisation of statuses, UK hierarchies of
esteem, already so steep, were reinforced rather than reduced by these changes,

Table 8.1. Continued

Government level
Between scientific, progressive and Scientific model more widely
humanistic, recursive models of knowledge imposed
production
Between knowledge-led and bureaucratic or Knowledge-led models remained
market models of quality dominant but bureaucratic and 

market models had some impacts
Between individual and collective identities Collective identities became more

important but not at the expense of
individual identities



although expansion and the implosion of the binary system certainly allowed
for some readjustment, particularly in the middle of the pecking order, of sta-
tuses as between institutions. So far from enforcing single ideologies upon
higher education, government, perhaps through avoidance of fundamental
reappraisal, seemed content to allow several ideologies, policies and practices
to run in parallel with each other.

Some changes, or at least the rhetoric surrounding them, may have come
about from imitation. Thus the fashion of planning seems to have emerged
strongly in the 1960s, perhaps under the advocacy of the OECD and its country
reviews. The current emphases on quality review and market style arrangements
almost certainly spread from country to country. But the deeper changes – mas-
sification, changing state-university relations, the stratification of systems, the
new emphasis on curriculum and its delivery -might all be described as the nat-
ural evolution of systems once certain contextual factors were in place.

The three studies showed that whilst the countries shared many features,
and particularly much of the whole vocabulary and rhetoric of reform that was
common to OECD countries, the effects were varied. The changes had to oper-
ate against multiple perspectives viewed from multiple standpoints. They had
to contend with different national political cultures (affecting for example, the
degree of centralisation tolerated), different institutional histories and expecta-
tions, and strong differences at the base deriving from disciplinary and other
academic perspectives. And within institutions perspectives were quite different
at individual, departmental, faculty and university level.

One generalisation that holds across the three countries is that the universi-
ties have emerged as actors with a new role and level of influence, particularly
in regard to academic staff, in the policy process. However, like national sys-
tems, they were at different starting points at the beginning of our period. They
reflect different national and local histories, different cultures, different mixes
of expertise and multiple intellectual traditions. To try to encompass their
actions or development in our period in terms of a few simple models is, we
suggest, to oversimplify. For that reason we experience doubts about identifi-
cations such as ‘the entrepreneurial university’ (Clark 1998). That might indeed
be an aspiration at the top, but is it shared by the main working parts?

Institutions’ attitudes to and power to manage imposed change depend
partly on various forms of capital that they inherit, but also access to assets
which is entrenched in academic appointment. Universities have changed over
time, but we have shown how they and the changes they have undergone are
multi-modal. They are multi-modal because they embody many things at once.
Current writing often assumes that there is an old traditional set of values and
practices which are shifting under the impress of new forms of knowledge, new
government university relations, new public policies. In fact, status and esteem
still remain with traditional academic values and their attainment. Shifts in
policy have affected practice, but we can make no presumptions about them
affecting all academic working in the same ways. In particular, it was clear from
the English study that the more esteemed institutions still housed academics
who if also feeling under external pressures, remained free to go their own
ways. Former largely teaching institutions would be more ready to follow new
policy indications.
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Whether changes evolve or are imposed by deliberate action, they evoke
strategies of various kinds at the institutional, departmental and individual lev-
els. They may be individual or collective but in the current environments there
has probably been movement from the individual to the collective level.
Strategies might be broadly categorised as conservation, accommodation (per-
haps the most robust form of conservation) and transformation. All of these
might result in the maintenance or even reassertion of existing values. They do,
however, have different potentials for generating longer-term as opposed to
short-term change and for maintaining long-term stability or continuity. Those
that take account of the changes surrounding them rather than denying their
force are more likely to sustain the values that are most important to them.

There are, however, strong propensities for stability and continuity in aca-
demic communities and institutions, not least in the processes through which
academic identities, collective and individual, are formed and pursued.
Academic values, inherited knowledge and the agendas that drive from them
are not easily disturbed and are, on the evidence of this study, slower to shift
than structural changes or stronger external framing of academic work might
suggest, although in the longer term these could solidify into institutions
embodying new values.

The findings quoted above illustrate the interaction of structure-value
driven and actor-preference driven processes of change that were conceptu-
alised by an actor-context model of change.

The historical analysis in Chapter 2 emphasised the evolutionary aspects of
change and emphasised the gradual development of structures and basic values.
However, when we looked closer at the field of national policy and its develop-
ment in the last 15 years in Chapter 3, we saw how policy structures and
processes interacted, so that the same ideas came to be implemented within and
adapted to systems that were clearly different. This shaped the preferences of the
actors and the way in which they interpreted the new policies that emerged in
the 1980s. Yet these conditions also seem to have provided varying degrees of
leeway for actors, because actor-preference driven processes to varying degrees
contributed to shaping the outcomes at T2. This conclusion is corroborated when
we look at the implications of policy changes for the state-higher education rela-
tionship in Chapters 4 and 5.

Although the relationship seemed to be affected by underlying forces that
led to more convergence, they started from different points of departure and
were moved by policy processes that to varying extents were driven by actor-
preferences and by structural change. Moving our focus to the academic pro-
fession we found that it went through considerable structural changes in terms
of growth, differentiation and standardisation between T1 and T2 in all three
countries. However, the profession as such did not play the role of an actor in
any of them. To the extent that we find actors within the policy processes at this
level they were representatives of academic disciplines and co-opted elites
rather than of the profession as such.

In Chapter 7 we get a full impression of how broader policy and systems
changes fare when faced with identities and the reactions of academics to these
changes. At this level we are dealing with structures and actors that interact
with national policies in particularly interesting ways since identity is closely
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related to academic disciplines. The disciplines constitute fields of action that
to varying degrees are international and only partially sensitive to national
policies or the policies of particular academic institutions.

Academic identity turned out to play an important role for the process of
change in several ways. First, academic identities and modes of work constitute
contextual sources of stability that seem to modify and reduce the impact of
apparently radical change in policies and structural arrangements. Secondly,
discipline is the most important source of academic identity. Third, academic
identity affects attitudes towards, conceptions of and strategies of academics in
relation to reforms.

REASONS FOR DIFFERENCES IN NATIONAL 
MODELS AND SYSTEMS

We are left with the issue of reasons for differences in the three systems as they
responded to broadly similar forces. Ultimately there is no answer to such ques-
tions as why did the Norwegians opt initially for a binary system and the Swedes
for a unitary pattern (they both seem likely to converge in differentiated unitary
systems), or why have the Scandinavian countries opted for more decentralisation
whilst the UK has gone the other way. If we find reasons in national political cul-
tures or patterns of regional politics, we are still left with the fact that countries
have changed their policies and structures in the period of reforms; such terms as
culture may simply push the need for explanation one stage back.

However, to some extent, differences in strategies and models of state gov-
ernance can be explained by the fact that the three countries started from dif-
ferent political cultures lending support to different overall models of
government. We have noted some convergence, but underlying assumptions
subsist. Thus although both the Norwegian and the Swedish higher education
systems developed in the continental tradition with strong governments and
strong faculties, they differed in two main respects. Like England, Norway had
a diversified higher education system in which the differences between institu-
tions were not concealed but were considered an important issue in regional
policy. In Sweden, the national equivalence of all higher education institutions
had been a core characteristic ever since the first universities were established.

Differences in outcomes between the countries in an actor-structure per-
spective can also be illuminated through differences in processes (not only in
different points of departure and cultures), since processes of change are also
dependent on the direction of structural change and the resulting space for
actors to utilise. For example, in England, governments distrusting the univer-
sities’ quality assurance mechanisms enforced central systems for both research
and education, thereby reducing the space of action for the academics leading
to considerable short-term effects. In Sweden, the devolution of the responsi-
bility for quality assurance to the institutions involved a widened space of
action for institutions, faculties and departments to form their own models and
quality assurance activities. Because the institutions were not accustomed to
these tasks, however, the space of action was ineffectively used.
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We take as a particular example which illustrates the difficulty of explain-
ing national differences the different histories of the three systems in respect to
system integration. The differences cannot be interpreted in terms of the size of
the systems – Norway and Sweden differed in system arrangements as much
from each other as from England.

Yet there may be a logic of institutional development that applies to systems.
A first step undertaken by many has been to consolidate and enhance those
parts of post-school education which whilst depending for their intellectual sub-
stance on disciplined enquiry yet look towards the world of application. For a
while they remain the less ‘noble’ part of higher education. Increasingly, as con-
cepts of what constitutes advanced learning and enquiry become broader, and
the non-university institutions seek to emulate universities in undertaking
research, a natural process of convergence sets in. Only where the most deter-
mined efforts are made to sustain a viable non-university sector, as in the
Californian system, or in German Fachhochschulen, supported as it is by the spe-
cific requirements of professional entry to employment, is the division ulti-
mately sustained. Hence the trends in the creation of single but differentiated
patterns in the US, Australasia and Sweden. The existing binary systems such as
in Finland, Norway and Greece can be predicted to go the same way within 30
years. The British system was amongst the strongest cases for unification for it
accommodated a smaller proportion of each school-leaving age group than
other countries, and assumed from the beginning that most of the higher edu-
cation student body was capable of reaching degree standard. But once a system
becomes unitary a hierarchy of esteem and resource is likely to assert itself. With
massification, in the largest of the three systems (the UK) came unification but
also informal stratification, and in all systems diversification.

Thus although a similar logic of system development can be traced, differ-
ences in outcome are to be expected.

CONCLUSIONS

We believe that our studies have thrown light on many areas of scholar-
ship within political science and the theory of knowledge and its develop-
ment. We have also extended such important usages as those celebrated in
Clark’s triangle, by adding categories from knowledge to his analysis of com-
peting power blocks. We have linked issues concerning academic identity,
already well treated by previous authors, more closely with policy processes
and policy change.

Our projects have also taught us to be chary of using current depictions of
universities which all contain important truths but not the whole truth. To us
the traditional assumptions about universities remain secure. Research and
scholarship create new truths and test old ones, and status and power within
the systems rest on these primary production functions. Some writing, particu-
larly that emanating from consultancy work undertaken for international
organisations and national governments, almost assumes that the traditional
qualities of higher education have or should be overtaken and replaced by such
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concepts as the entrepreneurial, adaptive or learning university. Indeed some
universities whose primary claims to eminence are the pursuit of their tradi-
tional functions have been recruited to the lists of those defined as advancing
the new styles.

In arguing that universities are multi-modal we, of course, include the entre-
preneurial, adaptive and learning modes in their multi-modality. But that does
not entail acceptance of those particular dimensions as being the fundamental
characteristics of the many universities which our projects has caused us to
know.

In conclusion, we bring the reader back to the assumptions for testing with
which we ended our first chapter.

Throughout the book we have noted that changes in formal structures (such
as higher education reform) and size (increased student enrolment) do not nec-
essarily change behaviour or all aspects of social relationships as e.g. power and
autonomy. Our study shows that whilst changes at the central and institutional
levels did occur, particularly as we get deeper into the system, we cannot pre-
sume that changes in social relationships and behaviour within higher educa-
tion follow from structural reforms. We have shown how aspects of academic
identity, values and the more important ways of working remain stable under
policy pressures.These are more likely to bend under straitened resources than
structural changes.

Social practices at the organisational and individual levels have changed less
than formal structural changes may indicate. The formal changes have affected
the space for action at the institutional and individual levels but as our discus-
sions of both (Chapters 5 and 7) have amply shown they represent only one
factor that affects the behaviour of individuals and organisations. Change is
likely to be affected by the relationships between the types of knowledge being
generated and disseminated and the higher education organisation required to
sustain them.

The nature and pace of change in higher education systems are affected by
national socio-political peculiarities. As we noted, some theoretical perspectives
on higher education development and change, such as idealism, functionalism
and rationalism assume that the co-ordinating forces within higher education
have changed fundamentally. They tend to assume, furthermore, that the
autonomy of academic institutions and individual academics has been
reduced, and that the influence of the market and/or public authorities has
increased. But we have shown that there is a considerable variation depending
on national political and educational and research traditions even though we
can note commonalities across national boundaries which derive from the essen-
tial characteristics of higher education.

Events outside the realm of national politics such as changes in student pref-
erences may affect the higher education system at least as much as national poli-
cies. Political decisions and preferences have played a key role in change, but a
number of events and processes, such as educational choices made by young
people, the dynamics of academic labour markets and academic prestige hier-
archies exerted equally important influences on higher education. In particular,
the growth of student numbers and reduction in units of resource have affected
the working styles of higher education institutions.
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Processes of change at the level of national policy, within academic institu-
tions and disciplinary groups, are only partially co-ordinated. Changes within the
fields of social action are driven by different social forces. It is thus an open
question how and to what extent academic institutions and practices are
affected by major policy changes. This depends on the extent to which the
changes are welcomed by, relevant to, moulded and absorbed by academic
institutions and practices. Conversely, academic disciplines and their develop-
ment may for instance be formed by processes such as academic drift that may
go unheeded by national political actors.

We complete our joint project all the more conscious of the large agenda in
both national and comparative studies that higher education presents.
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