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Chapter 21
Emerging Work on Tertiary Policy 
Diffusion in Western Europe and North 
America

James C. Hearn  and Ijaz Ahmad

Abstract  Employing a neo-institutionalist lens derived from the work of John 
Meyer and his colleagues, we examine in this chapter (1) the extent to which the 
three preceding chapters show consistent spread of rationalist policies across gov-
ernmental borders, (2) the role of intermediary factors in policy diffusion, and (3) 
the ways “filters” at borders shape whether and how fully individual polities embrace 
policies already adopted elsewhere. We assay apparent differences across settings 
and provide some concluding comments on critical implications. Notably, we 
endorse moving away from earlier quantitative work’s dominant focus on only the 
adoption/non-adoption decision rather than the full timeline of diffusion processes, 
and we stress the benefits of working toward greater consensus and consistency 
regarding both the conceptual and empirical definitions of policy diffusion, emula-
tion, transfer, learning, and related ideas.

�Introduction

The concept of policy diffusion is more complex than might be initially assumed. 
The literature presents differences among and across disciplines, settings, and meth-
odological traditions. Those fundamental differences are compounded by “naming” 
differences: how best to distinguish policy transfer, emulation, convergence, and 
diffusion, not only definitionally but also operationally in empirical analyses? 
Analysts of the topic are products of their own training, experiences, and values, 
and that is reflected in the research.

Thus, a positionality statement seems warranted. While we draw on numerous 
sources in our reflections in this chapter, we primarily base our perspective in neo-
institutional theory (Scott & Meyer, 1991), and most specifically in the “world soci-
ety” or “world polity” literature, as exemplified most prominently by the work of 
John Meyer and colleagues (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer & Bromley, 2013; 
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Bromley & Meyer, 2015). As Pope and Meyer (2016, p. 281) argue, from Western 
cultural traditions have evolved shared “world models” infused with what they term 
“dominant scripts” or “foundational cultural assumptions,” such as rationalization, 
universalism, science, professionalization, progress, and individualism. In this con-
text, across-border influences can create pressures on organizations’ traditional 
structures and processes, i.e., their internal technical logics.1

Higher-education systems and institutions comprise a prominent exemplar for 
this perspective, in that they exist in highly institutionalized and increasingly glo-
balized environments. External forces cannot easily be resisted in the increasingly 
porous, interconnected context of twenty-first century higher education. Visions of 
universities as faculty-driven organizations societally chartered to provide havens 
for learning and scholarship ring increasingly less true. Institutions’ strategic and 
managerial choices are becoming less a product of local campuses’ independently 
chosen academic priorities than of across-border trends. Those trends have been 
most prominently characterized in the literature as neo-liberalism, academic capi-
talism, and marketization (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997, 2001; Slaughter & Rhoades, 
2004; Maringe & Foskett, 2010; Pusser et al., 2012). Some writings on the topic rely 
heavily on limited country- or region-specific lenses and research methods, but as 
Marginson and Rhoades (2002), Shahjahan (2012), and Shahjahan and Kezar (2013) 
have argued, there is much for higher-education researchers to gain from going 
beyond their “national container” and avoiding “methodological nationalism.” 
Indeed, the trends are sufficiently ubiquitous to merit characterization as evidence 
of an emerging “world society” (Bromley & Meyer, 2015).

From that last perspective, shifts in higher education can be driven by the spread 
across governmental borders of “hard” (legalistic) and “soft” (administrative and 
professional) pressures to act in certain putatively rational ways. Accompanying 
these pressures is the imposition of across-border accountability standards, enforced 
by both coercive and normative means (Bromley & Meyer, 2015). Intermediary 
organizations can play an authoritative role in influencing adoption approaches, 
especially via their prestige (ontological) authority, moral authority, or capacity-
based authority (Meyer & Bromley, 2013). Pressures toward certain processes and 
standards are energized and applied by growing cadres of professionals trained and 
socialized to enforce growing consensus among polities around rationalized culture. 
A number of works in higher education policy adoption have endorsed the power of 
such influences extending beyond mere geographic contiguity (e.g., see Ness, 2010; 
Sponsler, 2010; Tandberg, 2013; Ness et al., 2015).

Settings vary, however, in their level of openness to, or insulation from, these 
pressures. Meyer and his colleagues (see especially Pope & Meyer, 2016) have 
highlighted six dimensions of diffusion processes shaping these variations. Adopting 
these dimensions for tertiary policies and systems is straightforward. To the extent 
universities and their faculties are structurally embedded in a large number of 

1 Although the world-society literature focuses primarily on diffusion across nation-states, our 
focus here employs similar perspectives to incorporate diffusion across provinces and states within 
nation-states.
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cross-border scholarly and professional organizations, their leaders are more likely 
to adopt policies employed by peers in other polities. To the extent tertiary policies, 
values, and practices do not match those of cross-border initiatives, local policy-
makers will decouple rationalization initiatives from their original forms, to help 
ensure allegiance and compliance “on the ground.” To fit with local understandings 
and knowledge bases (e.g., senses of national or state history), tertiary policymakers 
will also domesticate or “glocalize” across-border policy reforms originating out-
side their borders. Relatedly, to the extent externally imported policies appear dis-
cordant with local cultural framings, tertiary policymakers will pursue contingent 
diffusion, embracing only those policy aspects sufficiently comfortable in context. 
Further, to the extent tertiary policy pressures are in sync with in pressures in other 
policy arenas, policymakers may embrace multiple diffusion by adopting a cluster 
of interrelated policy choices spreading across borders. For example, in embracing 
the global environmental movement, institutions may reform their curricula in con-
cert with reforming their business practices in environment-sensitive directions. 
Indeed, universities may adopt somewhat opposing policies within a particular 
domain like higher education, owing to cross-pressures across domains (Levine 
et al., 2013). Finally, multi-level diffusion processes can take place. These processes 
seem particularly relevant for the university-centered analyses presented in the pre-
ceding three chapters. As Pope and Meyer note (p. 296), “… [M]odels may diffuse 
at various levels of the social system. Individuals, organizations, nation states, 
regional groups, or intergovernmental organizations can be receptor sites for diffu-
sion…” In this sense, “nesting and hierarchy” are factors in policy diffusion.

Certainly, the three chapters we review here can be productively examined 
through a variety of historical institutionalist lenses, including path dependence, 
power, displacement, layering, drift, and conversion (see, for example, Pierson, 
2004; Fioretos et  al., 2016; Hall & Taylor, 1996; Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; 
Thelen, 1999).

Employing a lens derived from that of Meyer and his colleagues, we examine in 
this essay (1) the extent to which the three preceding chapters show consistent 
spread of rationalist policies across governmental borders, (2) the role of intermedi-
ary factors in policy diffusion, and (3) the ways “filters” at borders shape whether 
and how fully individual polities embrace policies already adopted elsewhere. We 
assay the apparent differences across settings and provide some concluding com-
ments on critical implications.

�The Three Chapters

The Gándara and Woolley chapter (Gándara and  Woolley, this volume).This chap-
ter [henceforth GW] provides not only an intriguing empirical analysis of adoption 
in higher education but also a valuable review of prior work on policy diffusion 
across the U.S. states. While praising the value of the numerous earlier quantitative 
analyses of policy adoption, mostly using event-history analysis, GW make their 
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greatest contribution in stressing several limitations of that body of work. First, 
prior analyses have too often focused on replications of theorized influences on 
adoptions, at the expense of the frequent failures of some familiar propositions. 
Why haven’t we seen more consistent results in across-state diffusion analyses? 
What are the key factors leading to non-adoption? Second, GW argue that analysts 
have too often assumed that regional diffusion across similar, (usually contiguous) 
states is the most predominant form of diffusion, ignoring national-level networks, 
national policy pressures, and the ascendant influences of certain states as recog-
nized leaders in policy development, often spurred on by intermediary organiza-
tions. Third, GW emphasize the fraught nature of the concept of policy adoption, for 
both researchers and the larger policymaking arena. How, exactly, do adoption pro-
cesses unfold in polities? At what stage in these processes are diffusion processes 
most influential? What aspects of these processes are diffusing (rationales, targets, 
metrics)? Fourth, because quantitative analyses at the level of states’ formal legisla-
tive and administrative actions cannot tell us enough regarding the “What,” “How,” 
and “Why,” of adoptions, GW make the case for more use of other techniques, 
including case-study analysis, interviewing, document analysis, and the like. 
Helpfully, GW cite various recent works addressing the limitations of the dominant 
earlier paradigm in U.S. diffusion analyses.

The second part of the GW chapter presents an empirical analysis of two states that 
touches on the concerns raised in the first part of the chapter. Qualitative and focused 
on non-adoption, this analysis of proposals to adopt performance-based funding [PBF] 
in those states concludes that, while external pressures were present tilting the two 
states toward adoption, a variety of internal characteristics and considerations overrode 
external influences in both states. Most notably, the states’ “flagship” institutions led 
efforts to resist national trends toward convergence in adopting performance funding.

Viewed from the Pope and Meyer (2016) perspective, the most striking conclu-
sions to be drawn here connect to embedding and domestication,. Although some 
aspects of the PBF movement are supported structurally across the U.S. (e.g., by the 
influential Lumina Foundation in its grants and networking efforts), tertiary educa-
tion in the U.S. is largely a state responsibility. There is no federal or professional 
sanctioning attached to non-adoption, limiting the penalties for resisting adoption at 
the state level.

It is important to bear in mind that flagship institutions are primary policy play-
ers and cultural lodestars in both states, and PBF adoption would have worked 
against their interests in maintaining funding and influence. In effect, adopting PBF 
as policy designers framed it would tend to disfavor those universities and disrupt 
the states’ local order. For these dominant institutional actors, efforts to domesticate 
the national PBF policy movement represented hegemonic threats. Further, negotia-
tions for revising aspects of PBF policy models did not succeed, ultimately dooming 
prospects for specialized adoption (e.g., adopting PBF only for non-flagship public 
higher-education sectors, as had been done in at least one other state).

In the end, the two states resisted the convergence occurring in other U.S. states’ 
tertiary systems. This finding calls attention to Hall and Taylor’s observation (1996, 
p.  941) that institutionalized arrangements can distribute power unevenly across 
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social groups. In such settings, it makes sense to “assume a world in which institu-
tions give some groups or interests disproportionate access to the decision-making 
process… some groups lose while others win.” In highlighting the role of key actors 
in non-adoption, GW make a significant contribution to the literature.

The Rexe, Clarke, and Lavigne chapter (Rexe et al., this volume). In this chapter 
[henceforth RCL], the authors provide an exemplary review of literature on policy 
innovation and diffusion, then present an intriguing overview of policy shifts in 
Canadian provinces over a 25-year period. They note policy convergence across 
provinces in freezing or limiting tuition increases and in such arenas as institutional 
foundings, mission shifts, and reliance on intermediary actors (e.g., for quality-
assurance processes). The authors also highlight the partisan roots of some policy 
debates in the provinces, with adoption of new accountability regimes and new 
programs frequently the targets of right-wing policymakers.2

In all, the range of substantive policy shifts assayed across the provinces and 
across the time period is impressive, and this ambition pays off in a number of valu-
able observations. Of particular interest here are the distinctions the authors draw 
between innovations based in across-border emulation, competition, and lesson-
drawing, and innovations based in within-polity variables (e.g., postsecondary gov-
erning arrangements, socioeconomic conditions, political). For across-border 
influences, the directionality can be horizontal, as polities learn from, compete with, 
and emulate same-level polities (e.g., provinces) or vertical, as polities are coerced, 
demanded, or encouraged to adopt policies from authorities at lower or higher levels 
(e.g., the federal government).

There are places where definitions are blurred in the chapter. For example, the 
authors say that “convergence… suggests that common structural arrangements and 
conditions give rise to similar policy adoptions,” but also say that “a primary factor 
in policy convergence is emulation, a result of lesson drawing from others experi-
ences and therefore a result of policy learning.” Such wording blurs the meaning of 
convergence as to within vs. across-polity origins. That said, of course, it is impos-
sible to make a definitive judgment on such questions because adoptions’ roots lie 
at multiple levels.

This hearkens us back to Gándara and Woolsey’s point that naming and measur-
ing pose significant challenges for analysts of policy innovation and convergence. 
That point arises again as the authors take us through the varied policy innovations 
taking place over the period in the provinces. Their ambitions are descriptive and 
exploratory, and they succeed fully on that front. Their concluding thoughts empha-
size the critical need for further considering timing, exogenous factors such as local 
and national economic and political contexts, the role of federal and intermediary 
actors and, importantly, the “dosage” of various policy initiatives.

That latter point, raised earlier by Kelchen et al. (2019), seems crucial. For exam-
ple, is a province or state’s adoption of a performance-funding initiative covering 
less than 10% of an institution’s budget comparable to one covering 80 or 100%? 

2 This parallels similar developments in recent years in the U.S. (e.g., see Taylor, 2022).
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Can and should such different commitments be simultaneously analyzed as “PBF 
adoption” in across-polity studies? Or is the polity with less than a 10% commit-
ment far more akin to an polity with no commitment, in conceptual as well as practi-
cal terms?

Viewed from the Pope and Meyer (2016) perspective, the RCL chapter is particu-
larly valuable for its sensitivity to the distinctions among policies and the parallel 
distinctions in their origins. In their concluding comments, RCL ask “What factors 
or contexts give rise to provincial or regional tendencies, including policy leader-
ship?” This pattern fits the complexity of multi-level diffusion, which distinguishes 
the origins of specific policy shifts by their connections to other policy stances sup-
ported by other organizations or other levels of government.

The chapter’s observation also connects to a conclusion drawn in some early 
work on policy innovation in higher education. Hearn and Griswold (1994) specu-
lated that, as opposed to purely educational policies, financially re-allocative poli-
cies may have roots largely outside of a state’s higher-education governance and 
policy contexts, suggesting that “One might even speculate that such innovations 
fall within the domain of populist politics, rather than that of rationalist, profession-
ally driven policy-making (p. 183).”

As RCL note, however, they did not seek to comprehensively address internal 
province-level factors for adopting popular policies nor did they completely identify 
horizontal and vertical policy diffusion models or mechanisms. Further analysis 
could illuminate why and how the convergences noted in the chapter took place.

Additional analysis could also inform analysts regarding connections between 
the Canadian policy innovations and similar innovations in neighboring and other 
nations. Striking on that front are the movements in Canada toward (1) mission 
shifts and degree expansion, parallel to the movement in the U.S. of 2-year colleges 
toward offering 4-year degrees, and (2) shifts to constrain tuitions, parallel to the 
movement toward “free community college” in the U.S.

The Dobbins, Martens, Neimann, & Vögtle chapter (Dobbins et al., this volume). 
This chapter [henceforth DMNV] provides a comprehensive, informative assay of 
five quality-assurance system dimensions in Germany, France, and Italy: involve-
ment of various actors, institutions, types of quality assurance (internal, external, or 
peer-reviewed), areas covered, and types of assessment (ex-ante vs. ex-post). Like 
the GW chapter, the authors argue convincingly for analyzing non-adoptions.

DMNV indicate that quality-assurance processes emerged in higher education 
systems of Germany, France, and Italy before the Bologna Process started in 1999, 
but pay particular attention to convergence and divergence from the Bologna frame-
work. While DMNV see the emergence of new quality-assurance practices as part 
of “lesson drawing” for solving the prevalent higher education problems, Bromley 
and Meyer (2015) suggest that a value-assessment concept has emerged in every 
domain with the spread of globalized rational culture. This assessment is done 
through traditional accounting principles and techniques and through new counting 
and assessment methods, such as return-on-investment, cost-benefit analysis, finan-
cial accounting statements, university rankings, various types of ratings, social rate 
of return, and impact assessment in teaching and research.
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However, the quality-assurance processes were institutionalized and to some 
extent harmonized across the three countries with the soft laws or law-like rules 
which Bologna Process has introduced in the form of European Standards and 
Guidelines-2015 [ESG-2015] (2015) and various Ministerial Communiqué. 
Although ESG-2015 does not set any quality standard, it does define quality as “fit-
ness for purpose,” (ESG-2015, p. 7). Also, ESG has given ten standards for estab-
lishing internal quality-assurance mechanism and seven standards for establishing 
external quality-assurance mechanisms. As result, common trends amongst quality 
assurance of Germany, France, and Italy can be seen. For instance, all of these coun-
tries have internal and external quality-assurance processes for new program, teach-
ing, and research. Furthermore, the new rationalized culture has empowered various 
individuals, which supports the participation of students, employers, and other soci-
etal actors in quality-assurance processes. Multiple types of quality assessments 
(ex-ante vs. ex-post) in teaching and research are a manifestation of counting mech-
anisms based on scientific principles.

Nevertheless, ESG-2015 is very broad, and thus susceptible to various interpre-
tations and implementations. Of the three chapters, DMNV stands out for its close 
attention to filtering at the national level of continent-wide influences and also for 
its attention to implementation issues. Regarding the latter point, the management 
theorists Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) have argued that scholars and managers alike 
pay far too much attention to decision making and far too little attention to the ways 
that decisions are implemented. In implementation, the effects of decisions are 
muted or amplified in ways invisible through a simple focus on the direction and 
details of a policy decision itself.

Research on performance funding in the U.S. states has been challenged by the 
fact that some state legislatures and agencies formally adopted or publicized such a 
policy but never implemented it, or funded it at levels far below specified originally, 
or delayed implementation for significant periods. Minnesota is a frequently noted 
example of non-implementation of an approved policy, while Georgia is a frequently 
cited example of planned implementation that was eventually abandoned. This deci-
sion/implementation gap is a significant issue for research, including but also 
extending beyond the dosage variation noted in earlier chapters. It gets to the heart 
of what, exactly, is a policy, and what exactly are we studying when we characterize 
states as adopters in our analyses.

The DMNV chapter concludes that, while some aspects of quality assurance are 
similar and diffused rather smoothly across national settings, differences remain 
owing to country-level distinctions and also to variations in implementation 
approaches. The chapter’s perspectives merge nicely with the perspective of Pope 
and Meyer (2016) on multiple ways. First, the three nations were each influenced by 
the Bologna Process, which the authors note “can be defined as an institutionalized 
structure for the exchange of information among participating countries that is 
linked to all of the mechanisms of transnational communication,” namely lesson 
drawing, problem solving, policy emulation, and policy promoting. Further, the 
Bologna Process in concert with the European Commission have represented top-
down influences encouraging compliance at the national level. Clearly, in both the 
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lateral and vertical dimensions, these features highlight the structural-embedding 
concept of Pope and Meyer.

Similarly, DMNV focus on policy filtering in their attention to historical institu-
tionalism, suggesting path dependence as a factor supporting the emergence of 
“national idiosyncrasies and deviant developments amid processes of diffusion.” 
Path dependencies seem especially clear in Germany and France. Germany’s 
Humboldtian academic self-governance tradition and federalist system have tended 
to ensure that academics have a significant role in the quality-assurance system 
(driven mainly by the Länder). In contrast, France followed its centralist state tradi-
tions and developed a highly top-driven quality-assurance system.

We see elements of contingent diffusion in DMNV’s attention to policy diffu-
sion. In Germany, for instance, a significant role of academics in the quality-
assurance process is a continuation of Humboldtian academic self-governance 
tradition. Although Länder or the state-level bureaucracy do actively pursue institu-
tional quality assurance, they do so to a lesser extent than the French or Italian 
national bureaucracies, and they have resisted the national government’s pressures 
to weaken the traditional German federalist structure. For example, the roles and 
competence of the federal-level Accreditation Council, established in 1999, have 
been transferred to the Foundation Accreditation Council, to multiple accreditation 
agencies, or to the European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education 
(EQAR). Further indicators of this resistance lie in the continuing primacy of insti-
tutions’ internal quality-assurance processes, heavy reliance on peer-review, and 
developed ex-ante and ex-post assessment approaches. In sum, accountability still 
remains largely in the hands of academic professionals.

In France, on the other hand, top-down and bureaucratically controlled quality-
assurance processes reflect the nation’s history of state-centered higher-education 
governance. But the particulars of these processes as well as recent marketization 
trends in French higher education can increasingly be seen as domestic responses to 
the prevailing poor performance of French universities in comparative global rank-
ings in 2003 (Dobbins, 2012). Thus, quality-assurance efforts heavily rely on exter-
nal reviewers and the quality of research is assessed in output or ex-post terms 
(Dobbins & Knill, 2017, p.  74). In effect, domestic conditions have pressured 
French higher education to adopt ESG-2015’s definition of higher-education quality 
as “fitness for purpose,” with those purposes defined by ESG-2015 and the Council 
of Europe as “preparation for sustainable employment, personal development, pre-
paring students for active citizenship, and creating a broad advanced knowledge 
base and stimulating research and innovation” (Camilleri et al., 2014, p. 7).

Finally, Italy lies in between Germany and France in terms of its quality-
assurance model. Historically, Italian universities have exhibited strong academic 
oligarchy (Clark, 1983). Although the new state-level quality-assurance agency 
[ANVUR] is relatively independent from this historically embedded academic oli-
garchy, the Bologna Process’s quality-assurance efforts in Italy have been slowed 
by these legacies and shaped contingently by them. As of June 2021, ANVUR had 
not been registered in the European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education 
(EQAR) because of its failure to comply with all ESG-2015 standards 
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(Vinter-Jørgensen et  al., 2020). Academic peer review remains a cornerstone of 
Italian quality assurance and international experts participate in that process, but 
bibliometric criteria are becoming increasingly important (Dobbins & Knill, 2017; 
Nosengo, 2013). Italian higher education has moved towards marketization 
(Dobbins & Knill, 2017), but the influence of ESG-2015 and related cross-border 
pressures has been mediated by domestication and contingent diffusion.

Additional analysis could help position the Italian change process along the con-
ceptual lines of displacement, layering, drift, or conversion. While Germany and 
France can both be characterized as examples of incremental change within a rather 
stable tertiary institutional arena (Paivandi, 2017), albeit in different forms, Italy 
presents a significant yet incremental centralizing shift away from a system tradi-
tional controlled by academics.

In the end, the DMNV chapter highlights the enduring power of loose coupling 
and institutional autonomy in higher education. A regulatory approach setting strict 
quality targets from “outside” often will encounter faculty and institutional resis-
tance and hostility, producing “window dressing” rather than compliance (Barnabè 
& Riccaboni, 2007; Gonzales, 2015; Dougherty & Natow, 2015). At the same time, 
the chapter illustrates the tensions as a nation’s acceptance of a meta-regulatory 
approach can contribute to “long-term erosion of traditional forms of authority” in 
that nation, and movement toward broader conceptions of power in the global ratio-
nalizing culture (Bromley & Meyer, 2015, pp. 72–73). In their responses and adap-
tations, Germany, France, and Italy each “work the margins” between extra-national 
and national priorities, traditions, and values.

�Evidence of Policy Diffusion and Filtering 
in the Three Chapters

Across the countries, states, and provinces covered in the three chapters, patterns of 
diffusion (and diffusion-resistance) suggest some conclusions. Governmental lead-
ers in each setting evinced understanding of policy pressures and decisions in other 
parallel governmental settings and in government settings above or below. Similarly, 
the preferences of external intermediary NGOs were clear in each case. Pressures 
toward convergence were felt and in many cases acted upon. In particular, the supra-
national formal and informal influences of the Bologna Process and other European 
organizations and networks played notable roles in shaping national policies cov-
ered in the DMNV study. Absent similar formalized pressures, the states and prov-
inces studied in the GW and RCL analyses also acknowledged and deliberated 
pressures emanating outside their borders.

At the same time, context-specific filters were observed in each setting. Assaying 
parallel developments in other U.S. states, decision makers in the two states in the 
GW analysis eventually found insufficient reason to fuel convergence toward adopt-
ing performance funding like many of their peers (for similar findings, see Rubin & 
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Hearn, 2018). Similarly, Canadian provinces examined in the RCL study only 
inconsistently adopted policies proliferating in other provinces. And, in the analysis 
of France and Germany, path dependencies among certain arrangements, prefer-
ences, values, and norms circumscribed wholesale adoption of externally favored 
policies in each nation. In the end, the work of Morphew et al. (2018) is upheld: 
national, provincial, and professional consensus regarding public and private priori-
ties and levels of authority play critical roles driving institutional and system change. 
In Northern Europe, the strategic emphasis on pursuing research excellence is 
embraced across national polities, while in the North American states and prov-
inces, there is less emphasis on agreed-upon national and regional priorities and 
more effort to preserve deeply institutionalized sub-national authority.

�Conclusion

A number of implications emerge from the three prior studies. First, as GW argue 
explicitly and the other chapter authors suggest somewhat less directly, the power of 
quantitative methods to discern policy-diffusion influences is limited. Often, the 
qualitative evidence presented here allows us to see in more depth the workings of 
polities’ decisions regarding adoption. Too often, quantitative analyses rely on 
overly broad operationalizations of policies and of local and supralocal influences. 
Without “dosage” information on a funding policy, for example, it makes little sense 
to compare adoptions across borders. Without precise indicators of the extent to 
which certain understandings and organizational arrangements are historically 
embedded over decades or even centuries, measuring influences on adoption across 
otherwise seemingly similar settings is compromised.

Second, as each of the chapters emphasizes, non-adoption and partial or selective 
adoption merit more attention. Numerous tertiary-education studies note that what 
is encouraged or imposed formally at the macro level can very often take on a some-
what different shape in distinctive contexts. To the extent outside influences are 
disruptive, universities can cope by seeking to buffer their internal operations from 
tight external scrutiny and accountability. Often, they will conform performatively 
at the macro level while resisting at the micro level. Numerous analyses of national 
and provincial/state policy adoptions highlight this pattern.

Notably, analysis of performance funding in the U.S. by Dougherty and col-
leagues (Dougherty & Natow, 2015; Dougherty et  al., 2016) has highlighted the 
ways a nationally favored “logic model” of performance funding morphed upon 
encountering local state conditions, morphed again as state initiatives were imposed 
on individual institutions, and then morphed yet again as actors within institutions 
(such as faculty in academic departments) encounter and respond to new expecta-
tions for accountability and behavior change. Strained through so many levels, it 
was little surprise that substantial decoupling occurred along the way, to use Pope 
and Meyer’s (2016) term.
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Third, and relatedly, each of the chapters illustrates the limitations of focusing 
solely on the adoption/non-adoption decision. As Gándara et al. (2017) have noted, 
analysts have too often focused on the “why” and the “whether” and not enough on 
the “how.” As noted earlier, analysts like Jeffrey Pfeffer and colleagues (e.g., Pfeffer 
& Sutton, 2006) have stressed the significance of the implementation stage. By 
framing diffusion mainly at the point of a vote or fiat, the literature may constrain 
its power to inform and guide. At the opposite end of the timeline, long before a 
legislature or state bureau makes an adoption decision, intermediary organizations 
and policy “champions” are often hard at work spreading the case for or against 
adoption. Those actors can not only facilitate policy learning but limit it. And, even 
prior to the case for a particular policy emerges, the meta-argument for it exerts 
influence. For example, the Dobbins et al. chapter highlights the fact that prior to the 
Bologna Process, local fiscal and political pressures and the new public manage-
ment movement were laying the groundwork in European nations for particular 
reforms to take root.

Finally, the research in this arena would benefit from greater definitional consen-
sus and consistency. The field’s attention to policy convergence, emulation, diffu-
sion, lesson-learning, and transfer, in particular, seem intuitively understandable on 
first glance but the distinctions break down upon closer contact. While the chapters 
here each confront these distinctions smartly, there are some differences that make 
across-chapter conceptual framing difficult. The problem is even more acute in the 
broader literature. A question dealt with by the authors in this volume and others 
involves the roots of convergence: to what extent is growing similarity in policy 
choices across polities a product of the importation of ideas (diffusion), as opposed 
to growing similarities in social and economic conditions internally? That is, what 
is endogenous and what is exogenous in diffusion?

References

Barnabè, F., & Riccaboni, A. (2007). Which role for performance measurement systems in higher 
education? Focus on quality assurance in Italy. Studies in Educational Evaluation, 33(3–4), 
302–319.

Bromley, P., & Meyer, J. W. (2015). Hyper-organization: Global organizational expansion. Oxford 
University Press.

Camilleri, A.F., Delplace, S., Frankowicz, M., Hudak, R., & Tannhäuser, A. (2014). Professional 
higher education in Europe: Characteristics, practice examples and national differences. 
Retrieved from https://www.eurashe.eu/library/mission-phe/PHE_in_Europe_Oct2014.pdf

Clark, B. R. (1983). The higher education system: Academic organization in cross-national per-
spective. University of California Press.

Dobbins, M. (2012). How market-oriented is French higher education? French Politics, 10(2), 
134–159.

Dobbins, M., & Knill, C. (2017). Higher education governance in France, Germany, and Italy: 
Change and variation in the impact of transnational soft governance. Policy and Society, 
36(1), 67–88.

21  Emerging Work on Tertiary Policy Diffusion in Western Europe and North America

https://www.eurashe.eu/library/mission-phe/PHE_in_Europe_Oct2014.pdf


514

Dobbins, M., Martens, K., Niemann, D., & Vögtle, E. M. (this volume). The Bologna process 
as a multidimensional architecture of policy diffusion in Western Europe. (Chapter 18). In 
J. Jungblut, M. Maltais, E. Ness, & D. Rexe (Eds.), Comparative higher education politics. 
Springer.

Dougherty, K. J., & Natow, R. S. (2015). The politics of performance funding for higher education: 
Origins, discontinuations, and transformations. Johns Hopkins University Press.

Dougherty, K. J., Jones, S. M., Lahr, H., Natow, R. S., Pheatt, L., & Reddy, V. (2016). Performance 
funding for higher education. Johns Hopkins University Press.

European Standards and Guidelines-2015. (2015). Standards and guidelines for quality assurance 
in the European higher education area. Belgium. Retrieved from https://www.enqa.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2015/11/ESG_2015.pdf

Fioretos, O., Falleti, T. G., & Sheingate, A. (2016). Historical institutionalism in political science. 
In O. Fioretos, T. G. Falleti, & A. Sheingate (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of historical institu-
tionalism (pp. 3–28). Oxford University Press.

Gándara, D., Rippner, J., & Ness, E. (2017). Exploring the “how” in policy diffusion: National 
intermediary organizations’ roles in facilitating the spread of performance-based funding poli-
cies in the states. Journal of Higher Education, 88(5), 701–725.

Gándara, D., & Woolley, C. (this volume). Policy diffusion in U.S. higher education. (Chapter 19). 
In J. Jungblut, M. Maltais, E. Ness, & D. Rexe (Eds.), Comparative higher education politics. 
Springer.

Gonzales, L. D. (2015). Faculty agency in striving university contexts: Mundane yet powerful acts 
of agency. British Educational Research Journal, 41(2), 303–323.

Hall, P. A. (2016). Politics as process structured in space and time. In O. Fioretos, T. G. Falleti, & 
A. Sheingate (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of historical institutionalism (pp. 31–50). Oxford 
University Press.

Hall, P. A., & Taylor, R. C. (1996). Political science and the three new institutionalisms. Political 
Studies, 44(5), 936–957.

Harvey, L., & Green, D. (1993). Defining quality. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 
18(1), 9–34.

Hearn, J. C., & Griswold, C. P. (1994). State-level centralization and policy innovation in U.S. post-
secondary education. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 16(2), 161–190.

Kelchen, R., Rosinger, K., & Ortagus, J. (2019). How to create and use state-level policy data sets 
in education research. AERA Open, 5(3), 1–14.

Levine, A. D., Lacy, T. A., & Hearn, J. C. (2013). The origins of embryonic stem cell research 
policies in the US states. Science & Public Policy, 40(4), 544–558.

Mahoney, J., & Thelen, K. (2010). A theory of gradual institutional change. In J. Mahoney & 
K. Thelen (Eds.), Explaining institutional change: Ambiguity, agency, and power (pp. 1–37). 
Cambridge University Press.

Marginson, S., & Rhoades, G. (2002). Beyond national states, markets, and systems of higher 
education: A glonacal agency heuristic. Higher Education, 43(3), 281–309.

Maringe, F., & Foskett, N. (Eds.). (2010). Globalization and internationalization in higher 
education: Theoretical, strategic and management perspectives. Continuum International 
Publishing Group.

Meyer, J. W., & Bromley, P. (2013). The worldwide expansion of “organization.”. Sociological 
Theory, 31(4), 366–389.

Meyer, J. W., & Rowan, B. (1977). Institutionalized organizations: Formal structure as myth and 
ceremony. American Journal of Sociology, 83, 440–463.

Meyer, J. W., Ramirez, F. O., Frank, D. J., & Schofer, E. (2007). Higher education as an institu-
tion. In P. J. Gumport (Ed.), Sociology of higher education: Contributions and their contexts 
(pp. 187–220). Johns Hopkins University Press.

Morphew, C. C., Fumasoli, T., & Stensaker, B. (2018). Changing missions? How the strategic 
plans of research intensive universities in northern Europe and North America balance compet-
ing identities. Studies in Higher Education, 43(6), 1074–1088.

J. C. Hearn and I. Ahmad

https://www.enqa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/ESG_2015.pdf
https://www.enqa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/ESG_2015.pdf


515

Ness, E. C. (2010). The role of information in the policy process: Implications for the examina-
tion of research utilization in higher education policy. In J. Smart (Ed.), Higher education: 
Handbook of theory and research. Springer.

Ness, E. C., Tandberg, D. A., & McLendon, M. K. (2015). Interest groups and state policy for 
higher education: New conceptual understandings and future research directions. In M. Paulsen 
(Ed.), Higher education: Handbook of theory and research. Springer.

Nosengo, N. (2013, July 17). Italian universities get report cards. Nature.
Paivandi, S. (2017). Quality assurance in France. Quality Assurance in Higher Education: A 

Global Perspective, 1, 161.
Pfeffer, J., & Sutton, R. I. (2006). Hard facts, dangerous half-truths, and total nonsense: Profiting 

from evidence-based management. Harvard Business School Press.
Pierson, P. (2004). Politics in time: Politics in time: History, institutions, and social analysis. 

Princeton University Press.
Pope, S., & Meyer, J. W. (2016). Local variation in world society: Six characteristics of global dif-

fusion. European Journal of Cultural and Political Sociology, 3(2–3), 280–305.
Pusser, B., Kempner, K., Marginson, A., & Ondorika, I. (Eds.). (2012). Universities and the public 

sphere: Knowledge creation and state building in the era of globalization. Routledge.
Rexe, D., Clarke, K., & Lavigne, E. (this volume). Post-secondary policy innovation in Canada: 

Provincial policy adoptions, 1990–2015. (Chapter 20). In J. Jungblut, M. Maltais, E. Ness, & 
D. Rexe (Eds.), Comparative higher education politics. Springer.

Rubin, P. G., & Hearn, J. C. (2018). The policy filtering process: Understanding distinctive state 
responses to the National College Completion Agenda in the United States. Education Policy 
Analysis Archives, 26(60).

Scott, W. R., & Meyer, J. W. (1991). The organization of societal sectors: Propositions and early 
evidence. In W. W. Powell & P. J. DiMaggio (Eds.), The new institutionalism in organizational 
analysis (pp. 108–140). University of Chicago Press.

Shahjahan, R. A. (2012). The roles of international organizations (IOs) in globalizing higher edu-
cation policy. In J. C. Smart & M. B. Paulsen (Eds.), Higher education: Handbook of theory 
and research (pp. 369–407). Springer.

Shahjahan, R. A., & Kezar, A. J. (2013). Beyond the “national container”: Addressing method-
ological nationalism in higher education research. Educational Researcher, 42(1), 20–29.

Slaughter, S., & Leslie, L. L. (1997). Academic capitalism: Politics, policies, and the entrepre-
neurial university. Johns Hopkins University Press.

Slaughter, S., & Leslie, L. L. (2001). Expanding and elaborating the concept of academic capital-
ism. Organization, 8(2), 154–161.

Slaughter, S., & Rhoades, G. (2004). Academic capitalism and the new economy: Markets, state, 
and higher education. Johns Hopkins University Press.

Sponsler, B. (2010). Coveting more than thy neighbor: Beyond geographically proximate explana-
tions of postsecondary policy. Higher Education in Review, 7, 81–100.

Tandberg, D. A. (2013). The conditioning role of state higher education governance structures. 
Journal of Higher Education, 84(4), 506–543.

Taylor, B. J. (2022). Wrecked: Deinstitutionalization and partial defenses in state higher education 
policy. Rutgers University Press.

Thelen, K. (1999). Historical institutionalism in comparative politics. Annual Review of Political 
Science, 2(1), 369–404.

Vinter-Jørgensen, T., Beccari, L., Eritja, M. C., & Gaižiūnas, I. (2020). Rejection of the application 
by National Agency for the evaluation of universities and research institutes (ANVUR) for inclu-
sion on the register. Retrieved from https://www.eqar.eu/assets/uploads/2020/08/2020_03_
A66_RejectionDecision_ANVUR.pdf

21  Emerging Work on Tertiary Policy Diffusion in Western Europe and North America

https://www.eqar.eu/assets/uploads/2020/08/2020_03_A66_RejectionDecision_ANVUR.pdf
https://www.eqar.eu/assets/uploads/2020/08/2020_03_A66_RejectionDecision_ANVUR.pdf

	Chapter 21: Emerging Work on Tertiary Policy Diffusion in Western Europe and North America
	Introduction
	The Three Chapters
	Evidence of Policy Diffusion and Filtering in the Three Chapters
	Conclusion
	References




