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Preface

This dissertation is to a large extent about sensemaking as was the process
of producing it. In the course of my PhD project, | have been continually try-
ing to make sense of my selfpas an academic, as a colleague and as an in-
dividual pa process which has at times been difficult, occasionally rewar d-
ing, but always educational. | have in my years as aPhD studentbeen fortu-
nate enough to have been surrounded people who have helped me make
senseof this process, and for that thanks is due.

First and foremost, | am grateful to Niels Mejlgaard, my main supervisor
and Centre Director at The Centre for Studies in Research and Research Pat
cy at Aarhus University, where the research project hasbeen carried out over
the past 3% years.Niels has been part of my project from the very beginning
and | am ever thankful for his support, qualified advice and for his ability to
stand my p at times constant p interruptions and questions. His good humor
and reassuring attitude has been a great help, when demands of academia
have seemed overwhelming.

| also owe a great deal of thanks to my co-supervisor, Finn Hanssorwho
has stuck with me since my days at CBSpand even into (his own) retirement.
Dgll aq amkkclrqg* gseecqrgmlqg _ 1| b a-l
tion system and its history have been indispensable in the process.

Special thanks must go to Kaare Aagaard for spending more time and
effort reading, giving feedback and discussing my work with me , than could
ever be expected of him. | am very grateful for all his help and remain cer-
tain that my dissertation would be of much lesser value without it.

Over the 3%z years | have been employed at the Centre for Studies in Re-
search and Research Policy, | have come appreciate the academic envi-
ronment, as well as the social tone and environment. The latter is in no small
part due to centre secretary Jane Irming, to whom | am greatly indebted, not
only for all the practical assistance during my project, but also for her good
spirit and caring nature.

Over the years | have benefitted greatly from the collaboration | have
had with Mads P. Sgrensen, whose insights and & knowledge on philo-
sophical, historical and practical matters, have provided for many an inte r-
esting and entertaining discussion. | look forward to our collaborations in the
future and remain sincerely grateful for all his help.

Thanks also go to the D group for lively discussions of both professional
matters, as well as personalones. Particularly, | owe Sanne Haase a great
deal of thanks for sparring and sharing during the final phase of my project p
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and for tolerating my frequent attempts to get her to join my procrastination
projects. In general, | am indebted to the entire Centre for all their help and
support during my PhDp1 hope very much that we will be able to continue
our collaborations in the future.

In 2012, | was fortunate enough to spend a couple of months at the Uni-
versity of Oslo, in the HEIK (Higher Education: Institutional Dynamics and
Knowledge Cultures) group. | am very grateful to Professor Peter Maassen for
the opportunity to visit and for the fruitful and very beneficial discussions we
had during my stay. Thanks also go to Mari Elken, Martina Vukasovic, Jens
Jungblut, Antigoni Papadimitriou, Kristi Barcus and Tatiana Fumasoli for the
academic input p but certainly also for making my stay in Oslo both lots of
fun and very memorable.

On the personal level, the PhD process has highlighted once and for all
that | owe so much of what | am to my family. First and foremost, | am grae-
ful to my parents, who continue to be support me in all my endeavors. They
remain a source of inspiration in the way they approach life and live it to the
fullest peven in the face of obstacles. Thanks and gratitude also goes to my
sister, whose support means more than | can sayAdditionally | have been
blessed with an extended family in my in-laws, to whom | am sincerely
thankful for all their support pand not least their help with family logistics.

Finally, as the foundation for everything, my sincerest thanks go to my
husband Jacob and my son Axel, for always tolerating and supporting me p
even through the unreasonableness and the absences. At the end of the
day, they are the reason it all makes sense.
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Chapter 1.
New and old ideas about universities

1.1 On the changing perception of universities

If you want something new, you have to stop doing something old.
Peter F. Drucker

Ncrcp Bpsaicpaq d_kmsqg qgr _rckclr e msr
scribes the setting of the research project at hand, namely universities in a
time of reform. Universities are today expected to Abm g mkrewFag!| e
their production of knowledge, knowledge bearers (student s) and applic a-
tions of knowledge (innovation) is increasingly perceived to be vital to n a-
tional economic prosperity, welfare and competitiveness. They should be
key players in the global knowledge econo my (Amaral and Magalhaes
2004; Valimaa and Hoffmann 2008) pa role that is markedly different from
the ivory tower of the (distant) past. Particularlythe EC and OECD have over
the past decades proven to be vital carriers of new ideas, that link the higher
education sector in general pand universities in particular to the global and
national economies (EC 2005; OECD 2009) These linkages have entailed
increasing pressure on universities in termsof rising demands for accounta-
bility, strategic capacity, responsiveness, and responsibility in order to get the
universities toAtop doing something olda

The demands could be described as a general &conomization aof the
view of higher education systems (Gornitzka and Maassen 2000) or more
broadly as an expression of the increasing penetration of New Public Man-
agement ideals in the public sector (Christensen and Laegreid 2001; Pollit
1990). There is little doubt that new ideas about what a university is and
should be are abundant in both scholarly discourse and the political ditto, or
that many of these impulses and discursive shiftsp and the reforms seem to
follow in their wake pcan be seen as conflicting with highly institutionalized
notions and values of the academic system. These shifts and potential co n-
flicts have been described and conceptualized in a variety of ways, e.g. in
terms the rise of Ahe evaluative state a(Neave 1988; 1998; Bleiklie 1998), as a
shift towards a Aiple helixaconfiguration of the relation between state, un i-
versities and industry (Ezkowitz and Leydesdorff 1997) and as a sign of Ac-
ademic capitalism a(Slaughter and Leslie 1997). Similarly, Olsen (2005) de-
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scribed these conflict-lines by way of a matrix model, highlighting how there
are 4 substantially different Aisionsaof a (European) university, namely the
ARepublic of Sciencea Ahe Representative Democracya Ahe Political Instu-
mentaand Ahe Service Enterprisé each with distinct logics, values and ra-
tionales. These visions illustratethe vast array of possible interpretations of
the role and function of universities in the knowledge society.

As a consequence of these new demands, expectations and visions of
what universities are and should be reforms of higher education systems
seem to have become the order of the day, not least in Europe.Even though
there are national variations (de Boer and File 2009), general reform features
seem to be: strengthening the role for central government in the determin a-
tion of goals and procedures, professionalizing and empowering managerial
structures in universities, the introduction of external stakeholders into then-
ternal governance structures, e.g. via boards with varying degrees of power,
and a generally increasing Aorporatization aof universities, e.g. represented in
the rising use of management by objectives and results (Bleiklie and Kogan
2007; de Boer and File 2009; Amaral et al. 2003; Maassen 2008). Together
these measures indicate a thorough rethinking of the state-institution rela-
tionship, from traditionally being based on mutual trust to being founded on
contracts and other control measures (Gornitzka et al. 2007, Kwiek 2005).

Becl k_pi gq d_p dpmk | cvacnrgmln-rm rfc
ish higher education system has been subjected to a number of more or less
comprehensive reforms over the past decades (chapter 4; Aagaard 2011;
Aagaard and Mejlgaard 2012; Degn and Sgrensen 2012); particularly in the
new millennium where reform intensity reached a preliminary peak. A co m-
prehensive reform was implemented in 2003, transforming the institutional
and legal status as well as the governing model of the universities. Focus was
particularly on institutional autonomy and stronger management in order to
enhance accountability and flexibility. This reform was followed up with a
series of mergers in 2007, changing the university landscape from 12 to 8
universities. This process also involved the previously autonomous govenr-
mental research institutions, embedding them within the universities and
granting them a new status as p in most cases p university departments
(Bloch et al. 2012). Following an evaluation of the 2003-reform and the
2007-mergers, the University Act was amended in 2011, particularly focusing
on strengthening the role of the rector, by enhancing the discretionary pow er
of this position (for a more elaborate analysis of the reform period, see chap-
ter 4 and Degn and Sgrensen (2012)). The Danish reform process indicates a
changing perception of the ideal role and governance of universities, but as
Bleiklie and Kogan point out:
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(c)hanging beliefs and ideals do not necessarily lead to new practices. In
order to understand the extent of change beyond the initial ideological shift,

one must observe actual structures and behavior at various levels within
higher education institutions (Bleikie and Kogan 2007).

The present research project attempts to llow this proposition and investi-
gate the way that ideas about higher education affect and transform actions
and perceptions within higher education institutions.

1.2 The overdl idea - research focus and
guestions

Despite the generally increasing interest in the power of ideas (Béland and
Cox 2011; Mehta 2011; Schmidt 2008), analyses focusing on ideas in higher
cbsa_r gml gwqrckg _pc ga_pac, kelcHigh-f ¢ k a g
cp cbsa_r gml gwqrck _I'b ? _e_ _pbaqgq &0.//
of the Danish funding structure are notable exceptions to this rule, but (insti-
tional) change in higher education has often pmore or less explicitly p been
studied from a more classic new institutional perspective (e.g. Olsen 2005;
Stensaker 2004, Morphew 2009). The main reason for this approach isthe
basic assumption that universities are the quintessence of highly institutioral-
ized organizations (Brunsson and Olsen 1993;Weick 1976; DiMaggio and
Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977), i.e. constructions whose mode of
function, rules, and cognitive structures have become so institutionalized that
they take the shape of ideals. These ideals areobjectivized and torn from the
context in which they were shaped, in order to function as guidelines for be-
havior (Meyer and Scott 1983; Selznick 1957; Brunsson andlsen 1993). Or-
ganizations can in this perspective be seen as institutions that are equipped
with the capacity for action, e .g. in the form of competence- and resource
structures (Torfing 2005, 47).

This perspective may however be criticized for emphasizing stability and
for assuming that Ahe concepts of &rganizationsAand dnstitutionsAstand for
continuity and predictabili tya (Brunsson and Olsen 1993), thus rendering
change a consequence of exogenous shocks or revolutionary events (Blyth
1997; 2002). In the present research project an initial objective has been to
cga_nc rfc dmasq ml Awhioh ig sopredpiinagtan | b/
both older as well as newer variants of institutional theory, by looking at how
ideas might act as transformational forces in both policy processes and indi-
vidual behavior. The strategy employed here is to place ideas A _f ¢ _ib- md a
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stitutions and not the other way around, thus applying a more dynamic pe r-
spective to the study of changing circumstances.

In order investigate the Actual structures and behavior at various levels
within higher education institutionsaas suggested by Bleiklie and Kogan
(2007) above, the research project focuses particularly on how ideas trans-
form as they interact with organizations and individuals. The way in which
ideas are adapted, translated and made sense of inside higher education
institutions is the primary sns pac md9 A u mA b rowhial ag flameal
the approach and has led to the formulation of the overall research question:

How do ideas move into and through Danish higher education institutions,
and what are the implications for sensemaking and actio n?

This question, which forms the basis of the research project as a whole, is -
erationalized and divided into sub -questions in the following sections, where
the link to existing literature is also discussed and the argument forchoosing
Denmark as a caseis outlined.

1.3 Perspectives on university management and
governance | operationalizing the research
guestion

The overall aim of the research project is to provide an in-depth perspective
on how new ideas have travelled into a national system and how they enter
into complex and dynamic relationships with old, institutionalized ideas, af-
fecting practice and perceptions along the way. The five sub-studies that
contribute to achieving this aim are presented below in an operationaliz a-
tion of the overall research question. How the findings of the sub-studies lead
to an illumination of the gen eral research question will be discussedin chap-
ter 9.

1.3.1 Ideas about the governance and management of
universities

The first part of the overall research questionconcerns how ideas move into
Danish higher education institutions. Following the discussions in the previous
sections, the research projectmore specifically investigates ideas about the
governance and management of universities; an area which has received
increasing amounts of attention in the literature over the past years. Sudies
have targeted themes such as the changing relationship between central
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government and higher education institutions (e.g. Neave and Van Vught
1991; Etzkovitzand Leydesdorff 1997), the role and fate of institutional au-
tonomy and academic freedom (e.g. Nokkala and Bladh 2014; Habermas
1987), the introduction of new control mechanisms in higher education go v-
ernance (e.g. Huisman and Currie 2004) as well as the policy context and
the differing policy formulations across Europe (e.g. de Boer and File 2009;
Amaral et al. 2003).

Taking the lead from these strands of research the first substudy (chapter
4) investigates how ideas about higher education governance, manag e-
ment, and the role and function of higher education institutions have trans-
formed and been translated into policy over time. The study thereby at-
tempts to contribute to the growing body of knowledge on the dynamics of
higher education policy , with a perspective on how the translation of e.g.
ideas about institutional autonomy and academic freedom ha ve been
shaped over time, and on how the new control mechanism s in higher edu-
cation governance emerge as valid solutions to perceived problems.

The central argument is that in order to understand how the present poli-
cy translation has come to take the form that it has, we need to look at how
problem definitions and policy solutions have changed over time. This will

clf |l ac msp sl bcpqr I bgle md f mauragncagd

g x ¢cthkan for granted, and thus become premises for future translations
(Luhmann 2000; Simon 1957).

1.3.2 How managers make sense- intra-organizational
dynamics
A specific objective of the present project isto explore and illuminate the in-

tra-organizational dynamics that influence and is influenced by travelling
ideas, with a particular eye for the way managers * make sense their chang-

! The term manager is used consistently and purposefully throwghout this project,
when referring to department heads, deans and rectors in universities, as opposed
to the term leader. In Danish there is only one termp ledelse p which covers both
management and leadership; a linguistic challenge, which within the fra mework of
the present project can also be seen as a sensemaking/sensegiving challenge, as
the choice of the term manager may evoke certain frames with the reader, thus

influencing the process of making sense of the findings. The choice was however
made ear ly on to insist on this term; a decision founded in namely the connotations
that it entails. The formal positions of department head, dean and rector in a Danish
amlrcvr cv_arjw clr _gj _
not to use the term leader p or the less than eloquent term leader/manager pis

17
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ing environment. Universities are as mentioned often described as highly n-
stitutionalized organizations, and the scripts and norms for appropriate be-

havior are therefore assumed to be quite resilient to change. The second,

third and fourth sub-study are therefore all concerned with investigating the
intra-organizational dynamics and target the section of the overall research

guestion, which concerns how ideas travel through higher education institu-

tions. The main aim in the three studies is to explore how the perceptions and
cvncpgclacqg md gl bgtgbs | k | ecpe k_w qgf
gl e _ k ndide a magaexrn ugiversity in complex circumstances.

First, spotlight is turned on the top tiers of the internal university manag-
ment structure, focusing on rectors and deans. Several studies have been
concerned with top level university management (e.g. Bargh et al. 2000;
Birnbaum 1992; Engwall and Lindvall 2012), e.g. by attempting to measure
the importance of academic reputation of top level manager (Goodall
2009).

Targeting this level of management, the central aim becomes to investi-
gate how the top tiers of the new internal management structures make
sense p both to themselves and to others p of the changing circumstances
and ideas about higher education . This is a theme described and studied by
e.g. Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991), Gioia and Thomas (1996) and more re-
cently Eckel and Kezar (2003), who have all suggested that sensemaking
and sensegiving are key aspects of a strategic change process in higher ed-
ucation institutions. However, where these studies investigated strategic
change as an intentional process, initiated by the top level managers of the
institutions (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991), or how the top level managers
managed successful change processes (Eckel and Kezar 2003), the second
sub-study (chapter 5) explores how rectors and deans handle the pressures
from political translations as well as internal translations of ideas, both in
terms of their own selfFimage and in terms of how they seek to legitimize
their own translation of central ideas.

At the department level, we find the object of inquiry of sub-studies 3
and 4. These studies target the same group, namely the middle managers
(department heads), which are seen to play a key role in change processes
and in the translation of external pressure (Meek et al. 2010). Danish depat-
mentheadq _pc Anpmbsar gml dij mmpa k _| necpgqgt*
nel management tasks, as well as the strategic, administrative and acade m-
ic management of their departments. In addition to the challenges posed by

a)

rfcpc w | mr | gl bga_r gml md ] _ai md Aj c _ |
made to highlight the managerial elements in the role.

18



this vast portfolio of management tasks, Danish department heads also face
a transition from being academics to being full -time managers. As such, c-
partment heads are seen as key research objects when the aim is to explore
the dynamics between institutionalized and thus resilient ideas, and new
contending ideas. The question investigated in the two sub-studies (chapters
6 and 7) is thus:how the transition from academic to manager, and the new

demands and responsibilities of the role, affect the selfperceptions and
identity work of the department heads pand if this has behavioral implica-
tions. The aim of the two studies is to contribute to discussions ofnanager i-
alismain higher education (Deem 2004; Deem et al. 2007) and changes in
academic identity as a consequence of the new ideas about higher educa-
tion (Henkel 1997; 2000; 2005).

1.3.3 Entering the production rooml how ideas impact
academic practice

Finally, the fifth sub-study opens up the project towards new research arenas
by focusing on how the individual academics ,and academia as a coll ective,
make sense of their changing environment. The study thus exploreswhat
happens to ideas about higher education governance and management
whentheyAf gr rfc npmbsar gml dj mmp a,

Studies of changes in the academic identity (e.g. Henkel 2000; 2005)
and the academic profession(s) (e.g. Macfarlane 2010; Whitchurch 2008)
have indicate d that new ideas and rationales in universities may have impli-
cations for the behavior of academics. Thisconnection is also the focus of
the final, exploratory study, as it dtempts to answer the question of fow ac-
ademics in Danish universities make sense of their changing circumstances,
and how this affects their perceptions of their organization, their managers
and of themselves.

The final sub-study (chapter 8) relates to the overall research question by
looking at how ideas and translations of university managers are retranslated
and made sense of on the production level. Additionally, the study points to
interesting paths that may be pursued in further studies, e.g. in terrs of the
behavioral responses and strategic actions of the academics in the face of
change.
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1.4 The Danish miraclel considerations of
Denmark as a case

The Danish higher education system serves as the overall case under scrutiny
in this research project, but why is it interesting to look closer at the Danish
case as opposed to any other European national case? The answer lies in
the historical development of Danish higher education policy, the intensity of
the reforms, and in the somewhat singular or paradigmatic characteristics
that have come with this.

The Scandinavian countries have been described as Aeluctant reformersa
in terms of implementing New Public Management reforms in the public se c-
tor (Christensen and Laegreid 2007), but there seems howeverto be very lit-
tle reluctance left in the new millennium reforms of the higher education sy s-
tem. In other words, Denmark seems to have gone from being somewhat
hesitant in terms of political intervention in the internal management struc-
tures of the higher education institutions to being a frontrunner in this field p
an argument also mentioned by Pinheiro and Stensaker (2013). In compari-
son with similar countries, e.g. in Scandinavia, Denmark has gone very far in
grq _rrcknrg r m Ak mb ivepsltigs in¢ha nem gnowealgeg j g x ¢ |
economy. Additionally palbeit not necessarily linked with this development p
Denmark has over the past decade experienced significant success in terms
of research performance, and there has even been talk of Ahe Danish mira-
cleawith reference to Oquist and Benner (2012), who compare the Danish
rise in research performance with that of the Nordic neighbors.

Denmark is in this way seen as an interesting case in that it providesn-
sight into a system that has undergone massie transformations over a short
period of time, and may thus function as an illustrative example, which might
reveal or highlight key elements of a wider phenomenon (Pavlich 2010).

1.4.1 The Danish system central characteristics

The Danish higher education system comprises 8 universities, varying from
relatively small and specialized institutions like the IT University, which has
around 570 people employed and 2 .000 students, to large and comprehen-
sive institutions, like University of Copenhagenpwith 9.000 people employed
and 38.000 students. All universities are research and teaching institutions
and some also have tasks related to research-based consultancy.

The present configuration of the university system is a result of the 2003
University Act, which granted the universities status of sefowning institutions
or Andependent institutions under the public-sector administrationa(Ministry
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of Science, Technology and Innovation 2009). The universities are still under
ministerial supervision and the rdationship with the ministry is formalized
through development contracts, wherein the individual university and the
ministry in dialogue set up performance targets.

The internal governance and management structures of the universities
are characterized by a high level of professionalism and are partially in-
spired by a corporate profile. The highest authority in the institutions is the
Board of Governors, which consists of a majority of external members, e.g.
from the private sector, from other (international) higher education institu-
tions or from the political system, and a minority of internal members, i.e. ai-
dent and staff representatives. The Board of Governors appoints the Rector,
who is charged with the overall management of the university. In general the
management structure is based on an appointment system, as opposed to
the previous election system. (Degn and Sgrensen 2012;Aagaard and Mejl-
gaard 2012).

With regards to funding, the Danish system is based on a mix of state
funding (basic funding for research, performance based funding for educ a-
tion (the taximeter system), competitive grants) and external funding sources.
In general, the new millennium has seen an increasing emphasis on the
competitive grants and the external funding sources at the expense of basic
funding (see e.g. Aagaard (2011) for an analysis of the development of the
Danish funding structure).

1.4.2 Aarhus University

The first university chosen for more indepth studies is Aarhus University,
which was founded in 1928 as the second university in Denmark. At its m-

ception,Aarhs g S| gt cpqgr w (clasgicauivessity bnmodelled anp

the German Humboldtian ideal, which focused on both research and teac h-

ing. Aarhus University is today a comprehensive university, with four man

academic areas (faculties): Science and Technology, Business and Social
Sciences Artsand Health. Each of these main areas comprises very diverse
departments, in Science and Technology e.g. ranging from areas such as
Agro-ecology and Animal Science, to Physicsand Astronomy, to Food, or
Engineering (Aarhus Universityl). The university is the second largest univeirs
ty in Denmark?, as it employs approximately 8 .000 people, and hosts over

40.000 students.

2 Aarhus University has claimed that it isp following the mergers in 2007 pnow the
largest Danish university, measured by the number of students.
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Aarhus University expanded to its present size whe it merged with the
previous Herning Institute of Business Administration and Technology if
2006), Aarhus School of Business, the Danish Institute of Agricultural Sciences,
the National Environmental Research Institute and the Danish University of
Education (in 2007). Following these mergers Aarhus University began a
comprehensive reorganization exercise in 2011 termed Ahe academic d e-
velopment processa which attempted to create: A single unified university
and reducing these internal boundaries by redu cing the number of organiz a-
tional units significantlya(Aarhus University2) The process included merging
the nine pre-existing faculties and schools, to the four main academic areas
mentioned above. Simultaneously, the administrative structure of the univer-
sity was transformed, attempting to establish joint administrative structures
(e.g. in terms of economy, human resources, IIsystems and student adminis-
trative systems) across old institutional borders (Aarhus University2).

1.4.3 Aalborg University

The second case university is Aalborg University, which houses approximae-

ly 25.000 students and 5.000 employees. Aalborg University was inaugurd-

ed in 1974 (as Aalborg University Centre) and was characterized by what

has come to be known as the Aalborg model,i.e. on the principle of problem

based learning, and by its close connections with surrounding society and in

n_prgasj _p ugrf grqg pcegml _j amjja mp_r gl

tus was a result of the integration with other higher learning institutions, such

as technical colleges, engineering academies, and business school, which

had not been part of the university structure (Aalborg Universityl; Huisman et

al. 2002). This indicates that Aalborg University has always been oriented

towards the technical sciences and engineering, but Aalborg University has

also from its inception strongly emphasized interdisciplinarity, which is e-

flected in its current organization. The main structure consists of four main

faculties®: Humanities, Social Science Natural Science and Technology and

Medicine, and 20 departments p a number of which are Arossfaculty3 i.e.

rfcw A cjmle rma rum mp kmpc d_asjrgcq &=
? ) mpe Slgtcpqggrw f _qg gl pcaclr wc_pq

as campuses have been established both in various parts of Denmark, i.e. in

the Copenhagen area and in Esbjerg in the south of Denmark, where the

educational focus is particularly on e.g. chemical engineering and mechan i-

cal engineering (Aalborg University2).

3 As well as he Danish Building Research Institute (SBi)
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1.5 Desertation outline

In this chapter | have discussed the main research interests of this research
project and the scholarly debates in which it places itself. The remaining
chapters will lay forth the framework that | apply to study these questions
and the actual analyses and findings.

In chapter 2 the theoretical framework is outlined and discussed. Empha-
sis is in this chapter on providing readers with a comprehensive view on the
theoretical assumptions and arguments that underpin the research project in
general. Particularattention is paid to the development of a comp rehensive
theoretical framework and to discusshg how this framework is applied the in
individual studies. Chapter 3 describes and discusses the methodological
considerations that shape the construction and perception of knowledge in
the project p_ g wucjj _ g rfmd ak rhpca f Afb gle bhapter
thus deals with both the ontological and epistemological premises of the
study,and considerations of case selection and data collection.

In chapters 4-8, the individual sub-studies are presented in the form of
five scientific articles, and in chapter 9 the findings from these individual
studies are discussed. Tl concluding chapter attempts to draw together
central, crosscutting findings and discuss how the individual studies contrb-
ute to illuminating the overall research question. Additionally, the applicabi I-
ity and contributions of the theoretical framework are highlighted and co n-
textualized. A final aim of the concluding chapter is to point to interesting
avenues for further research The outline of the dissertation is visualized in
Figure 1.1 below.
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Figure 1.1: Dissertation outline
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Chapter 2:
Making sense of ideasl development
of a theoretical framework

2.1 Introduction to theoretical chapter

The present research project lies at the intersection of many different -
search fields as the discussions in chapter 1 indicated. The attention to policy
ideas points to political science and theories on policy processes, where the
focus on the changing environments of higher education institutions directs
attention towards institutional or organizational theory. At the same time the
project aims to explore how university managers deal with these changing
environments, which is commonly studied within organizational sociology or
organizational psychology. The conversation that the project attempts to e n-
gage in can in this way be seen as multi-voiced, as each of these research
disciplines tend to target different areas, pose different questions and ap-
proach such questions in different ways and with different methods.

When engaging is such a multi-voiced conversation, the challenge b e-
amkcqg rm dglb mlcag mul tmgac _ | b bct cj
targets the specific research interests, if these interests cut across the harot
nies of established theoretical traditions. This chapter outlines the theoretical
sources of inspiration of the present research project and discusses how they
may sensibly be connected in a ge neral framework, targeting the questions
posed in the previous chapter. The theoretical ambition is thereby to devel-
op a framework, which is sensitive both to the external conditions of an or-
ganization or an individual, and to the intentional and non -intentional age n-
cy of individual and collective actors. In the following sections | will describe
the development of such a framework and discuss how it has framed the re-
search design and approach of the overall project and the individual sub -
studies.

The chapter thereby outlines my contribution to the Angoing conversa-
tiona(Weick 1995) on how the explore and understand change and co m-
plexity in organizations and policy. Initially, ideational institutionalism, the
concept of translation, and the sensemaking pe rspective are introduced and
key delimitations are described. Subsequently the potentials and challenges
that are entailed in the coupling of the perspectives are discussed.
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2.2 The ideational turn

The research question indicates a particular interest inideas and how ideas
influence change processes; an interest, which is mirrored in contemporary,
conceptual developments within the social sciences. Over time, many turns
have been announced in the social sciences. the interpretive turn (Rabinow
and Sullivan 1979), the linguistic turn (Rorty 1992), the cultural turn (Ragin
2000), and the narrative turn (Czarniawska 2004) are a few of the more re-
cent examples. Not all of these turns have been hairpin bends that radically
changed the way social studies were pe rceived and conducted, but they
have all turned the spotlight on new areas of interest and brought unique
perspectives into the larger framework that is the study of social phenomena.
This is also the case ofwhat has been called the ideational turn in the social
sciences (Schmidt and Radaelli 2004; Blyth 1997; 2003; Béland and Cox
2011), which has highlighted the importance and explanatory power of id e-
as in studies of change. he following sections will demonstrate how a dis-
tinct ideational approach has de veloped within the framework of (new) insti-
tutional theory, and how this approach is relevant in studies of higher educa-
tion systems and their actors.

2.3 ldeational institutionalism

The ideational approach is not a clear-cut theoretical approach, but an
amalgamation of many different perspectives, whose common characteris-
tic is an emphasis on /deas as having intrinsic importance to policy making
and action. In other words, the general agreement is that ideas matter
(Schmidt 2008; 2011; Béland and Cox 2011; Mehta 2011) phow they matter
is another matter.

The background for this new emphasis on ideas was the tendency in es-
tablished new institutionalisms - rational choice, historical and sociologi-
cal/ normative new institutionalism p to view change as an exceptional
event, triggered by revolutionary, exogenous shocks, rather than as ince-
mental, internal processes (Schmidt 2011; Blyth 1997; Lieberman 2002; Ta-
nenwald and Wohlforth 2005). Such a perspective on change as exceptio n-
al is founded in the perception of institutions as constraining, stable and n-
variant. Several scholars however became increasingly unsatisfied with the
static nature of this perspective, and its inability to predict and explain
change in the absence of shocks and crises (Campbell 2010). The dissats-
faction led to a focus on the concept of ideas and the dynamic inherent in
this concept in studies of institutional change (Blyth 1997; Berman 1998;
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Campbell 2002). In the course of the 2000s this conceptual development
gradually gained accep tance as an actual branch of new institutionalism,
distinct from the traditional forms. ThisAourth new institutionalismahas been
termed Aonstructivist institutionalisma(Hay 2006) or Aliscursive institutiona-
isma(Schmidt 2002; 2006; 2008), emphasizing that conceptualization is still
ongoing, and perhaps even that it might be premature to conclude that only

mlc Alcu glgrgrsrgml _jggka f _q ckcpechb,

In the present project the term J/deational institutionalism (Hay 2001) is
preferred, as it highlights the common notion that binds the new perspe c-
tives together, namely ideas. Despite their differences, ideational scholars n-
sist thatideas hold significant analytical potential and should be taken ser i-
ously in analyses of institutional and political change processes, rather than
be dismissed either as a smokescreen for material interests, as they are wit-
in rational choice new institutionalism, or as reflections of path dependent
norms which is the common conception within historical and sociological in-
stitutionalism (Béland and Cox 2011; Blyth 1997; Mehta 2011; Menahem
2008; Rueschemeyer 2006; Tannenwald and Wohlforth 2005; Schmidt 2006;
2008).

Ideational institutionalism is as mentioned still in its burgeoning stages
and therefore subject to continuing articul ation and development , which is
reflected in the somewhat inconsistent conceptualization of the basic termi-
nology“. Thecommon point of departure isthe assumption that ideas matter,
but this assertionstill calls for reflection on the delimitations of the concept of
ideas and the analytical consequences of this. The following sections will
discuss the conception of the term idea, the central concepts of ideational
institutionalism and its demarcations.

2.3.1 Why ideas?

Regardless of the perception of the point of origin, all ideational scholars be-
lieve that ideas should be studied because they are a pivotal factor in polit i-
cal behavior, and thus cannot be ignored when attempting to understand

political processes, or subjected to other factors like material interests (Braun
2006; Mehta 2011). Prominent examples demonstrating the importance of
gbc_qg _pc @pk_l ag qrsbw md Qmag _|

* One could argue that this inconsistency is not a result of the infancy of the -
proach, but merely a trademark of all theoretical approaches within social scien c-
es. Other, more established and rooted, theoretical perspectives have struggled
similarly with reaching a consensus on proper definitions, e.g. institutionalism on the
concept of institutions and rational choice on the concept of rationality.
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Germany, highlighting how different ideas lead to different political choices
in the two countries, in spite of the common ideological basis (Berman 1998),
I'b K_pa @ wrfaqg _I _jwggqg md rfc caml mkge
how these ideas make institutional change possible (Blyth 2002). In sociolag-
ical and organizational research the examples of ideational analyses are
scarcer. An example of an attempt to bring ideational analysis into a soci o-
logical framework however gq B | gcj @Uj | bag cadmpr r
tional perspective with gender analysis (Béland 2009).
These studies illustrate that ideas have considerable impact on the politi-
cal behavior of actors and on the institutions that surround them. Following
this, ideational institutionalism, as it is understood within the presentframe-
work, has some implicit assumptions of power, even if these are not always
explicitly addressed. Power is understood as what has been called discursive
power (Schmidt 2008) i.e. as a phenomenon that arises and emerges in dis-
cursive practices; as a foce rather than a possession (Sgrensen and Torfing
o. . /", Gbc _qg _pc r f befpaus determimeundat dusipter- q r f ¢\
ests and goals are and how we can meaningfully work towards these goals :

cgbc_q qgqf _nc fmu wuc sl bcpqgr efinitontwoyrgr ga _ |
goals and strategies, and are the currency we use to communicate about

politics. By giving definition to our values and preferences, ideas provide us

with interpretive frameworks that make us see some facts as important and

others as lessso (Béland and Cox 2011)

This emphasizes why ideas become critical to study, namely that they are
the fabric of institutions and thereby the filter through which we see our-
selves. Consequently, ideas about higher education shape the way | view
myself as a researcher, and as an actor within the academic system. They
shape how | see my goals and legitimize certain strategies to obtain these
goals. They make it possible for me to be understood by my peers and in-
deed allow me to identify who my peers are. If we wish to understand hu-
man (organizational) behavior, it is vital to look at the ideas that help shape
this behavior®.

> Power relations and how power is exercised by way of ideas and translation is not
an explicit focus point of the present project. For discussions of how power is cam-
ceptualized in ideational ins titutionalism (and the related perspectives) see e.g.
Schmidt (2008; 2010), Berman (2011), and Mehta (2011).
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2.3.2What is an idea | and how can we study it?

Within the ideational framework there are somewhat diverging perceptions
of the object of study, namely ideas. In a recent review of ideational ap-
proaches within social sciences, Béland and Cox (2011) demonstrate that
areas such as international relations, comparative politics, American politics,
political economy, and different strains within sociological research has in
varying degrees adopted the ideational framework. This proliferation of the
ideational framework is bound to lead to disparity in the conceptualization,
not least because of the difference in research objectives.

This dispaity however also leaves the approach quite ope n to new con-
ceptualizations and thereby new research areas, such as highe education
studies. However in thelack of a clear theoretical conceptualization of the
conceptof Aglsic* G ks qgr dgwnanderstagding ahdntherirhpli-k w
cations thereof.

2.3.2.1 Ildeas as beliefs

One of the first to work explicitly with the concept of ideas was Peter Hall,
who spoke of policy paradigms as:

a framework of /deas and standards that specifies not only the goals of policy
and the kind of instruments that can be used to attain them, but also the very
nature of the problems they are meant to be addressing (Hall 1993, 279,
emphasis added).

Many scholars have taken Halls concept of policy paradigms as a point of
departure for their delimitation of the concept of ideas (e.g. Braun 2006;

Kcl fck 0..69 U_jqf o. .. ", F_jJjag- nmglr

works, which allow actors to view themselves and their circumstances, poss-
bilities and interests in certain ways.Campbell (2002) elaborates by claiming
that ideas are: Aheories, conceptual models, norms, world views, frames,
principled beliefs, and the likea a somewhat all-encompassing definition
which still leaves room for delimitation. Emmerij, Jolly and Weiss have pro-
posed a more narrow definition of ideas as: Aormative or causal beliefs held
by individuals or adopted by institutions that influence their attitudes and a c-
tionsa(2005). This perception of ideas as normative and causal beliefs has
been adopted by o ther ideational institutionalists, who have highlighted that
by viewing ideas as beliefs, emphasis is put on the cognitive element, i.e.
that ideas are constructed in the minds of actors and connected to the mate-
rial world by way of interpretation (Béland and Cox 2011, 3). Carstensen
points to another vital characteristic of ideas by claiming that:
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there exists a dynamic relationship between new and old ideas: the process
of coupling the two changes both ideas, because the original idea is viewed
in a new light, and the new idea is changed to fit with the old idea
(Carstensen 2010, 850).

Ideas are thereby not context-free, but historically embedded and in many
ways path dependent pthey build upon older ideas, which create ideational
streams (Carstensen 2QA.0). This argument will be further elaborated in sec-
tion 2.4,dealing with the travelling and translation of ideas .

Following these conceptualizations, ideas are in this research project
seen as normative and causal beliefs, working within a dynamic netwo rk of
other ideas, establishing goals and means by which these goals can legiti-
mately be obtained . Thisdefinition underlines the constructivist nature of the
approach ®: ideas are constructed and reconstructed continually and there is
no Assential coredto any idea; an idea emerges and is given meaning within
and by way of its context and articulation.

2.3.2.2 ldeas and institutions

A vital conceptual clarification regards the relationship between ideas and

institutions. The two concepts are closely linked, but it is important to empha-
size that ideas and institutions are not equivalent concepts. In the quote
above, Emmerij, Jolly and Weiss specified the relationship between ideas
and institutions by claiming that ideas are held by individuals or adopted by
institutions (Emmerij et al. 2005, 214). tleas are thereby seen as distinguish-
able from institutions. Béland and Cox (2011) elaborate this distinction by

arguing that: Ja]lsgbc _q egtc pggc rm ncmnjcqga

form routines, the resuts are social institution®(2011, 9). Ideas make us act
and thereby potentially form institutions, and the relationship between ideas
and institutions is thereby seen as dynamic and mutually constitutive
(Campbell 2004), in the sense that both act as redricting structures and as
enabling constructs (Schmidt 2011).

This notion distinguishes ideational institutionalism from historical instiu-
tionalism where institutions are viewed as deterministic. In ideational institu-
tionalism, ideas, as opposed to institutions, are seen as dynamic in the sense
that they are not stable and delimited entities, but subject to change as they
considered, redefined and connected with other ideas. Simultaneously, as
Carstensen (2010) pointed out, ideas also change the context in which they
emerge, potentially causing institutional change.

® See Chapter 3.
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2.3.2.3 Ideas and ideologies

Another distinction worth clarifying is that ideas are not ideologies or per-
haps more accurately: ideas are not s/mply ideologies. Berman, inspired by
Knight (2006), claims that ideologies are a Aubset of ideas, broad
Aumpj btgcuga rf _r npmt gbc amfcpcle
lines for dealing with ita(2010, 105). This notion of ideology is significantly ds-
tinct from the Marxist, materialist concept of ideology, and should not be
qccl _q _ Ak _qiglea md k_rcpg_j gl
and thereby also ideologies as a variant of ideas, Arovide mental fram e-
works within which human beings can order and understand the entire
world in which they live & Berman 1998, 20).

This perception of ideologies as a subset of ideas, indicate that ideas can
be seen to emerge on different levels of generality: policy solutions, problem
definitions, and public philosophies (or zeitgeist) (Mehta 2011; Schmidt 2008,
chapter 4). Policy solutionsdescribe ideas that operate on the level of specif-
ic policy areas; ideas that propose specific solutions to a specific political
problem/issue, e.g. a system of appointed leaders as opposed to elected
ones. Problem definitions describe how ideas work at the level that underpin
policy; ideas can be identified as the beliefs that provide the legitimacy of
the policy solutions, e.g. understanding institutional inertia as a product of rg-
id and unprofessional, collegiate management structures. Finally ideas can
operate on the level of philosophy;, the deep core beliefs that underlie both
policy and program, e.g. understanding the higher education system as an
instrument in service of the national system, as opposedto a more institu-
tional perception of the higher education system with an independent raison
baUrpc &Mjgcl O0..3"',

The tripartir g ml md gbc_qg qgfmsjb | mr T oc-
bmul a k mtie.dnadsumption that ideas Aeginaat the level of philos-
ophy and diffuse down into policy and programs, but rather that there is an
interaction between levels that go both ways. Policy solutions may well influ-
ence both programs and more broad public philosophies pas well as vice
versa (Mehta 2011). Ideologies can thereby be understood as a network of
ideas that are grouped together to form a coherent story about the world
and how to engage with it.

2.4 Travelling and translationl how ideas move

A central assumption in the present framework is that ideas thereby tend to
move pboth on levels of generality as described above, but also over space
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and time; an assumption which is reflected in the overall aim of examining

the ways ideas travel into a through the Danish higher education system.As
mentioned in the introduction ideas such as New Public Management, ac-
countability, institutional autonomy, strategy, and efficiency have travelled

through European higher education systems at a pace never seen before,
setting the stage for massive reforms. The argment in the present project is
that such processes, where ideas tend to move over time and space, are
best described by the concept of translation, indicating a dynamic approach

to the process of travel, which fits the assumption of the present framework
of ideas as structurally open and dynamic as they are coupled and re-
coupled with other ideas (Carstensen 2010). The translation metaphor em-
phasizes strategic agency, but without reducing this to materially given in-
terests or assumptions of rationality. Itthereby attempts to escape a more
static perspective, where terms such as diffusion, transference or saturation
are common in descriptions of moving ideas (Mukhtarov 2012).

The use of the concept of translation in studies of how ideas move has
mainly been furthered by Czarniawska and Joerges (1996) within the
framework of what is known as Scandinavian institutionalism (Czarniawska
and Sevon 1996; 2005; Brunsson and Olsen 1993; Czarniawska 2008; Sahlin
and Wedlin 2008). Scandinavian institutionalism deals with policy ideas and
institutions and can thus be seen to be part of the ideational turn described
earlier. Scandinavian institutionalists, however, particularly focus on how
ideas travel by way of translation, and are highly inspired by other theoreti-
cal developments, most notably Actor Network Theory (Callon and Latour
1981; Latour, 1986)". The translation approach to the study of travelling ide-
as describes how Adeas are translated into objects (models, books, transpa-
encies), are sent to other places than those where they emerged, translated
into new kind of objects, and then sometimes into actionsa(Czarniawska
2009). Translation is in that way more than a linguistic term, as it describes
how ideas move, transformand materialize, whether in text, language or ob-
jects. These materializations can in turn set the stage for future actions and
translations, highlighting how the both the travelling idea and the context in
which it emerges transforms (Czarniawska and Sevon 2005). Policy devel-
opment is an example of a process of translation, wherein specific transh-

" |deational institutionalism and Scandinavian institutionalism have, even for their

very similar research aims and methods, devebped as two distinct theoretical dis-

ciplines, with very little cooperation or cross-fertilization. This is most likely due to the
fact that ideational institutionalists primarily stem from the fields of political science,

political or comparative economy, international relations etc., while the Scandina-

vian School has its origin in the organizational research field.
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tions of certain ideas materialize in policy documents, which are thought to
serve as prescriptive tools, e.g. for universitiegnd thereby as foundations for
their actions.

Scandinavian institutionalists often claim that the driver behind these
processes isAashiona which Auides imitation and attention of actors to spe-
cific ideas, model and practices, and fashion identifies what is appropriate
and desirable at a given time and place a(Sahlin and Wedlin 2008). This
view on translation dynamics is clearly rooted in sociological/organizational
new institutionalism. The key innovation by Scandinavian institutionalists,
however, is that they reject the assumption that organizations simply imitate
scripts or models implemented by similar organizations through a logic of
appropriateness, but claim that organizations actively translate such models
into their local organizational context, thus creating a new organizational
Apc _jgrwa &Ax _ple).uqi _ |l b Qctal [ 7
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As indicated above, ideational institutionalism has so far primarily been ap-
plied as a framework for analyzing politics, political behavior and policy pr o-
cesses Béland and Cox 2011; Campbell 2002 ; Lieberman 2002; Carstensen
2010). Similarly the translation perspective has been applied mainly in broad
organizational change studies, albeit with clear awareness of the micro -
processes of the organizations in question (e.g. Czarniawska and Sevon
1996; 2005). These focus areas ae of course consequences of the discipli-
nary foundations of the two perspectives. The result, however, is that even
though both ideational institutionalists and translation scholars claim to be
agency -centered (Béland and Cox 2011, 12; Czarniawska and Joerges
1996, 15), there seems to be a tendency to focus on macro processes, or on
the transformation of organizations at the aggregated level, where individual
narratives are seen as representations of an organizational narrative. This
tends to leave the processes in which ideas transform organization members
at the individual level under -examined or at least under-conceptualized (for
an exception see e.g. Albaek 2009).

Ideational institutionalism thereby seems highly relevant in studies of
what ideas are and how they matter in policy processes, and the translation
perspective has great value in research focusing on how ideas travel, and
what makes them move . The aim of the present research project, however, is
also to investigate what ideas do and how their translation is changed by
and changes the perceptions, identities and behavior of individual actors p
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particularly individuals who are part of a highly institutionalized and value -
laden environment, such as universities.

The argument is that the ideational and translation perspectives would
benefit from a more explicit focus on the cognitive structures of individual
and collective actors in order to answer such questions. The translation pe-
spective explicitly aims at following how Actors try to put together ideas and
actions that come to them, in their never ending activity of sense makinga
(Czarniawska and Joerges 1996, 15). In order to gain a more indepth per-
spective on these micro-processes of individual and collective translation, it
therefore seems appropriate to turn to the organized sensemaking fram e-
work, which offers a more elaborate description of how such a sensemaking
activity plays out.

0,4 o Qclgck i1 gle qr pragq

It appears that whenever enactment and sense making need a rich

consideration of context, agency, structure, and mediated causality, institu

rgml _j rfcmpw a_ | fcjn, YE[Ufclctep gl gr
depth consideration of cognitive complexity and the nature of logics, and

whenever there seems to be a strong Weltanschauung mp Aumpj b t gc
guiding the behavior of members, enactment can help (Jennings and

Greenwood 2003, 203).

As the quote indicates the coupling of institutional theory and the sensemak-
ing framework is not a complete innovation, even if it is far from common.
Several scholars have indicated the potential for cross-fertilization between
the broader macro -perspective of new institutionalism and the in-depth mi-
cro-view of sensemaking (e.g. Schultz and Wehmeier 2010; Mills 2003; Jen-
nings and Greenwood 2003) . Mills(2003), quoting Weick (1995) has for in-
stance highlighted how the sensemaking frame benefits from institutional
theory and its explanation of how:

ideology and institutional systems become scripts that stabilize into

kc_ I gleq, YC] Gl mr fng gn orgamzatians is gtomglyc k _ i g
influenced by cognitive frameworks in the form of institutional systems,

routines and scripts(Mills 2003, 55).

The aim in the following sections is to introduce the sensemaking framework,
with particular focus on the areas where it contributes to the ideational
framework and the translation concept. Theories of identity are also intro-
duced and discussed where relevant. In the last sections of this chapter, the
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theoretical framework as a whole is described, and the relevanc e and impli-
cations of it for the individual studies are discussed.

2.6.1What is sensemaking?

Sensemaking means exactly what it says: the making of sense. The term is
sometimes accused of encompassing everything (and thereby nothing) and
of being open to multiple interpretations and conceptualizations. Such an
accusation may in some instances be justified, but the purpose of the follow-
ing sections is to respond to this by delimiting the concept, selecting key d-
ements and operationalizing them in order to c onstruct a useful framework,
which fits the present research project.

The increasing sense of complexity in modern society and the ensuing
need for complexity reduction on both individual and collective level high-
lights the relevance of the concept of sensemaking. As mentioned in the
previous sections, a vast number of ideas and impulses travel across national
and organizational borders, scaffolding new problem definitions and policy
solutions to nation states, private enterprises as well as individualsll over the
world. The argument of the present research project is thathigher education
reforms, and the ideas that influence these reforms (cf. chapter 4) can be
seen as drivers of sensemaking processes,as they introduce new ideas into
an existing, highly institutionalized network of ideas, thus disrupting a sitwa-
tion which has already been assigned meaning.

The basic idea of sensemaking is that in situations where thereare too
many, contradicting or ambiguous inputs to process the need for selection
and segregation of a smaller number of inputs, which are processable to the
individual or the organization, arises:

Explicit efforts at sensemaking tend to occur when the current state of the
world is perceived to be different from the expected state of t he world, or
when there is no obvious way to engage the world (Weick et al 2005, 409).

Following this, sensemaking has often been applied as a framework for
gr sbwgle fmu ncmnjc pcgnmlb rm apgqgcqg?*
disaster (1993) or the Tenerife air disaster (1990).

Sensemaking is within the present framework understood as the process:

in which people concerned with identity in the social context of other actors
engage ongoing circumstances from which they extract cues and make
plausible sense retrospectively, while enacting more or less order into those
ongoing circumstances (Weick et al. 2005, 409).
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This definition holds 7 discrete characteristics of sensemaking, which will be
briefly outlined in the following.

2.6.1.1 Ongoing and plausible sensemaking

First, sensemaking isongoing, which means that sensemaking processes are
continual with no discernible beginning or end. Sensemaking is an uncom-
pleted accomplishment, rather than an accomplished event; no end -result
and thus no accurate starting point of investigation. The assumption is that
people are immersed in flows (Weick 1995, 45) or An the middle of thingsa
(Weick 1995, 43), and sensemaking is thereby an ongoing, if not always
conscious activity.

¢ change, not stability, is the rule in any organization, and individuals
continually live within streams of on-going events (Mills 2003, 42).

Sensemaking might be implicit and/or uncomplicated if this flow is relatively
uninterrupted, i.e. if the impulses that comprises it are unambguous. The
challenge for students of sensemaking is that Anuch of organizational life is
routine and made up of situations that do not demand our full attention a
(Weick et al 2005, 415), but this does not mean that sensemaking is not g-
ing on pit is simdy more difficult to identify.

The second characteristic is thatthe primary goal of sensemaking is not
accuracy, but plausibility as it is the most direct route tofurther action:

Because Abjectsahave multiple meanings and significance, it is more crucial
to get some interpretation to start with r f _ | rrm nmgr nmtheada _ar gm
interpretation surfaces (Weick 1995, 57)

Inherent in this is a dissociation with the rational choice- and realist perspec-
tives of much organizational theory (e.g. Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), which

nmggr _  a_sdqg_] ] gl i “cruccl rfc _@asp_aw
tiveness (Weick et al. 2005, 415). Sensemaking, however, emphasizes how
gl bgtgbs _jg _I'b mpe_ Il gx_rgmlqg amlrgls _|j

absorb or refute criticism, incorporate more observed data or simply be a
better fit with valued frames. This means that the (implicit) goal is not the
Apgefra glrcpnpcr _rgml* “sr kcpcjw “crrcpg

¢ in an equivocal, postmodern world, infused with the politics of interpretation
and conflicting interests and inhabited by people with multiple shifting

identities, an obsession with accuracy seems fruitless, and not of much
practical help, either. Of much more help are the symbolic trappings of
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sensemaking, trappings such as myths, metaphors, platitudes, fables, epics,
and paradigms ... (Weick 1995, 61)

2.6.1.2 Extracted and enacted cues

Thirdly, sensemaking isconcerned with picking out cues from the continual
Adj mu md r f gl eq asare8m@ef fandliar stpucturesafurictiod s ¢
ing as Aeeds from which people develop a larger sense of what may be o c-
curringa(Weick 1995, 50). An extracted cue might be a number of different
things, e.g. an element in a strategic plan, a phrase in legal famework, an
event, a characteristic of a certain thing or person, or indeed anything from
which a wider meaning can be extrapolated. A cue acts as a sort of hea d-
line, which binds together disparate elements. An example of an extracted
cue from the present research project might be how department heads d e-
scribe the democratic structures of the previous governance model of Danish
universities. This cue, the democracy of the previous model, is taken as a
seed from which meaning about the former legal framework in its entirety is
constructed (see chapter 6).

€ sensemaking is about the embellishment and elaboration of a single point
of reference or extracted cue. Embellishment occurs when a cue is linked with
a more general idea (Weick 1995, 57).

The Ancipient state of sensemakinga(Weick et al. 2005, 411) is the noticing or
bracketing of salient cues; a process which determines if events are deemed
salient enough to actually make sense of or not. What we choose to pick out
of the flow of things is guided to a wide extent by our past experiences, and
the mental models that are shaped by past sensemaking processes.

The fourth characteristic of sensemaking is that itenacts Anore or less a-
der into those ongoing circumstancesa(Weick et al. 2005, 409). Enactment
bcgapg ' cq rfc Ak _iglea gl gclgck _igle &
dual focus on cognition and action. The assumption is that as people make
sense, they enact their environment. In this was they create the very context
that they are making sense of. People are not passive victims of circun-
stance, but activeco- sr f mpq md rfc qgqgrs_rgmlqg rf _r
to engage certain cues from a range of potentially salient cues. Sensemak-
ing is thereby to a very high degree about creating catego ries out of a flux of
information, ideas etc.; categories which then offer a sensible mirror within
which people can reflect and recognize themselves. This processof enact-
ment describes the way organizations and individuals organize events, u-
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terances or other stimuli, by creating (and enacting) new categories and
categorizations that fit their existing mental models.

2.6.1.3 Retrospect and social

Following this focus on action (enactment) as well as cognition (extraction),
the fifth characteristic is that sensemaking is a social process,which is per-
formed in the imagined or actual presence of others. It is notonly the scripts,
ideas and mental models of the sensemakers that are taken into account,
but also the imagined or experienced scripts, ideas and mental models of
salient others, e.g. as they are represented by the symbols and language of
the organization. Social identity scholars highlight the same dynamic, and
contribute with knowledge on how salient group classifications are part of
what is termed the Aocial identitya(Ashforth and Mael 1989), and how the
perceived image of the organization, i.e. how | think others perceive my or-
ganization, can be very influential on the perceptions and interpretations of
issues wthin the organization (Dutton and Dukerich 1991; see also chapter 5
and section 2.6.1.5).

The interpretive and constructivist features of sensemaking are clear in
the conceptualization of the sixth characteristic, namely that sensemaking is
a retrospective process. Retrospection in thisperspective means that an
event (or any cue) is not Aliscoveredato be meaningful per sep meaning is
created by looking backwards in time and connecting it with other events.
Starbuck and Milliken (1988) point out that:

People seem to see past events asmuch more rationally ordered than current
or future events, because retrospective sensemaking erases many of the
causal sequences that complicate and obscure the present and future .

In the present research project retrospect is important, when looking at how
threats and opportunities are constructed both by department heads, top
level managers and academic staff. These threats are not discovered in the
present, but constructed in the present by looking back over past experience
and previous sensemaking processes. This characteristic thereby resembles
a key point in revisionist history, namely thatAembers typically reinterpret
the past in light of current insider beliefs and outsider perceptions, which has
the effect of making identity appear stable to per ceivers, even as it changesa
(Gioia et al. 2000, 71). This highlights how identity is seen to be malleable; a
critical notion in the present framework pand the seventh characteristic of
sensemaking.
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2.6.1.4 ldentity construction

The sensemaker is seen asAn ongoing puzzle undergoing continual r e-
definition, coincident with presenting some self to others and trying to decide
which self is appropriatea(Weick 1995, 20). Identity construction is by many
seen as the most important element of sensemaking, as t Anfluences how
other aspects, or properties of the sensemaking process are understoo@
(Mills 2003,55). This is also reflected in the focus of this dissertation, which
has progressively come to deal more explicitly with matters of identity. As a
consequence of this focus, the understanding of identity construction will be
given more careful consideration than the previously described sensemak-
ing characteristics.

2.6.1.5Personal, social and organizational identity

As stated above, identity and identity construction matters because it affects
all other aspects of sensemaking processes. It is however not an unequivocal
concept, but one that needs clarification and operationalization before it
can be efficiently applied in an analysis. First and foremost, there are several
Aj wcpga md gbclrgrw ufgaf gg pcjct
organizational.

? 1 gl bgtgbs_jaqgqg gbclrgrw mp qgcl qgpc
consisting of a personal identity and a social identity:

the self-concept is comprised of a personal identity encompassing idio -
syncratic characteristics (e.g., bodily attributes, abilities, psychological traits,
interests) and a social identity encompassing salient group classifications
(Ashforth and Mael 1989, 21).

The personal identity thereby refers to the set of assumptions about what
characterizes me as an individual and sets me aside from other individuals. It
is important to note that these attributes, abilities etc. are all socially can-
structed and contingent on the social identity, or more accurately on the
sensemaking processes in which these classifications are constructed. Id-
gwl ap_rga rfcpc w bmcqg | mr gl rfgqg

md

a mil

qgknjw Abgqgqrglara mp Aaf _p_arcpggqrgaa,

The social dentity is seen to be an amalgamation of the constructions of
belonging to different groups, classes or organizations, asfeople tend to
classify them-selves and others into various social categories, such as organ
zational membership, religious affiliation, gender, and age cohorta(Tajfel and
Turner 1985, in Ashforth and Mael 1989, 20). Classifications are often based
on what is seen to be prototypical traits of members, e.g. on the image of a
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typical researcher or professor. Classifications are thereby dout picking out
cues that come to signify the broader group or class, i.e. a sensemaking po-
cess

As the quote from Tajfel and Turner also indicates, a related concept is
organizational identity. Organizar g ml _ j gbcl r grwiho weagar m bm
as an organization (Elsbach and Kramer 1996; Reger et al 1994; Weick
1995), and is most often defined as what is Aentral, distinctive and enduringa
about the organization (Albert and Whetten 1985) . More closely fitting the
interpretive approach of the present framework, this definition might be re-
stated as: what people perceive to be central, enduring and distinctive
about an organization ®. Social identity and organizational identity thereby
bgddcpg gl rcpkg md rfc Am hcaitycambe gbcl r ¢
gccl g rfc mpe_| gx _rgml kck cpga amlacnr
social identity concerns their conceptions of who they themselves are, or
more accurately which groups they see themselves as belonging to.

With this more complex and dynamic understanding of identity, we now
return to the significance of identity construction in sensemaking processes. A
basic assumption is that sensemaking processes tend to be focused on three
basic Adentity-needsa (Coopey et al. 1997), namely the needs for self
enhancement, self-efficacy, and self-consistency (Erez and Earley 1993;
Weick 1995; Brown et al. 2008; see chapter 7 for a more in-depth description
of the three concepts). The three identity-needs function as a compass for
the sensemaker, by offering a Aeneral orientation to situations that maintain
cqrcck | b aml gqg g-condemiansad(Rohg and \¢aa de Vgrc | d
1989, quoted in Weick 1995).

The needs direct the attention towards cues that enhance feelings of
self-esteem, consistency and efficacy, thus ignoring cues that may oppose
such feelings. This is vital both in terms of personal as well as social (organ
zational) identity constructions; . nmggr gt c ncpacnr gml md
identity enhances a positive self-image, just as anegative perception might
encourage identification with other social classifications (Elsbach and Kra-
mer 1996).

8 Whetten has in his later work embraced exactly this constructivist view on organi-

zational identity, highlighting that identity equates an acr mpaq gs hcargtc ¢
uniqueness p and that organizational identity thus is an unobservable subjective

state (Whetten 2006, 221).
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2.6.2 Sensegiving

A final concept, which should be mentioned, is sensegiving. Sensegiving
concerns the strategic, or willful, attempt to influence the sensemaking of

others in a particular way. Put more plainly, it describes how managers give
sense on to employees and stakeholders. It thereby resembles persuasion
(e.g. Johnston 1994), or strategic communication (e.g. Lewis 2011) and is
commonly used when studying managerial behavior in change processes

(Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Bartunek et al. 1999; Gioia and Thomas 1996).
These studies have demonstrated that sensegiving may be intentional and

directed at a specific audience, but also that is intricately linked with sense-

making, which both precedes and follows sensegiving.

2.7 Institutional theory, translation of ideas and
sensemaking

In the preceding sections, | have attempted to outline the theoretical sources
of inspiration, i.e. ideational institutionalism, translation, and sensemaking, as
well as the key concepts that are deemed relevant for the present study. The
argument is that these three perspectives together comprise a valuable
framework for analyzing how ideas influence and transfo rm as they travel
into and through organizations such as universities. In these concluding se-
tions, | will elaborate further on how the three perspectives complement
each other and how each one sheds light on the blind spots of the others.

There seems tobe little controversy in adding a macro -perspective to the
sensemaking framework. Weick himself has pointed out that the sensemak-
ing perspective could benefit from closer couplings with institutional theory,
as there is a common tendency among sensemaking scholars to put (too
much) emphasis on agency and the active auth oring of organizational
members (Weick et al. 2005). He points to evidence that

organization members are socialized (indoctrinated) into sensemaking
activities and that firm behavior is shaped by broad cognitive, normative and
regulatory forces that derive from and are enforced by powerful actors such
as mass media, governmental agencies, professions, and interest groups
(Weick et al. 2005, 417).

This highlights the potential for a closer cannection between institutional
theory and sensemaking, in the conceptualization of how these institutional
forces shape sensemaking.
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The argument here is that studies of sensemaking processes in complex
organizations can draw valuable insights from ideati onal institutionalism,
and its descriptions and conceptualization of the influence of ideas as beliefs
that propose and promote specific meanings. As described earlier, the def-
nition of ideas entailed that: Ab]y giving definition to our values and prefe r-
ences, ideas provide us with interpretive frameworks that make us see some
facts as important and others as less sa(Béland and Cox 2011). The idea-
tional perspective thereby provides a perspective on how macro -elements p
ideas p may influence the sensemaking processes, as they shape the inte-
pretive frames that we use when we extract cues and construct sensible sb-
ries.

Ideas can thereby be seen as both impulses to be made sense of and as
part of the mental models we use to make sense. Ideational institutionalism
offers such a perspective and framework for the studying the structural, mac-
ro-conditions that also influence sensemaking processes. The ideational
framework describes how certain vocabularies are offered, triggered by the
ideational streams; senemaking seeks to explore what happens with the
meaning that is offered. Sensemaking thereby also lends a helping hand to
ideational institutionalism, in terms of providing a series of toolsand concepts
with which it is possible to observe and analyze the way organizations and
their members A p ¢ a a@eas, @rdd thus what happens to them when they
enter organizations.

The sensemaking framework thereby allows the individual and collective
actors to emerge as more agentic and as co-authors of their own environ-
ments, as opposed to constrained by institutional (ideational) forces. ldea-
tional institutionalism is thereby enriched with a perspective on how ideas
impact people and behavior, not just political processes and policy formul a-
tion. This nuances the ideatonal explanation to why ideas produce different
outcomes in different contexts.

Sensemaking and translation are closely connected concepts, but are
nonetheless distinct as they offer different perspectives and different analyti-
cal lenses. As mentioned inthe description of translation above, the concept
has primarily been applied in analyses at the aggregate level, of organiz a-
tions, organizational fields and the like. This means that the translation pe-
spective has been focused on explaining how ideas travelled, and on
providing an alternative view on this process than the traditional new institu-
tionalisms. The goal of scholars of translation has in other words been to &-
plain why and in what way organizations imitate each other. Sensemaking
on the other hand seem to have been somewhat ignorant of the organiz a-
tional context, or at least uninterested in explaining general tendencies in an
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organizational field. Sensemaking is in this way by definition a micro-
perspective, and studies have primarily dealt with single organizations or in-
cidents. The two perspectives thereby complement each other as translation
npmtgbcqg qclqgck_igle wugrf rfc amlacnrs _|j
and with an eye for the dynamics of this context. Ideational institutionalism is
seen as the meta-perspective, which provides an understanding of the ide a-
tional dynamics that comprise the flux of information that universities and
academics are met with. Translation describes the process that plays out
when ideas are picked out and no ticed, and sensemaking provides con-
cepts for exploring the impact of ideas at the intra-organizational and ind i-
vidual level.

In this way the three perspectives combine to form the overall analytical
framework. Following the discussions above, the perspecives are not all ex-
plicitly applied in all the sub -studies, as they are each seen as particularly
relevant for the study of a specific level. Ideational institutionalism and trans-
lation thereby comprise the specific analytical framework for the study of
how ideas are translated into Danish university policy (chapter 4), but is less
explicitly applied in the sub-studies that target the intra-organizational dy-
namics in sub-studies 2-5 (chapters 5-8). In these microstudies the sen®-
making framework offers more specific analytical tools for analyzing how
translation plays out in the actions and interactions of organization members,
and more explicit focus on the various factors that are influential on this level,
e.g. the mental models, past experiences, identty constructions. The assurmp-
tions and perspectives of the general framework outlined in this chapter
however inform the overall research strategy and thereby also the individual
sub-studies. The more specific application of the framework in the sub-
studiesis described in the following section.

2.8 The framework and its application

Figure 2.1 below illustrates the relation between the three perspectives as it
has been described and discussed in this chapter.
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Figure 2.1: Theoretical framework

_ Ideational
/ institutionalism

/ Translation AN

As mentioned, the theoretical frame work is applied in various ways, emph a-
sizing different theoretical aspects and elements. The framework as a whole
functions as an analytical strategy p or meta-perspective p but not as com-
npcfclggkcn@pmpb_ gncagdga k c rstudieb di-
ferent aspects of this overall framework are emphasized, as they target dif-
ferent research questions.

In the following section, | will attempt to outline how this has been done,
and how the sub-studies as a whole illuminate the value of combining ide a-
tional institutionalism, translation and sensemaking. The theoretical contribu-
tions and findings will be discussed in more detail in the concluding chapter
9.

As Figure 21 indicates ideational institutionalism functions as an underly-
ing framework in all five sub-studies. The importance of ideas is a vital -
sumption in the research project and has informed the development of the
overall research question substantially. In chapter 4, however, ideational in-
stitutionalism also make up the explicit analytical framework, as the research
aim here is to examine how ideas travel and are translated into policy. Par-
ticularly the notion of ideas at the level of problem definition and policy sol u-
tions functions askey analytical concepts. The translation concept is applied
to describe how ideas move over time. The study contributes to the ongoing
conceptual development of both ideational institutionalism and translation
studies, by highlighting how ideas are translated in policy, and become
transformational pnot how translation plays out in organizations as has been

rfc dmasqg md Qa_I| bgl _tg_I gl grgr sr gml
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policy development as ideational institutionalists often approach their stud-
ies.

The article demonstrates how these two perspectives complement each
other and how they are both based on the assumption that problems and
problem definitions are not objectively given pinstitutional inertia for instance
is not a problem of a specific time or place, it is constructed as a problem
within a specific translation process. In other words, we live and act in a
stream of potential problems, but the act of drawing out specific issues and
constructing them as A _ a rpsoblgma is one that is dependent on the spe-
cific composition of the context.

In chapter 5, the sensemaking framework is more explicitly applied to
analyze the way top level managers handle the translation of new ideas.
The theoretical focus of this particular study is on howtop level managers
cope with the need for both sensemaking and sensegiving pi.e. both the in-
ternally and externally oriented process. This study particularly elaborates on
the social and sensegiving aspects of the perspective, contributing valuable
knowledge on how important the perception of audience is in sensemaking
and sensegiving. The article also highlights how ideas act as transformation-
] dmpacqg gl bgddcpclrr u_wq* bcncl
with existing mental models; a finding which emphasizes the strength and
relevance of the theoretical framework.

In chapter 6, the theoretical framework acts as a catalyst for conceptual
development, as it guides the analysis towards the formulation of a typology
of department heads. First, the initial analysis points to two distinct seng-
making strategies, which then leads to the development of a department
head typology. The sensemaking perspective is thus elaborated and recon-
ceptualized in the interaction with the empirical data, laying the groundwork
for the development of a new conceptual frame.

The study in chapter 7 discusses in more detail how ideas can be seen as
catalysts of sensemaking, thus linking the two perspectives together. The y-
pology is elaborated with more explicit focu s on the identity constructions of
department heads, and thus on a specific characteristic of sensemaking.
Specific attention is paid to perceptions of the organization plays into the in-
dividual sensemaking processes; an aspect which has been somewhat un-
der-researched in sensemaking studies in general. Theoretically, the article
contributes with an elaboration of the relation between the perception of o r-
ganizational identity and individual sensemaking; a perspective highly rel e-
vant both to the sensemaking framework, but also to organizational identity
scholars.
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The study in chapter 8 continues this thread, as it deals with both with

collective sensemaking and how the organization, as a source of identific a-

tion or a part of the social identity, emerges in the sensemaking processes of

academic staff. Particular focus is on how the translations of ideas on other

jctcjg md rfc mpe_l gx_rgml _pc nceacgtch

rgml dj mmpa* rfsq jgligle rfc rfpcc ncpaqr
Together the development of the theoretical framework and the appl i-

cations and elaborations of it in the individual studies point to a number of

interesting avenues for further conceptualizations and theoretical develo p-

ment. The most interesting and promising of these will be discussed in more

detail in the concluding discussion (see chapter 9), but for now | turn my a-

tention to the methodological and operationalization issues that arise from

and by way of the outlined framework.

46



Chapter 3:
The study of £nsemaking and ideas -
methodology and research design

In the previous chapters, the research aim and theoretical framework has
been outlined and discussed. The questions and the framework hold a num-
ber of assumptions about knowledge, the construction of it and how to ap-
proach studies of the central concepts. The goal of the present chapter is to
bring these assumptions to the fore and thereby create a basis for critical re-
flection on the results that emerge from the study.

3.1 The social construction of neaning

The focus of the study on ideas, translation and sensemaking in higher ed-
cation indicates that meaning is not seen as a given and solid entity, which is
out there for actors (or researchers) to uncover. Meaning and knowledge is
seen to be constructed in a social space; an assumption which places the
present study in the interpretivist paradigm.

This paradigm is, like the ideational perspective, rooted in a turn, namely
the interpretive turn in the social sciences (Rabinow and Sullivan 1979),
which describes an epistemological shift from positivism to interpretivism;
from logical deduction and scientific objectivity to a focus on complex ca u-
sality and the social construction of reality (Bergerand Luckmann 1966). The
present project follows this path, as it aimsto explore the multiple ascriptions
and constructions of meaning afforded in the social context, rather than ap-
proximatingorunamt cpgl e Arfc rpsc kc | gl ea

We need to make a distinction between the claim that the world is out there
and the claim that truth is out there (Rorty 1989, 45).

APc _jgrwa _|I b rfsqg _ jnjthe présenufjarnewericseemd
to be a socially constructed phenomenon and this construction is contingent
on the social situation within which it takes place; it is historically and cultu-
ally embedded (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Even if some radical social
constructivists argue that this implies a refusal of the existence of the physical
world, this is not the approach of the present framework. Physical and cogni-
tive elements are however in and of themselves perceived to be devoid of
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meaning (Esmark et al. 2005, 17), and are thus infused with meaning by way
of social processes.Czarniawska has made the same point by claiming that:

[a] stone exists independently of our cognition; but we enact it by a cognitive
bracketing, by concentrating our attention on it. Thus Aalled to life,aor to
attention, the stone must be socially constructed with the help of the concept
of stone, its properties, and uses (Czarniaws&-Joerges 1992, 36).

The stonepand the world pemerges as a consequence of our attention to it,
and the socially constructed labels we use to describe it. With this starting
point, social constructivists de ontologize the object of study in order to ques-
tion the presuppositions and to ask #ow a certain meaning comes to emerge
and under w hich conditions, rather than asking what something means, and
what the conditions and criteria are for knowing the truth about something
(Andersen 2003). Social constructvism, as it interpreted within the present
framework, is in other words about asking #ow instead of what, be inquisitive
about processrather than product, and reflect critically on how the results of
ml caq pcqcacmtfuctiong gr qcj d

Social constuctivists thereby acknowledge that the researcher plays an
active part in the production of knowledge and that the knowledge pr o-
duced is thus also a construction. This naturally raises the question of relatt
ism; of whether social constructivistscan claim to produce knowledge , which
gq Akmpc t _j gdthar cangiructions? To aduress this toncern, s-
cial constructivist researchers need to be reflexive on their own practice, and
transparent in their process, to ensure that the premises of the knwledge
are explicit. Judgments on quality and relevance are then at least informed,
if not absolute. An example could be that th e sensemaking processes stul-
ied in the present project are constructed as sensemaking processes by way
of the chosen research design. The theoretical framework that | apply shape
the way that my data emerges, so by looking for sensemaking processes p
sensemaking processes are what | will find. This however does not render the
findings invalid or hopelessly relativistic p merely contingent, which means
that the findings are neither mandatory nor impossible (Luhmann 1984), i.e.
they could have been different given a different research design, a different
researcher etc.

This thereby fostersp or ought to foster pa heightened sense of respons-
bility and ethical reflection on the part of the researcher. As Hansen and
Sehested put it:

If things could have been done differently, you need to be willing to show
responsibility towards what you have actually done. So rather than leading to
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an easiness and indifference pA p ¢ j _ pogristguctikisin actually leads to a
higher degree of responsibility to the assessments and judgments, carrying
the constructivist analyses (2003, 21 (my translation)).

The discussions and descmptions of the present chapter are my attempt of
living up to this responsibility and laying forth the premises and assumptions
of the research project, in order to make critical (self)reflection possible.

3.2 Analytical strategy and design

A central argument emerging fro m the social constructivist starting point is
that empirical data and theory cannot be as sharply distinguished aswithin
the (neo)positivist paradigm. Empirical data should never be seen as a rep-
resentation of an objective reality, which can then be appro ximated by way
of theory. The aim of theory is in this perspective to shape our view of the s-
cial world, and thereby our approach to data. Some scholars have claimed
that such a view of science and knowledge production entails a shift from
methods to analytical strategy, emphasizing the active choice of the re-
searchers in the shaping of an analytical framework (Andersen 2003; Esmark
et al. 2005). Research design is thereby not a matter of choosing the right
methods, but to construct a theoretical set of lensesthrough which the social
world comes to appear pan analytical strategy pwhile continually reflecting
on the choices that are made. Within the specific study, this means that un-
versities emerge as highly institutionalized organizations, the managersand
academics as organization members with malleable identities, influenced
by the myriad of ideas concerning higher education institutions and society.
The empirical data of the present study, i.e. the policy documents and the
narratives of the interviewq | b dmasq epmsng ckcpec
gclgck i gle | pp_rgtcgqga, ?l mrfcp rfcmpec
object of inquiry differently, leading to a different research strategy and
probably to different findings. In this way, the methodical and strategic
choices made in this research process, can be seen as part of my own
sensemaking process, influenced by my own socially constructed mental
models (see chapter 2). From the vast array of possible theoretical perspec-
tives available within the social sciences, | as a researcher have noticed,
bracketed and thereby made salient a selected few pa process influenced
both by my own history, education, research history etc.
Such a processcreates a number of blind spots, most notably that the
analysis a _ | g_w I mrfgle _ msr rfc Aumpj b n
sensemaking narratives, e.g. about the power struggles that might influence
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the policy development processes. Only the world as it emerges in the trans-
lations and sensemaking narratives become apparent and subject of anal y-
sis.

3.3 Case study research and quality assessment

The research project was designed as an indepth case study, where the
phenomenon of interest was the transformation of the Danish higher educa-
tion management system. The advantage of case study research is that it
emphasizes richness, accuracy and insight (Yin 1984), over nomothetic ui-
tues like generalizability and theory testing. However, even though the incli-
nation of the research project at hand was towards the ideogra phic and the
in-depth understanding of a single case, | have attempted to remain open to
the possibilities for development of more general conclusions. The goal of
the study is thereby not purely ideographic, but could more accurately be
described as conceptual; to produce knowledge and conceptual categories,
which might inform future studies of similar cases. The goal is not to produce
theory, but to build conceptual frameworks from thorough analysis, which
may serve as heuristics for scholars, practitiones and policymakers alike.

This take on research is also naturally founded in the social constructivist
underpinnings of the project, as | seek toAlescribe a sequence of interrelat-
ed, contextually bound activities rather than a few well -isolated causal vari-
ablesa(Gondo et al. 2010). Similarly, the theoretical framework described in
chapter 2 emphasizes complex causality and the importance of both con-
text and the micro processes of institutional change. The argument is that
such issues are best investigatd via in-depth case studies, which allows the
researcher to study these processes in detail and in their context without hav-
ing to simplify and de -contextualize, as is often the case with large-N studies
etc.”. The cases are chosen to illuminate the impad and transformation of
ideas on organizations and organization members p processes that are as-
sumed to be affected by various organizational, social, personal and cultural

® Case study research has been criticized for focusing too narrowly on richness of
data, thus sacrificing the broader eye for the prevalence and frequency of a parti c-
ular phenomenon. Following this logic, case studies are often pat least by neoposi-

tivistsbpgccl _ g _bbclbskg rm kmpc Af _pbsiudiess | rgr _

(pilot studies) or poststudies. In the pesent project, however, the case study ago-
proach is seen as having intrinsic value and thereby as a standalone approach.
Flyvbjerg points out that it is often more vital to find out which circumstances pro-
duce certain problems and with what consequences, t han determining how often
the problem arises (2006, 149), and to this end, case studies are important in and of
themselves.
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factors. In other words, when the goal is not to explain variation, but explore
emergence and construction, the key becomes to ensure that the data is as
varied as possible, in order to describe the context and the situations in
which different scenarios play out.

3.3.1 Considerations of quality measures and assessment

The aim and approach of the study means that the pursuit of relevant and
credible knowledge, and a transparent and non -arbitrary process, becomes
more important than the quest for validity, reliability and generalizability,
which is seen as the key quality measurement concepts in quantitative stud-
ies (Kvale 1995; Flyvbjerg 1991; Schragder 1999). Ithereby follow Flyvbjerg
(1991; 2006) in his insistence that case studies should not attempt to mea-
ure themselves on the scales of quantitative studies, but specify their own ci-
teria for quality.

The overall quality claim of the present study is that validity relies on the
open and responsible description and discussion of the research design and
premises of the study, as described in the present chapter(Schrgder 1999;
Andersen 2003). A constant focus on transparency in the research process is
seen to decrease the possibility of arbitrariness and relativism, as it forces the
researcher to reflect upon the choices made in the process, and thereby also
the reasons for making these choices. Transparency is in this way a way of
driving second-order reflections (Andersen 2003), which aim to illuminate
the blind spots that are produced with every decision in the research pro-
cess. By ensuring that readers have been presented with the asumptions,
considerations and choices that underlie the study, e.g. in terms of case s-
lection, interview methods etc., at the very leastthe assessment of the value
and quality of the research will be performed on an informed basis .

Similarly, a focus point in the research process has been to repeatedly
link the data with the theoretical assumptions and claims, in order to
strengthen the relevance and credibility of the knowledge produced. These
relevance and credibility aims have guided the development o f the research
design, where the theoretical framework and its assumptions have guided
the selections. Inthe analytical process, the theoretical assumptions were in
rfc g_kc u_w Aehaw been comimyallg r@visited and related
to the sensemaking narratives. Theclaim is that to provide knowledge, which
is relevant to both the scientific community and the non-academic world ,
one must aspire to consistently relate the interpretation of data to theoretical
arguments, in order to address their rdevance to the study of the phenome-
non of interest.
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3.4 Researchstrategy

Following the discussions above, the remaining part of this chapter seeks to
illuminate and discuss the research design and the choices and selections
made in the development of this design. Initially, | will present the strategic
approach, inspired by phenomenography and thick description and how this
perspective has informed the case selection and methods of data collection.
Subsequently the empirical data is introduced and the data coding process
is discussed.

3.4.1 The phenomenographic inspiration

The research strategy is inspired by phenomenography; a research strategy
developed in the 1970s within educational studies, as a way of looking at

how people experience and understand d ifferent pf c| mkcl = &Ba_k ms

2008; Marton and Booth 1997)*. The goal of phenomenographic studies is,
similarly to the research aim of the present study, to describe the qualitatively
different ways in which people experience and think about their world, and
the ambition is to go from testing propositions to mapping differences. By
looking at differing experiences p or sensemaking, in the vocabulary of the
project p it is possible to look at which action patterns are given meaning,
and deemed appropriate, e.g, ufwapd ™Md “cgle _ sl
are experienced as meaningful (see chapters 6 and 7). The point is therefore
to include as many of the imaginable variations as possible, to provide the
greatest amount of information about the phe nomenon of interest In this
way phenomenography has similarities to Geertz and his thick description
(Geertz 1973), but where Geertz aims at describing the context from the re-
searchera& point of view, phenomenographers focus on the experience of in-
dividual respondents. In other words, the aim is to investigate how the world
is experienced by the people in it in order to understand how they act as part
of it.

The phenomenographic inspiration fosters a research strategy, which fo-
cuses on thick description of experiencesand sensemaking. Or as Stake puts
it:

19 Phenomenography should not be confused with or seen as a research strategy
of phenomenology (e.g. Husserl 1913), but as a distinctmethodological approach,
which focuses on empirical studies of human experience and a search for the per-
ceptions of a phenomenon, as opposed to phenomenological search for the e s-
sence of a phenomenon (Marton and Booth 1997).
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To know particulars fleetingly of course is to know next to nothing. What
becomes useful understanding is a full and thorough knowledge of the
particular, recognizing it also in new and foreign contexts (Stake 1978)

To this end, an overall case was selected and a number of sub-units within
this case. Thisselection process will be elaborated in the following section.

3.4.2Case selection

Denmark was chosen as the overall case as it represents a variant of a paa-
digmatic case (Flyvbjerg 2006; Gerring 2007; Pavlich 2010). Paradigmatic
cases®&¢' gltmjtcqg nj _agle I cvcknj _ _p _j ml
of so placing, it shows or reveals key elements of that phenomenona(Pavlich
2010). Hereby, paradigmatic cases highlight more general characteristics of
the societies in question (Flyvbjerg 2006, 232), adding reflective and illustra-
tive knowledge about the workings of the phenomenon of interest. As me n-
tioned in the introductory chapter, the Danish institutional reforms in the
higher education sector have gone quite far in comparison with other Euro-
pean countries, over the course of only a few decades (Aagaard 2011 ; Aa-
gaard and Mejlgaard 2012). The political reforms of the Danish higher edu-
cation system have clearly been influenced by the ideas about professional-
ization, strategic capacity and competitiveness, and Denmark can thereby
be seen as a very clear example of a general European reform trend, where
the possible impacts of these reforms would be more visible than in other
countries.

This does not indicate that | contend that Denmark is a representative
case of higher education systems under reform, nor that I claim to be able to
mirror a more general trend. A paradigmatic case may however illustrate
wider societal phenomena, just as the present study might serve to exemplify
prototypical tendencies of sensemaking processes.

Within my overall unit of analysis (Danish higher education system) |
have chosen to look more closely at two institutions, namely Aarhus Uniersi-
ty and Aalborg University. In order to explore how organizational factors may
influence the translation and sensemaking of ideas about higher education ,
these two institutions were initially chosen for their institutional profiles; one
being a relative ly classic university and the other having a more entrepre-
neurial orientation. The theoretical assumption guiding this selection is that
routines, scripts, andorganizational image and identity may influence the
translation and sensemaking of ideas. h order to explore the qualitatively
different ways organizational members experience and make sense of this, it
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is thereby important to study the varying organizational forms and contexts
that the two universities represent.

The initial case selection strategy was however hampered by circu m-
stance as Aarhus University, representing theclassic research university, in
the time after case selection went through a major organizational restructur-
ing exercise, which has fundamentally changed both the administrative and
disciplinary structure (seechapter 1' Qsaf npmacggcqg md Akm
however be seen in almost all Danish university, albeit not to such a radical
degree as is the case in Aarhus. This indicates that the initial case selection
strategy may not have been viable in any circumstance; one would indeed
"c f _pb npcggcb rm dglb _ emmb pcnpcgqgcl
Denmark today. The selection of the two universities may therefore still be
seen as good representatives of the general university landscape in Den-
mark, thus providing good research sites for investigating how ideas travel
into and through higher education institutions.

The goal of variation, in order to explore differences in perceptions and
sensemaking, is also reflected in the selection of sub-units, which were used
to target different levels of management in the universities. 16 departments
from 3 different disciplinary fields were chosen for investigation, with the aim
of obtaining variation on such parameters as size (small and large depar t-
ments), tradition (old research fields, e.g. physics, as well as newer, interdise
plinary research fields, e.g. molecular biology) and manager experience
(long and short, in order to capture experience from the previous legal
framework vs. only experience with the new framework).

The overall design thereby resemble what some have termed a Aase-
within-a-caseastudy, where an overall case is divided into a number of
meaningful subunits to allow for comparisons and potential theoretical g en-
eralization (Gondo et al. 2010). The goal ishowever not theoretical general i-
zation as such; the selection strategy is chosen with reference to the ple-
nomenographic goal in mind: to investigate the qualitatively different exp e-
riences of the ideas about higher education. In this respect the variation is
important, as the focus shifts from the individual to the collective pool of
meaning that the individual supplies to.

3.5 Empirical data collection

Several sources of empirical data have been included in the study, each
highlighting different aspects of and angles on the research question in order
to provide the reader with a thick description of the cases under scrutiny, as
well as a thorough analysis of the research questions posed.In the following
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sections, the different sources of data and the processesin which they were
collected are described and discussed, offering an elaboration on the sele c-
tion criteria mentioned above.

3.5.1 Interviews

Interviews are one of the most preferred and valued types of data collection
in interpretive studies. The advantage of individual, in-depth interviews is
npgk _pgjw rfc mnnmprslgrw rm e _gl
process of organizing and sorting possible meanings and frames. As Marton
and Booth puts it:

in order to make sense of how people handle problems, situations, the world,
we have to understand the way in which they experience the problems, the
situations, the world, that they are handling or in relation to which they are
acting (Marton and Booth 1997).

The criteria, which informed the selection of informants, namely institutional
affiliation, experience in terms of management , and disciplinary affiliation,
were seen as potentially important sources of frames for sensemaking,
based on the assumptions of theoretical framework and on previous studies
(Deem 2004; Henkel 2000; 2005; Meek et al. 2010). Experience asuniversity
manager (and thereby also experience in academia) was for instance
thought to potentially play a pa rt in sensemaking processes, as it might
strengthen the salience and impact of the academic values and logics (see
e.g. Deem (2004) and Henkel (2000) for studies of the salience of academic
values and norms).

16 respondents were chosen at department head level, 6 at faculty level
(deans) and 4 at rector-level. Since the total number of rectors in office is ev-
idently quite small, this sample also includes former rectors. The distribution
of informants is outlined in figure 3.1 below.

The interviews were designed as semi-structured, in order to foster can-
versation and reflection, rather than the passing of information; a goal which
entailed open questions and a focus on allowing the respondents to digress.
The interviews all lasted between 45 and 120 minutes, a diversity stemming
from the semi-structured nature of the interview guide (see appendix 1).
Semi-structured interviews are seen asa useful approach to gaining insight
into sensemaking processes of informants, even if they may also be seen to
direct or even force out sensemaking that would have otherwise taken a di f-
ferent course.
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Figure 3.1: Informants for qualitative interviews and their distribution on organizational unit

University A University B
(8 department heads, (8 department heads,
3 deans, 2 rectors) 3 deans, 2 rectors)
/H_umun'lﬂes : \ /H_umun'lﬂes : \
1 dean 1 dean
3 department heads: 2 department heads:
*Age of department *Age of department
e Old/traditional (2], new (1) *Old/traditional {0), new (2)
*Department size: *Department size
® large (1), medium (1), small (1] slarge (0], medium (1], small {1
*Experience in management *Experience in management
sExperienced (3], Non-experienced (0 sExperienced (1), Non-experienced (1]
. J . J
/S_oc'lul Sciences : N /S_oc'lul Sciences : N
1 dean 1 dean
2 department heads: 3 department heads:
*Age of department *Age of department
* Old/traditional (2], new {0) » Old/traditional (2], new (1)
*Department size: *Department size:
® large (1), medium (1}, small (O] ® Llarge (1), medium (1}, small (1)
*Experience in management *Experience in management
eExperienced (2), Non-experienced (0) eExperienced (3), Non-experienced (0)
\_ = = Y, \_ = = Y,
/_Nufurul Sciences : I /_Nufurul Sciences : I
1 dean 1 dean
3 department heads: 3 department heads:
*Age of department *Age of department
e Old/traditional (1], new {2) e Old/traditional (1], new {2)
*Department size: *Department size:
® large (1), medium (1), small (1) ® large (1), medium (1), small (1]
*Experience in management *Experience in management
sExperienced (2], Non-experienced (1] sExperienced (1), Non-experienced (2)
- J

It is important to emphasize that an interview can be viewed as a sensemak-
ing process in itself and that the interviewer can, consciously or not be per-
ceived as an audience or a representative of an audience. The interviewer is
therefore a co-creator of the sense that is made, also by way of the enact-
ment that the questions asked represents. In the interview situation, however,
the informants were given ample possibilities and room to digress, pursue
trains of thought that they deemed important, and follow their own narrative

order. Cf. the discussion of quality assessmentn interpretive and social con-
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structivist studies above, | however acknowledge this circumstance and have
sought to enhance the transparency of the process, by laying forth the inter-
view guide and the premises behind (see appendix 1).

3.5.2Documents

The document data used in the research project, mainly the sub-study which
is reported in article 1, consisted of all the formal documentation surrounding
the changes in the legal framework concerning higher education gover n-
ance since the late 1960s, i.e. the hlls that were proposed, any white papers,
the comments that accompany any change in the legal framework, as well
as the actual legal text. These documents are taken as the materialization of
the official translation of ideas at a given point in time.

It is important to keep in mind that these documents cannot say much, if
anything, about the context in which they were constructed. They are in oth-
er words sources of knowledge about only themselves, and should not be
perceived as expressions of anything ele. To supplement these textual
sources, other sources of documentary material are included, e.g. existing
studies of Danish higher education policy and studies of simultaneous deve-
opments in other sectors, countries and organizations. The documentary na-
terial primarily informs the ideational analysis in chapter 4, where focus is on
exploring how ideas travel over time in the form of policy translations.

3.5.3 Focus group interviews

The sub-study reported in chapter 8 is based on data from three focus group
interviews with academic staff from the two case universities. Each focus
group comprised academics from one of the case-departments, one from
natural science, one from humanities and one from social science. The strd-
egy behind conducting focus group i nterviews with participants from the
same department is to be able to gain insight into the specific logics, norms
and values that characterize the interaction in the particular department **.
The selection of participants attempted to ensure variation on parame-
ters such as seniority, i.e. including both postdocs, assistant professors, assoc
ate professors and full professors, thus following the phenomenographic ®-

1 Choosing to include participants from different departments and disciplines in

the same focus group might have contributed with knowledge about the more a b-

grp_ar ~I'b eclcp_jgxchb |jmegaqgqg rf _r af _p_ar
general. This was not possible within the scope of the present study, but would

surely be an interesting strategy to pursue in future studies.
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lection strategy outlined above. Based on assumptions of socialization, the
sensemaking processes of junior staff were expected to be different from
those of senior staff, and differences across disciplines were also expected,
since the professional cultures, departmental traditions etc. vary across these
borders.

The interviews were structured around questions about motivation for go-
ing into - and staying in pthe career as an academic, about the perceived
conditions of academic work, the perception of the new management and
governance structures etc. and the questions are posed as relatively open
guestions, with the aim of encouraging discussion in the group rather than
Aggknjca bg_jmesc ugrf rfc glrcptgcucp &c
a means to this end a large part of the focus group sessions were centered
on two exercises, which functioned as an introduction to a discussion, where
the participants engaged in a collective sensemaking process.

3.5.4 Coding strategies

After collection, the interview data went through a multi -step process, where
the first step was to transcribe all the interviews verbatim. The transcripts
were thereafter subjected to a number of readings in order to become re-
familiarize d with the material.

The next step in the process was afirst order, inductive coding of the da-
ta, based on the thematic content of the interview sessions, i.e. what did they
talk about. The content was naturally affected by the questions in the inter-
view guide, but the aim of the first order coding was to go beyond these
questions and identify broader themes that emerged from the inter views
&MaPcgjjw cr _j, 0 . / -br8er qguimg is similgrgo what 7 6 * | R
Glaser and Strauss termed open coding, as it is a fairly descriptive categor-
zation of the data (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Price 2010). In the department
head study for example, the first-order coding resulted in 38 broad themes
that were somewhat consistent across the interviews, e.g. experiences of the
management role, relations to staff (academic and administrative), funding
and economy, conflict etc. (see appendix 2 for example of coding process).
These broad themes were then reviewed and related to the theoretical
framework and the research questions in order to refine the categories in a
second order coding npmacqq &MaPcgjjw c¢cr _j, 0./719
department head study, for instance, particular emphasis was put on the ex-
periences with and attitudes towards e.g. appointed vs. elected managers,
time for research, time for teaching, important tasks and characteristics of a
university manager, manager type/ metaphor, perception of management,
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own role as a manager. In this processselected key words or quotes were

attached to each theme. Dp mk rfgq* rfpcc Arwncqga

emerged. The development of the typology thereby emerges from the e m-
pirical data but was theoretically qualified and represents what may be
called the third-order coding, which organizes the categories from the sec-
ond order coding into themes, which allows the researcher to identify pat-
rcpl g gl rfc b_r_ &MaPcgjjw cr _j,

3.6 Methodic pitfalls and challenges

As outlined in the sections above, the main part of the data of the present
project has been produced by direct interaction with individuals. This has
naturally entailed a number of challenges, which will be brought forth in this
concluding section.

The first potential challenge concerns the role of the researcher in the
data collection process. This isan issue which is always important to reflect
upon in interpretive and social constructivist studies, but one that is parttu-

lapb w gknmpr _|I r uf cl qr sbwgl e Awmspe-mul

sent study where the author is employed in one of the case universitiespand
indeed a part of the university system and academia as such. Alvesson
(2003) has highlighted strengths, e.g. closeness with and access to data and
rich empirical accounts, and weaknesses, e.g. the problem of reproducing
r __agr _qgqsknrgmlg* "~ jglb gnmrq cr a,
potential weaknesses are indeed seen as influential and actual challenges
in the present research project. A particular challenge in the present project
lies in the fact that the informants are peers pboth formally as an employee
and informally as being a part of the higher education system and acade m-
ia in genep _ | , Rfgq k_w npmbsac npm | c k-q
structions, leading to the non-verbalization of particular values that are be-
lieved or perceived to be implicit. | have attempted to confront this cha I-
lenge by continually asking the respond ents to qualify and elaborate on their
answers, e.g. asking questions such as&an you say more about what this
process/reform/other event has meant to you as a manager? & or Aou said,

*

o

1

md

md

Amjb npmdcggmpga* uf _r bm wms 2aars _jjw
2l mrfcp n_prgasj _p af _jjclec _pgiggl e

erarchy within the organization and thereby the power/political structures

that might influence the interview situation. The respondents are naturally
well-renowned academics, and in most cases part of a positional hierarchy,
of which the researcher isalso part. In practice, | do not believe that this has
produced lasting effects in the interviews, but remain aware that respond-
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ents of any type may have perceived agendas ormotit cq r f r kgefr A
the interview situation.
A final challenge is that one of the aims of the study has been to exam-
glc fmu rfc rp_Il ggrgml dpmk Arp_bgrgml _|j
which for some may be - and indeed is pa sensitive subject. Ths sensitivity
may stem from the strong academic tradition of self-governance and coll e-
eqg | k | _eckclr* I b rfc clqgsgl eseebgqr qt
chapters 6-8). This may lead to a desire to project a certain image of oneself
in a research interview situation. Given the research aim and philosophical
position of the research, this is not seen as a problem or disadvantage to the
research project per se because the aim is also to explore how social norms
and criteria of legitimacy are perceived and constructed, but naturally it is an
issue which should be kept in mind. | am not however (academically) inte r-
cqgr cb drue feelingsggbpt have attempted to remain focused on their
constructions and enactments of their environments. A strategy towards this
has been to ask them to reflect on both more abstract and generalized
af p_arcpggrgaq md Agbc_ja k_|I ecpqg _16b
most important tasks, and attempt to get them to verbalize the expectations
they feel they are met with.
In the previous chapters, | have outlined the aims, focus, framework and
design of the overall research project. The purpose of this has been to lay
forth the premises on which | have built my research, to inform the asses-
ments of the results as much aspossible. It however seems high time to delve
gl rm rfc Ags qgr _laca md rfc pcqgc_paf npm
lowing five chapters. Here the sub-studies are presented, in the form of five
articles. Subsequently the findings and their overall contributions are dis-
cussed in chapter 9.
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Sensemaking, sensegiving and strategic management in Danish higher

education

Abstract:

Strategic management and leadership has beatalacatchphrase in most European higher
education reforms over the past decade, and has in many countries resulk&engthening

of the top level management tiers. Rectors and Deans are increasingly tasked with the respo
sibil ity oftomareractivenegtreptdhdéudasactorsin society, anthahés way

required to take on and inhabit the role as strategic managers to a much higher degree than
ever seen before in higher education systems. This role, apart from being new to many of the
managers, is at the same time complicated by the upending of the traditional governance
structures, and the rigorous defense of the very same structures stemming from the academic
staff. The article examines how these strategic managers simultaneoeshptato make

sense and give sense in the face of these changing circumstances, and how new and old ideas,
values and norms play into these processes. The findings suggest that while tradiional ac
demic norms may still be very influential, new ideas abbdE | 6 s have found their
both sensemaking and sensegiving efforts, and that both old and new ideas significantly affect
the goal construction and strategic management practice.

Keywords: sensemaking; strategic management; leadership; academic sahsegjiving

Introduction

Strategic management and leadership has been a vital catchphrase in most European higher
education reforms over the past decade; most often presented as a means to ensure that
higher education institutions play a more actigetrepreneurial role in socieiyfor the

good of students, staff and not least the national economy (see e.g. Folketingd38003

enet et al. 2000e Boer & File 2009). The demand for interaction with society is linked to

the increasing coupling of Higr education institutions and the performance of national
systems in the globalized econointhe knowledge economy (e.g. EC 2005). This irerea

ing focus onstrategy coupled with rising demands for responsiveness, has in maoy Eur
pean countries resultéa a significant strengthening of the power of the top tiers ofrthe i
ternal governance structures, c¢f. Reetors
ci sionsd and be held accountable for them.
and mplementing visions, reform programs and organizational transformations, to make
higher education institutions more customer oriented, responsive and competitive (de Boer
& File 2009 Meek et al. 2010). The top level managene in this way required take on

and inhabit the role as strategic managers to a much higher degree than ever seen before in

! In this paper Rectors and Deans are referred to as strategic managers as opposed to strategic lea
ers. The Danish language holds only one word which covénsBralish terms and the term seat

gic manager has been chosen in the present papémas an indication that leadershipneénts are

not prevalent in the roles of Rector and Dean, but because it to highlight the links with such co
cepts as New Managalism and New Public Management, which have been highlyeintilal on

the higher education sector in Denmark.
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higher education systems. This role, apart from being new to many of the managers, is at
the same time complicated by the upending of the traditional gowesrsdructures, and the
rigorous defense of the very same structures stemming from the academic staff.

In Denmark, as well as in other European countries, the straight line between the top
level managers and the strategic decisions made is curved bgmth&seous implemeat
tion of external majority boards as the supreme authority in higher education institutions,
and the demand for academic reputation as a means for obtaining legitimacy amongst the
academic staff (Degn & Sgrensen 2012). The prestiote reports from a study that set
out to explore how the top level managers (Rectors and Deans) in two Danish universities
attempt to navigate between sometimes conflicting demands, and simultaneously make
sense of their new role, while acting inlttinvestigates how the top level managers make
sense of their changing role, what factors influence this sensemaking, and how this affects
the strategic goals they set up. The aim is to contribute to the growing body of knowledge
on how leaders think and act higher education (Pietila 2013; Kezar 2012; Henkel 2000;
2005; Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991; Gioia & Thomas 1996), and on how new ideas transform
and interact with existing norms and values (Czarniawska & Sevon 2005; Béland & Cox
2011; Menahem 2008).

In higher education, top level managers have in many countries gone from being
primi inter paredeaders, choseamongst their peers, to appointed, and in most cases more
professionamanagers, indicating that the importance of havingilgat manageihas not
gone unnoticed by policy makeiS.t r at egi es efieetthavalses ofitopimat o A
ager® ( Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991, p. 434) whi
of vital importance to the strategic direction of the institutiime valies and norms of top
level managers are therefore now a political concern, as thetbwadds institutional @&
tonomy andprofessionalized strategic managersliscursively linkedwith the knowledge
economyconcept a couplingwhich connects higher eduaan institutions closely to the
valueproducing apparatus (Bayenet et al. 200@nsaker et al. 2007).

These extensive changes at the top tiers of the university management system have
created an air of uncertainty within the higher education institsitias they represent a part
of a massive upending of the traditional academic governance system and have introduced
new positions, new legislation and new values into the higher education system and partic
larly into the management structure. Severalisgiiave however suggested that the ac
demic values and norms are stildl very infl
level managers (e.g. Meek et al. 20D@emet al.2007), and that the new ideas aboud-str
tegic capacity, accountability, q@snsiveness etc. may not be as pervasive as they were
expected to be. The managers of the new structures are also, in many countries,emainly r
cruited from withinthe organization$ or at least from within academiiaand are thus to a
hi gh domggh epgwithbthe academic values of academic governance, collegiality
and sefmanagement. They are thereby navigating between demands from without and
within; attempting to implement strategic changesighly institutionalized organizations
(Scott 1995)a achieve goals defined (partially) by external stakeholders, e.g. by the polit
cal system, while at the same time maintaining the respect and legitimacy needed-+o actua
ly carryoutthe changes within the organization
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Sensemaking and sensegiving inHegeducatiofi a framework for analysis
This complex situation calls for both sensemaking, i.e. the creation of meaning from the
flux of impulses that the managers are confronted with, and sensegiving, i.e. the commun
cation of a vision or plan, in a walya maximizes the possibility of succg$sioia & Chit-
tipeddi 1991;Weick 1995 Weick et al. 2005Rouleau 2005Hope 2010Bartunek et al.
1999). Sensemaking and sensegiving as theoretical comrepide concepts for looking
at how disruptions of existg practice, uncertainty and ambiguity leads people to rethink
and reorganize how they perceive themselves and their role withongheization(see e.g.
Gioia and Chittipeddi1991), Humphreys and Brown (2002) &merek (2011) for exa-
ples of sensemakg/sensegiving studies in higher education settings). The argument in the
present article is that examining the sensemaking and sensegiving of top level managers
provide valuable insight into the processes that lead to strategies inseahohing the
strategies themselves.

Sensemakingfollowing Karl E. Weick,iunf ol ds as a sequence
concerned with identity in the social context of other actors engage ongoing circumstances
from which they extract cues and make plausible sense retrogbgotihile enacting more
or |l ess order into those ongoing circumstanc
of sensemaking entails many discrete dimensions, but for the purpose of the present study |
shall focus on just three of them, namely ithentity concern, the social context and the
enactment dimension.

When faced with an ambiguous or confusing situation, people tend to respond with
quest i ons of i dentity, Il i ke AwhMills atal201lym 06 and |
1889). The procesof constructing answers to these questions can be seen as sensemaking
where individuals (or organizationsonnect cues (events, ideas, etc.) with frames {€ogn
tive frames, mental models etdn) order to construct a working story of identity; a self
which corresponds with the perception of the world. This process allows the sensemaker to
cont i nue acting in an other wi generatwienfatostong si t
situat i ons that maintain est-comeptioadn diglR Yandei st ency
Ven 1989, p. 180, quoted in Weick 1995). Erez and Earley claim that sensemaking as a
process is designed to accommodate three basic needs for every individual, namely the
needs foselfenhancement, sedffficacy, and seltonsistency (Erez &arley 1993; Weick
1995; Brown et al. 2008. These three identitgeeds frame how cues are picked out, as
they bias the attention towards cues that strengthen feelings of positiaag, comp-
tence and continuity. These cues are then connected ¢otsatimes and the question of
identity construction is thereby also seen as a question of choosing between multiple ident
ties and selecting the one tthshiftamosgdefippr opr i e
tionsofselb ( Wei c k 1 9 @ Hifferemt definzi@n$ of self anatke process veher
in they are selected for representation can be highly influential and are therefore critical
study objects; as Porac et al. (1989) have argued, the mental models of duaisers are
key to undestandng strategic behavior. Similarly Weick has shown in his seminal study of
the Mann Gulch disaster, that (extreme) crisis situations leads individuals to revert to their
familiar sense of identity and the action pattern associated with this, ignoring batit or
zational hierarchy and direct orders (Weick 1993). Within the present study the importance
of identity construction is demonstrated by looking at how particular representations of self
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emerges in the sensemaking narratives and how these construteoigshen feelings of
selfenhancement, sedffficacy and seltonsistency.

The process of identity construction described above is also guided by other, more
structural factors, such as fAan organizatio
wil | al | have an i mpact on an individual 6s
scripts for apMils e q@.20l0apt 185). Tlwsmekans thaba sénsemaker is
never alone in his/her attempt to create and project mearotigers areoresent either by
direct interaction or by proxy via the institutions of language, routines etc., or via te ima
ined expectations of others. Sensemaking is seen to be a social process, which always takes
place in the imagined or actual presence of othak#g into account the imagined scripts,
mental modes etc. of these others, as they are e.g. represented by the symbols and language
of the organization. This has also been conceptualized by other theorists, e.g. social identity
scholars who contribute ith knowledge on how salient group classifications are part of
what i s termed the fAsoci al identityo (Ashfo
of the organization with which one identifies, i.e. how I think other people perceive-my o
ganization, an be very influential on the perceptions and interpretations of issues within
the organization (Dutton & Dukerich 1991). When investigating sensemaking and gensegi
iIng processes, it is thereby arguably important to look for the different audiencesnthat ca
potentially be emphasized in the sensemaking processesi Stedidemic as well ada
ministrative-, students, society, the political system etc. all constitute potential audiences to
a top level higher education manager.

A final characteristic of theensemaking/sensegiving process is that by wayn-of e
actment the sensemaker constructs his own environment and the premises for fugdre sens
making and sensegiving processdsoth for himself and for others. By creating order and
categories from which futer sensemaking processes can extract meaning, sensemaking
processes are thereby also seen as enacting a social order. This thus also becomes part of a
sensegiving process, which describes the other side of the coin (Rouleau 2005); the way
managers (or other) attempt to O0sell &6 a message and
sense. Sensegiving is often conceptualized as the strategic or intentional side oflsensema
ing, where an individual (or group) try to sway or influence the sensemaking of others to

obtaincer t ain goal s. Gioia and Chittipeddi de:
tempt to provi de vidble mtergretgbdn ofya eesvsealyi a imd a-i mf | ue
i ng tomadoptit &stheirown ( 1991, p. 433). | tonotethati n t h

this interpretation is itself a result of a sensemaking process and therefore a contingent co
struction.

In the following analysis of the empirical case, | shall demonstrate how the social
nature of the identity construction affects the em&ctt and sensegiving of top level mra
agers in Danish higher education institutions. The aim is thereby to contribute to the ong
ing development of the sensemaking framework (Midjs et al. 2010 Maitlis 2005;
Bartunek et al. 1999by focusing on a fewey features of the perspective and investiga
ing how they contribute to an empirical st
main goal of the present study remains to add to the growing body of knowledge about
higher education management and goveceaby shedding light on the practice and cefle
tions on practice that characterize the new strategic managers.
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Methodology

The empirical case ia study of the sensemaking and sensegiving processes of top level
managers from 2 Danish universities. $@évo universities were chosdor their quite
distinct individual characteristics one a relatively traditional Mode-university and the

other a newer, more Mode 2 oriernaiversity- in order to investigate differences in the

way that sensemaking arsgnsegiving processes play out in different organizational se
tings, cf. the framework described above. In the two universiti@d)eans and Rectors
were interviewed about their perceptions of higher education management in general, their
own role as sttagic managers (sensemaking) and about how they go about the task of pr
ducing strategies for the university (sensegiviigpth former as well as curremnop level
managers were chosen for interviews to try and capture any changes in the perception and
sensemaking surrounding the role as top level manddes.interviews were designed as
semistructured with much room to digress from the intervigde and pursue subjects

and themes that the respondents deemed meaningbutier to keep the sensemakirgy a
open as possible. However, there is little doubt that an interview session in itself is a driver
of sensemaking, or at the very | eastna O0forc
conscious process.yBasking specific questionshe interview segsn frames the sees

making process and affords specific cues. | argue howevebyhallowing the respondent

to digress and construatpersonal narratiyeéhe interviews are seen as a good window into
the continuing sensemaking processeshef managersThe following sections will illg-

trate and analyze the findings of the study and discuss the implications of these findings.

The sensemaking and sensegiving of the top level managers

The role as strategic manager sensemaking as identity construction
An important part of the sensemaking perspective is as mentioned that sensemaking is
about identity constructiorin the following section focus is on how particular selves are
brought forth in the narratives and given prioiitgand how this frames and lnénces the
cues that are picked out. Issues of-selfiancement, sefffficacy and seltonsistency are
emphasi zed as well as the bal ance rdugnesween ne
or scripts for (disetald2plp.48.e conduct 0

Being a strong academic persemerges in all the narratives as an important defin
tion of self. All the respondents highlight their backgroumdacademia, e.geither as a
strong researcher or as a dedicated teacher, and very often link theg aoheamager with
thisbackgroundOne respondent speaks of the I mportanr
Aknowi ng what i tsimiladykemghasize thahtheir lemowtedgb & tha-ac
demic practice, norms and standards, which stems fhmm bakground as resedre
ers/teacher aids them in their practice as managers, e.g. by being a source of legitimacy in
their dealings with academic staff.

ié | found that it was very important that you (é

knowledgeaout what was going on [in the research fiel
think that there will respect surrounding the managers. So your authority is tied, of course mai
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ly to you as a person, but also to the fact that you have an academic badkgnal know the
condi tions in terms of being an employee at a uni v

Inthisway a certain d6dacademic framed is given
sense of self to the academic community and by aithi@gnanagers in telling a story aibo
the importance of the traditial academic norms and values to the relevant audience, i.e.
both sensemaking and sensegiving. The language which is spoken and the arguments that
are used to create consistency ademikens, way
thoughs ome of these O6classic academicd values
counterproductive in modern HEIs.

This can be seen as an example of how routines and scripts are still vitallyanfluen
ing how managers perceive their spdor action and resources as a managerachden-
ic link in order to 6get thingsandheingable or eV
to speak the relevant language is.Kegveral respondents reflected on the symbolic nature
of the legitimacy liat lay in this academic ballast, e.g. by stating that the further up-the h
erarchy you get the more basic and superficial your knowledge of all the research fields and
disciplines you are expected to be familiar with becomes, but it nevertheless engeeged a
vital frame in all the narratives across the bo#&d. s o t he O6pri mus inter
both acts as a frame in the identity construction processes, e.g. when the respongents hig
light their achievements in research or teaching, their extensivkeraganetworks etc.,
while it at the same time is being dismissed as obsolete and in reality inefficient.

The background and personal experiences as a reseeatbeto all three identity
needs, i.e. seénhancement, sefffficacy and seltonsistencyThe frame aids the maga
ers in maintaining a positive salbncept (selenhancement), by emphasizing scales of
evaluation with which the managers can be successful. This is exemplifiedtepdieacy
among the respondents to bring forth past experiendasn describingoeing met with
mistrust or a sense @lienationfrom the academic staff; threats against a positive state
about the self. fle academic background, e.g. descriptiongpafying their dues refa-
ences to their vast publication record otesmsive teaching experience and reputation etc.,
thereby serves as a very powerful frame whi
alienation) as unjustified. Another frame that could have been evoked to dismiss mistrust or
alienationcould be ditancing oneself from the academic frame, e.g. by evoking external,
new ideas about responsibility and societal engagement, but this does not seem to be a vital
part of the identity construction.

Seltefficacy is strengthened by constructing a story incWhheir perception of
personal strengths is meaningful, i.e. where their experience is a capacity or indeexd a nece
sity for performing well. As mentioned the concept of gdficacy describes the tendency
of individuals to seek out tasks and situatiansvhich they believe they will be successful
i and in this perspective also construct such situations by connecting cues with salient
frames, as it was the case when the top level managers spoke about power and &sghority.
mentioned their formal power drauthority was reinforced significantly in the reforms of
the new millennium, buthis formal authority is notably absent in the sensemakingnarr
tives. Perhapsurprisingly,the new governance structures and the strengthened foomal p
sition of the top lgel managers ammentioned very little in the narrativésfor good or for

87



bad. The notion of authority is on the other hand almost consistently linked with legitimacy
and culture as we saw above.

A have tried somedowrd ismouhithihdstaivaysbeea met wit p
friendliness and understanding from the people | have approached, and then they told me: |
honestly think that you should do that yourself,

The quote illustrates a commoanstructio of authoritystemmingnot from structures, but

from the support and help of the staffthereby tying the cue of formal authority to the
frame ofbeing a strong academid@his illustrates how the top level managers tend to make
sense of their new, mor@werful role, by constructing a situation or a set of circumstances
wherein their background as an academic and the ensuing knowledge of the acaslemic sy
tem, the norms and values are strengths and capacities, thus increasing their chaces of b
ing successfl.

Finally, being a strong academic person also serves the needhdoself
consistency; a need which is seen to direct individuals towards information that ig-congr
ent and consistent with their perception of self, and to contribute incongruent itiéortoa
situational factors. This motivation is evident when the managers in the present study speak
of havingpaid their dues where the frame of being a strong academic person trelate a
story of belongingof being entitled to the positicas a todevel manager. Other respbn
ents speak of their position as a natural progression, and being encouraged to apply for the
job which enables them to have a stable-isetfge over time and not perceive the top level
management position as a radical break \ihghir constructed sense of identity (Erez &
Earley 1993). However this satbnsistency is also typically strengthened via an extraction
of cues that differentiate the sensemakers from their previous peers, creating a reason for
leaving academia and becmm a manager. Such cues are e.g. specific personality traits
(the superior ability to organize and inspire others or the innate sense of strategy) or co
munal (having visions and ambitions for the specific organization, being better farthe o
ganization han the previous managers).

The practice of strategic managemerit sensemaking as a social process
This analysis of the i1identity construction d
processesglustrates the resilience of the academic ideasibigher eduation governance
and management, and how they are still valued highly and employed aclivelgcadm-
ic norms and principles may be explicidy implicitly criticized by the managers, but they
seem to implicitly influence the way they &fruct themselves as magers, and the way
they feel they need to appear to others.

However as demonstrated above, the present study shows that Istiaggaaa-
demic person in the sensemaking narratives of Danish top level higher educatiorgmana
ersi is not the same as beingsiiong academicThe top level managers have remolded
and redefined their sense of self, from their past identity as an academic [researc
er/teacher) to a manager with an academic background. The question remains why exactly
this frame is brought forth and deemed appropriate, at the expense of other potential
frames. Following the sensemaking framework | argue that this selection process is highly
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i nfluenced by the sensemakerds perception
knowing that it will need to be given anthat decisions will need to be implemented and
thereby appropriated and sanctioned my ot he
ceived values and norms important. To elaborate further on this social esflectsens-
making processes of top level managers, we now turn to the enactment side of lsensema
ing, i.e. how the managers produce the environment they face by way of setting goals and
determining means towards these go@lsal setting is a vital partf gtrategic management
and also of sensemaking and sensegiving, as it enacts a sense of direction, which in turn
excludes other possible directions. By setting or constructing a goal the top level managers
create the environment in which they act, andabgialso the premises of the sensemaking
of others.The following section will thereby provide a picture of how the top level grana
er s pr o diable sterprétation dhewrealitydo ( Gi oi a &99C,pidB3) i pedd
that they give on to their employee

The sensemaking narratives of the top level managers reveal three distinat categ
ries of goals, highlighting the complexity of the top level manager role and of the audiences
which influence it.

The first category comprisesset of normative goals, wie the external impulses
and ideas about higher education play a vital role. These goals are often described as goals
that arefinaturally necessary for the society at lapgéhat arefiobviously reasonabdeetc.
They are in other words described in a somegt depersonalized manner and not as-pe
sonal goals or linked to the sensemaking process. Thesecgodde nhamed thexterna-
ized strategic goaland aretypically connected to societal frames or to more normative
frames, as goals that the universitae obliged to work towards, but not as goals that the
managers see as personally fulfilling. This is often illustrated when the respondents speak
of the coe tasks of the higher education institutions, i.e. research andrngaemd when

addressingthé gr and chall engesd6, as in the quote b
0itds obvious, that i f we are to handle some of
on, then we need to have cooperation crosswiigey cannot be handled technically these
thingsbo

This goal is not gersonalized goal of the respondént is a more generalized goalrco
struction used as part of a sensegiving exercise directed at a specific aubieneedt

ence that emerges when speaking of this type of goals can be seen as an external one and
thesegoals are thereby a part of teory that thetop levelmanagers wish to tedbout
themselves and their organizatidven thaigh they vary in specificity and direction (e.g.

t o dxeellerit in researah, confiibute to the knowledge soci@tythe extenalized goal
constructionsare mainly concerned with legitimizing the practice of the universities to an
external audiengavhich is done by linking them with the impulses that are experienced as
being relevant to this external audience, mainly societitha political system. Another
audience which can be seen to play a (minor) role in the construction of the externalized
goals is thanternalone namelythe members of their own organization that they also

tend towards constructing future challengmsthe universities, such as being able tmeo

pete with other institutions in order to remain in existemd@ch legitimizes the direction
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by the goals
The seconctcategoryof goals is often, as with thexternalizedgoals above, &

scribed in very loos terms and frequently framed as theitn gs t hat fimake a
One example of such a construction is the following:

oWell, my goal was basically to strengthen resear
prestige and also introduce aculte wher e people prioritized researct

Even though thignight seemas asomewhat vagugoal formulation it is nevertheless

closely linked to the perception of personal strength, and also to thengicdsackground
described above, which links it closertt®e sensemaking of the respondditiis is what
distinguishes them from the first set of goalhe externalized strategic goals/hich were
de-personalized namely that thewre constructed and linked tgarsonal frame. The goal

in the quote above waexpressed by a manager whose identity construction was closely
linked to a previous career as a distinguished researcher. Research and research excellence

were critical frames in this managerués sens
enced by tis sense of selfThese goals are also experienced as more conflictual and in

many cases where the Oactual 6 | eadership an
above the respondent set the goal ofe- i ntrod

s e a rincatcdlture where teaching had been the primary focus and the primary source of
income. This resulted in some quite radical changes in the organization, where both the
economic and study structures were transformed in order to achieve the persomgt strate
goal.

This illustrates a common tendency in the narratives: namely that the external i
pulses and ideas about higher education (e.g. their role in the solution of grand challenges,
the need for accountability, vakier-money etc.) are less influgal than the sense of pe
sonal strength in the construction of what could be ngmeesbnal strategic goals.e. they
are goals that the managers want to achieve, not because they feel obliged to, but because it
is connecteda sense of personal fulfillemt. Typically, when speaking of these goals the
narratives of the top level managers takes the form of a quest, describing how they ove
came obstacles in order to get to where they wamtethis way these personal strategic
goals are more connected teeir need for selenhancement and feeling of sefficacy,

i.e. the need to maintain a positive selhige and feeling of being competent within their
role, by setting themselves as the protagonist in a positive story of develodierdm-
struction ofthe personalized strategic goals can be seen as much more connected-to sens
making than to sensegivirigand the audience that emerges is therefore naturally to a much
higher degree the internal, academic one, cf. the frame of being an academic pa+son an
lyzed above.

The final group of goals that we see in the narratives is what one migbpeat
tional goals These goals are aimed at trganizationas such and towards strengthening
the structures and operations of thrganizationOften they are desci bed as ficl eani
t he messo or A dreguentlyimtige ecolmomybugt also anprovang the steu
tures and frames, which are perceived as vital in order to achieve the strategic amd the ne
essary goals:
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0é first of al Incdntool, speve knawhvbat veechadrtcodesy with and esubs
guently i mplement the economic model that works.

These goals are also closalgnnectedio the perception of personal strengths and can
thereby also be seen as an effort to enhance the feeling-effselcy, i.e. the need to feel
competent in the performance of tasks. Interestingly, many of the operational goals also
seem to be influenced by new notions of accountability and responsib#itd also in

many cases ideas about good governance atimgea good psychosocial working env
ronment. This might be an indication that at this level of goal formulation, new ideas have
had some impact. It is clear that in the formulation of operational goals, the top lewvel ma
agers attempt to address somehef $tructures and cultural aspects that they perceive to be
counter to the implementation of the strategic goals, but also that these obstacles/challenges
are connected to the a perception of the existing structures and culture aShegalid

ence is tkreby both internal and external, as the goals both serve the need for legitimacy in
the relation with the external audience, but also the need foeffieicy and self
enhancement.

Discussion and conclusions
The primary questions of the present papere how the top level strategic managers make
sense and give sense béir role as strategic managepsirticularly how new ideas about
higher education governance and management are balanced with more estatibsis
and framesand how this sensemiak] and sensegiving affects the practsestrategic nta
agers.The study has showthateven though traditional norms and values are still very i
fluential, newer ideas about accountability, strategy and transparency have certainly found
their way into tle goalsetting and identity constructions of higher education managers in
Denmark.

One interesting finding of the study has been the degree to which the academic
background is consistently used as ankan the sensemaking procesaes how this &
fectsthe cues that are extracted from the changing circumsteBersg an academic pe
sonas distinct from being an academic is shown to be a highly salient frame, which lends
meaning to both the construction of identity, cf. the three identity needs, antb dlso
cues that are extracted, c.f. the dismissal of mistrust and alienation from academic staff or
the legitimacy of academic staff as superior to formal authdritis illustrates how powe
ful frames academic norms and values reallyi doeth in persnal sensemaking and im-o
ganizational sensegivin@.he analysis has shown that by looking through the serksema
ing/sensegiving framework, academic frames emerge as both crucial to the top level ma
agerso6 construction of ditgdomstructimmoprokessnagd alss an c
as vital statements and |l egitimizers; actin
are told.As illustrated above, the collegiate governance idea and the primus inter pares
principle still acts as a framehen highlightingfihaving lived the lifé and the importance
of being able to speak the language and understand the conditions of being a researcher,
even though the ideas and principles are simultaneously described asicamiéb@ven as
e X pr e s sacademg ardana® This however should not be seen as contradicting or
as attempts of o6window dressingbé6, but as a
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be more significant in the ongoing sensemaking processes, than is consciously recognized
by the top level managers.

Anot her key finding of the present study
processes impacted the goal setiingnd thereby the strategic management of the higher
education institutions. Goal setting is seen as an integrate of sensemaking and
sensegiving by representing the enactment of specific constructions of meaning and as the
premises of the sensemaking of others. They are thus also a representatiopradtibe
of strategic management. As demonstrated aboxex though thesubstantive content of
the goals differs, there seenasbe three similar patterns of goal constructions, namely e
ternalized strategic goals, personal stratggals and operational goals, each constructed in
the presence of different (cdeBations of) audiences. The externalized goals e.g. mainly
target an external audience and can thereby be seen as mainly a sensegiving attempt,
whereas the personalized goals both serve as sensemaking and sensBgivpersonal
strategic goals caoftenb e s e e n a s tranklaionsofthe a&xdeenalized strategic
goals; a personalization of depersonalized visidbhgy are a representation of how the top
level managers choose certain cues out of a variety of possible problem definitions, connect
them to a personal frame, and enact this back into their environment by way of specific in
tiatives and decisiong he externalized strategic goals are often part of a powerful social
discourse that any strategic manager would be hard pressed to cirtiirandrthereby the
recognition and articulation of these goals act as sensegiving to the external (political, soc
etal) audienceAnother characteristic of these goals is that they are rarely accompanied by
particular means, or descriptions of actionséémants. They remain on the more abstract

leveL, The personal strategic goals can on the o
attempt at creating a meaning thath allow them to maintain a positive se#lation,and
also one that they believet be fAdi gesti bled to their inter

staff that should help achieve the godlsereby supporting the findings of e.g. Czannia
ska, who point to the importance of translation processes in organizalipasig@wska
Joerges & Sevw1996;Czarniawska 2009).

As demonstratedhe externalized and personalizgdals are accompanied by more
concrete goals likésortingpput t he economyo, Amaki negc.. t he or
Interestingly new (externally constructed) ideas seerduge the highest impact on the e
ternalized strategic goaisbut also on thee operational goalsThis indicates that the new
ideas primarily impact seng&ing rather than sensgking as these two categories of
goals are more linked to these outwardtented processes. As shown in the analysis above
the personalizedtrategic goals are more closely connected to the sensemaking processes of
the individual manager, and thus to their perception of personal strengths and the need for
sdf-enhancement and $dfficacy, indicating that traditional norms, values, routines and
scripts are more influential on the identity construction of the top level managers, than the
newer ideas of strategy, professionalism etc.

In general the study has shown that the seakem processes of the top level
managers seem to serve a vital purpose in that it helps constructing themselves as agents by
setting their own goalk translating the ideas and impulses in relation to their own sense of
self. In this way sensemaking cam $een as a means for empowerment.
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The study thereby supports the findings of Henkel (2000; 20083k et al (2010),

Deem, Reed, and Hillyard2Q07) which have all pointed to the importance of traditional
academic norms in changing higher education systand has added to this knowledge by
investigating both the process in which these norms and values affect identity construction,
and also how they affect the enactment, i.e. the practice of setting up goals for the top level
managers.

The question thatemains is how the goals that are set up by these managees are
ceivedand made sensd on other levels of the organizatioRurther research into how
sensemaking and sensegiving plays out amongst academic staff and how the goals of the
top level manags play into these processes would be of great value in terms af- unde
standing the complex relationship between highly institutionalized norms and values and
powerful new ideas.
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The seasemaking processes of academic staff in Danish universities

Reforms and changings ideas about what higher education institutions are and should be have

put pressure on academic identity. The present paper explores the way academics in Danish
universitiesmake sense of their changing circumstances, and how this affects thef-perce

tions of their organization, their leaders and of themselves. The study highlights how the fo

ma | organizations6 transl ations of erethreaer nal i mpul
on the perceived identity of the academic staff than the impulses and ideas themselves. The

findings indicate that with the tighter couplings of top level management and the poliseal sy

tem, the coupling and identification between academi€ ataf the formal organization may

become weaker. Also the behavioral responses perceived threats are studied, by examining

the O6usd/ 6thembdb categorizations of the academics,
work for further studies into how academasange their actions as a result of reformsrer o

ganizational change.

Keywords: academic staff; identity; identity formation; academic work and identity; oeganiz
tional reform

Introduction
Often characterized as a vallaglen, relatively static and highigstitutionalized field, aa-
demia seems to be riddled with values, norms, routines and ideas which significantly i
pact how it is possible to act and think within them (e.g. Smerek 2011; Olsen 20@5). Ho
ever over the past decades these highly institutzmthways of thinking and acting have
been challenged by new ideas about what academia is and should be. Some of tlee more n
table ideas affecting the discourse arche concept of 60t he knowl
knowl edge economy?o, ,aemtceprenenrialism, nascoumtebilityfande x i b i |
what is increasingly known in academia as
Gornitzska and Maassen 2000; Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff I38&m, Reed, and Hillyard
2007). These impulses and ideas have in iindstot all European countries, led to signif
cant reforms of the higher education systems, targeting not least the governanca-and ma
agement structures of higher education institutions, in order to make them more adaptable,
powerful and accountable.. In Braark this became very visible in the debate surrounding
the University Act of 2003, where both the legal, institutional status of universities was
changed, as well at the internal management structures. These changes were greeted with
significant resistace from the academic staff, as they were seen to break with thei-very f
bers of academia and academic culture, i.e. the notions of acadergowsthance and
academic freedomBut even though the critics were very outspoken and came to dominate
the publc debate, they were also sometimes considered to be a minority, and particularly
reform proponents spoke of a O6silentp- maj ori
ment, and were more acceptant of e.g. professionalized management.

This highlights impaiance of looking aperceivedidentity in studies of organa-
tional change processeslso in higher education institutions (HEIs) (Henkel 2004, 2005).
As Mills and colleagues point out:

! For an overview of the national debate Btp://professorvaelde.blogspot.dki Danish)
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6Change within organizationssmahW eaufiwhbndrei e &
Ahow do we do things?06 The way in which individ:i
their understandings of their own identities and that of the organizéidls et al. 2010, 188).

The present paper seeks to explorewlag academics make sense of their changing ci
cumstances, and how this affects their perceptions of their organization, their leaders and of
themselves. These perceptions are assumed to affect the motivation, sense of belonging,
and ultimately the perforance and actions of organizational members (Henkel 200%; As

forth and Mael 1989; Gioia and Thomas 1996; Dutton and Dukerich 1991), and the hope is
therefore that this small scale study may point to interesting avenues for further studies of
how academics ake sense of and respond to organizational turmoil and change.

The sensemaking framework
The argument that underlies the study is that external pressure on organizations tends to
spur sensemaking processes, as this pressure disrupts existing meartingstand esta
|l i shed practices, and that this sensemaki ng
meanings materialize that inform and constr
Obstfeld 2005). External pressure, e.g. as representé&hbigh national reforms of the
higher education governance and management structures, or more broadly byrthe eme
gence and promotion of new ideas about &t he
the discourse surrounding higher education, are ieratlords seen as drivers of senskma
ing, and the purpose of the present study is to investigate how such sensemaking processes
play out within the organizatiorisand with what behavioral consequences.

According to the sensemaking framework, individuaisl organizations will, when
faced with unexpected, ambiguous or uncertain circumstances, engage in sensermaking pr
cesses, attempting to create order in these circumstances in a way that enables further action
(Weick 1995; Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld @) Mills 2003; Mills, Thurlow, and Mills
2010). Sensemaking thus describes the ongoing processes wherein individuals and organ
zations construct a plausible story of Owha
issues etc.), which are deemedesdlin relation to existing frames (mental modes, cultural
scripts etc.). The stories that are constructed in such processes act as organizing tools,
which allows certain elements of the past, present and future to emerge and others to wither
away (perhap only to be brought forth in future sensemaking processes). Sensemaking
thereby:

Afunfolds as a sequence in which people concerne
actors engage ongoing circumstances from which they extract cues and malieleplseisse
retrospectivel vy, whil e enacting more or | ess or (

Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld 2005, 409),

By looking at sensemaking processes we should therefore gain an insight into haw-acade
ics pick out problems, evestideas etc. that they deem relevant, and therefore worthy to act
upon.As the definition above indicates that a key element of sensemaking is identity co
struction and maintenandgeboth to the individual and the organizatidWhen new ideas
about what auniversity is and should be emerge, or when higher education institutions are
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reformed as a consequence of these ideas, organization members are forced to address
questions of identityi both their personal and professional sense of self as well as their
perception of the organization they work for.

This means that in a sensemakiiuolagsicker spect
ly definedast hat which is central, enduring-and di
ter (Albert and Whetten 1985)is seen to be a contestable and dynamic construct, which is
negotiated and reformed in the ongoing sensemaking processes that takes place inside and
organization (Gioia Schultz, and Corley2000; Ravasi and Schultz 2006; Dutton and
Dukerich 1991). The laltee we use to describe the elements of an identity might give the
i mpression of a stable, e nd ur subjegt toenmultiplet vy b u:
and variable interpretatioas ( G$cbuitzaand Corle000), as organization members
are facedvith changing environments and impulses.

This also implicates that there may be differing interpretations and constructions of
identity within an organization; top level managers may not have the same perception of
what is central, enduring and distiredbout an organization as the employees, and there
may be similar differences between departments and professional groups. This is particula
ly relevant in studies of organizations such as HEIs which can be seen as very loosely
coupled (Weick 1976), and wieprofessional, disciplinary and departmental culture offers
many possibilities for identification.

Henkel (2005), inspired by Taylor (1989), similarly points to the importance of a
6defining communityoé in i1identlsdlagnguage,werldr uct i o
views, ideas and myths that can be used to create a sensible sense of self. She goes on to
note that in the case of HEI s, the institut
l i ves, but it may be WwWaDebklé4). The questionefollooving i d e n't
this is then which sources of identification becomes salient for the academics, e.g. science,
the academic community, personal (crdsciplinary) networks etclThe frames available
for sensemaking processes are in otherds abundant in complex organizations such as
HEIs and creating change is far from a simple matter.

Attempts of willfully c¢changing membersé
identity are however often seen in, what in the sensemaking frameamitkecdescribed as
sensegiving attempts. Sensegiving can be seen t he management 6s ef fo
empl oyees with a o6éviable interpretation of
6adopt it as their ownodo (dBésowhighisthendcor@Cdried t i ped
with projecting a new/transformed sense of who they are as an organization.

Identity threats and sensemaking

Perceived threats against what members believe to be the central, distinctive and enduring
characteristics of theorganizations (or other salient sources of identification) greatly i

fluences how these members relate to and perceive themselves and their surréusihgs

indeed how they might change those perceptions as a result (Dutton and Dukerich 1991,
Ravasi ad Schultz 2006). Research on identity threats traditionally centers round exploring

the dynamic interplay between organization n
perceive themselves, and their construed external image, i.e. how they tlerkpsiceive

them (Elsbach and Kramer 1996; Dutton and Dukerich 1991). A dissonance between these
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two perceptions constitutes an identity threat and will prompt new sensemaking processes,
as such threats question the perceived order of things and chsltbegemeaning already
created. The externally construed images and perceptions of organizational identity can in
sensemaking terminology be seen as frames and cues that are available to the organizational
members in their sensemaking process, and if thesgerceived to be ambiguous o¥ i
consistent, an interpretation and selection will occur.

Threats to the organizational identity are not only assumed to be important to the
perception of the organizati on 0 gentitydoétimet i t vy,
i ndi vi dual organi zation member, as an indiyv
by membership in both organizations (Albert, Ashforth, and Dutton 2000), occupational
groups (Van Maanen and Barley 1984) and work groups (AldarférSmith 1982j i.e.
the defining communities. Hence where a pos
enhances a positive séthage, a new threat to the organizational identity may shatter the
positive perception held by organization membarg will incite identification with other
groups and categories in their sensemaking, e.g. disciplinary or professional gesups (r
searcher or teacher) or more generalized categories (mother oipfagro), i.e. a type of
selective identification and eaorization (Elsbach and Kramer 1996). Such responses to
identity threats can in this perspective be seen as representations of the sensemaking pr
cesses of organization members; as part of the stories they construct in order to retain a
meaningful relatia to their organization.

Sensemaking in Danish higher education institutioasalytical strategy

The purpose of the present paper is as mentioned to explore the sensemaking processes of
academics in universities under pressure. Sensemaking is seedrtedm and accentuated

by the feeling of increasing complexity or unfamiliar circumstances, which makes Danish
higher education institutions a good place to start when exploring such processesnThe Da
ish higher education system has in the past decassdubject to a series of compmehe

sive reforms, doing away with the traditionally very strong collegiate bodies, e.g.rthe Se
ate, and replaced them with external majority governing boards, and abolished the elected
leader system, in favor of an appointrhecheme. At the same time other reforms targeted
the funding scheme, e.g. by making the HEIs very dependent on external funding and by
implementing a bibliometric performance measurement system, which favored international
publications in high ranking jonals (Aagaard and Mejlgaard 2012).

Following the framework outlined in the previous sections, the central research
questions are thus focused on how the academics construct their sense of organizational
identity and enact this onto their environment analysis is based on a small scale study
academics from 3 departmerit®ne Natural Science Department, one Social Science and
one from the Humanitie at 2 Danish universities undergoing significant changes @&nd r
forms. The two universities are gooxkenples of organizations where sensemaking & lik
ly to be palpable and thus more easily recognizable, as they were both at the timeaef the d
ta collection undergoing significant change®ne due to a comprehensive restructuring
exercise, and one due tgsficant economic challenges.
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The narratives that form the basis of the analysis were collected via 3 focus group
interviews, where a total of 12 academics participated. Each focus group consistad of ac
demics in the early stages of their career as agethore senior staff. The aim of this sele
tion of participants and departments was to achieve as much variation as possible, in
order to obtain as many perspectives and angles on the research question as possible. The
sensemaking processes of jungtaff was expected to be different from those of senior
staff, as well as differences across disciplines were expected as the professional cultures,
departmental traditions etc. vary across these borders. The aim was thus to capture as much
of this variaton in the limited empirical data. It is however important to bear in mind that
purpose of the study is not to explain but to explore, and it is therefore best described as a
critical case study of how sensemaking play®iganizations under pressufelyvbjerg
2006) This limited empirical basis of the study naturally means that the question posed
above will not be answered to the fullest, but the hope was to shed some light gn the d
namics of sensemaking processes within highly institutionalized organizainder tras
formation, and point to interesting questions for further research.

The interviews were structured around questions about motivation for going into
and staying ini the career as an academic, about the perceived conditions of academic
work, the perception of the new management and governance structurBseetiata arla
ysis initially consisted of a firsbrder coding of the interview transcripts, inspired by the
6grounded6 approach to qualitatTheemdingé&ct a anal
cused on the thematic content of the interview sessions, i.e. what did they talk about, which
resulted in 16 broad categories, such as e.g. motivation, relations to top level management,
relations to department head etc. These broad categamiesthen reviewed in relation to
the sensemaking framework, and the terminology provided by this and the organizational
identity literature, which lead to the development of more generalized and theorefically i
formed categories, in what could be namesteondorder analysis. The results of thixse
ond order analysis are presented in the following sections.

Identity threats and identification
The first part of the analysis deals with how the academics construct identifiable categories
out of the impudes that they are met with in the work environment. The aim is to explore
which defining communities are brought out in the sensemaking processes and how they
inform the identity creation and maintenance. Specific emphasis is on how the#y ide
construtions are perceived to be threatened by the rising demands and extessatepre
that characterizes Danish higher education presently.

The characteristics that are mentioned throughout the narratives as being important
to the respondents in their praetic ar e f eat ures such as é6being ¢
ty committed, 6freedom of t hought and metho
ty/ prestigeo; characteristics that are cl ear
ganization, ratherhan the two formal organizations. In fact, the universities as formal o
ganizations seem to be of little importance in the sensemaking processes, and wken spea
ing of enduring, centr al and distincéaive <cha
dem a6 or O6The Universityd as an abstraction,
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than their specific place of employmérnithis resonates well with previous studies af-ac
demic identity, which have highlighted the salience of the disciplineeaexpense of the
formal organization in identity narratives (Deem 2004; Henkel 2005), and also speaks to
the influence of perceptions of professional identity. The study indicates that the role as an
academid and the understandings of collective asdedavith iti seems to be morent

portant than organizational membership.

The characteristics that emerge in the narratives seem to comprise the frame through
which the respondents interpret the impulses and ideas that they are confronted with. Ho
ever, t is when looking at how threats are perceived that the identifications and categoriz
tions become particularly visible in the narratives.

External pressure particularly asrsoci at «
formance measur ehoaghoubthesdnsemakiegnarmatyes sis atthreat to
this perception of identity. These impulses are however primarily constructed as threats by
way of their translations, i.e. they are seen as threatening because the political system have
interpreted thenin a specific way, as in the quote below where the respondent speaks of
New Public Management:

d think what frustrates me lat is that they have not gone all the way. Now, | came from 15

years in the private sector [...] and there | was usehbitty peformance measurement and-se
tinguptargetsardd and then we also discussed salaries bas
But here it is like they have made this hybitiihg, where you are measured on some things,

but not on all things, and it is vehard to determine why it is exactly these thirlgat are

measur ed an dseanmstwe lavelgatensad absurdium outéobit ( Pr oflessor , Nat
ral Science)

New Public Management is thereby not necessarily seen as a threat, however the political
and gganizational translation and interpretation of this set of ideas might. This is especially
visible when the academics address the bibliometric performance measurement system, and
the increasing pressure for international publication (i.e. performanceurasent). The

system is constructed as a political interpretation of an international tendency and is clearly

seen as a threat, especially to the od6qualit
0This is really where we have ssuresontherssource because
side and on all these measurement things that have come in. Because before, it was perfectly f
ne if [é] an employee said: now | 6m gonna focus
of years and do some good teaching. And nolmzaige and beat him over the head, because he
di dnét produce his 2,5 papers a year. Todayé yo
with a student and you think: well, | i-coul d hav
ences)

However, anothemieresting trend is that a significant amount of identity threats are seen
as stemming from the formal organization, i.e. the specific university, and its interpretation

% Note that the respondents were never asked explicitly to list the central, enduring and distinctive
characteristics of their organization, but that these characteristics emerged in the discussions co
cerning the motivation for becoming and remaininginacademic career and concerning the terms
and conditions of their own practice and daily work.
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of external pressure:

6And that is one of the t that theuppel levdlsi..ntdeemso st fr ust
sometimes that the upper levels have no idea what research is and what it is about. And they
have some ideas abomanagingt, without having a sense of what drives the actual rebearc

ersd (Professor, Social Sciences)
Inter nal pressur e, as a result of the organi ze
pressur e, i's in this way seen Thesemercdwvedgger t
threats on identity stemming from inside the organization are semuash mor e oO0ser i
and 6hurtful d as they are | inked more cl osel
6éright now it [organizational chm@mouaihioni s happeni

1 lack of understanding and insight andKauf respect for disciplinary traditions etc., that you

feel completely detached. And there is a long way to go from such-gosefnance culture,

where you actually feel |l i ke the core andé just s
ProfessorHumanities).

The experience of these threats as more severe than the external ones is clearly linked to the
personal identification with the organization and thus the link between personal anid organ
zational identity.Some accounts almost resemble stoofesetrayal, wherspeaking of the
initiatives of the top level management of the organizations:

o hat e x p e rtheshoaking exphriericeéthat one of our owhalways imagined that

they had their hands tied; | mean that it was all dictated &bave...this standardization.It

was just going to be i mplemented, and o0if you war
S 0 me 0 n e Buedf murse,ét is naive to think it is that simple, but | think | lured myself i

to thinking it, because Isip | vy ¢ o ul d n @'he lacknoflumderstandimgilAssociate

Professor, Humanities).

Even though not all accounts are this dramatic and personal, most respondents demonstrate
the same tendency to perceive threats stemming from their own organestiwore severe
and indeed more threatening than external ones.
These upper levelg@aoften described as political, as detached from acadenuic pra
tice and as lacking legitimacy, indicating again that the formal organization is lessteonnec

edtothesaint frames used in the sensemaking proc
|l evel s6 is often characterized by I ack of re
G .the further you get up to that pol ithat c al l evel ,

they simply have not sense of what we are doing.
what makes you tired right And d e mdAssistart prefedsbrd Humanities).

It is evident that the sensegiving attempts of the top level managemelgraresed in the
sensemaking processes of the employees. This dismissal is as the quotes indicate founded
in a perception of irrelevance; that the cues that the sensegiving projectscareoketo be
irrelevant to the frames that are important to ttspoadents. This also results in a disass

ciation in identity between the academic staff and the top level management layer, i.e. they
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are not |l i ke us, we do not under stand their

The closest level of management, ileet depart ment head, s v
from the negative categorizations of the ot
of usdé or O6not a real manager 6 et c.

6.. the problem is t haBe chaeu snee ehdesHedsayirtiptte bépér]jo.t.e.c t e d

a Department Head as in the old days, to be everywhere and listening to peoplend t hat 6s
it, a Department Head needs to know his peopla.er e shoul dnét be more emp
will be able to know..know their story..6  ( 2ciatk Prefessors, Humanities)

The perception of management thereby also seems influenced by the academic frames, with
its notions ofd auwtoomoummyad .i tTyHi sanidndi cates th
very cl ear boundar i eshad edtweeynd whroe 6 wehdi cahr er
Bernstein (1996) claim that identities are strongest and most stable in within the context of
strong classificationit is clear in this way that the top level managenieahd by exta-

sion the formal organizationi s excl uded from the 6defining
easily dismissed as irrelevaithere is in this way no doubt that identity threats are present,

and that they affect the sensemaking processes of the academics. However as mentioned,
sensemakings also assumed to impact action, i.e. the behavioral responses to threats.

Responding to threats

Sensemaking processes enact and legitimize certain types of actions, andwhegqart

of the analysis will demonstrate, that there seems to be séypeeal of responses to the
perceived threats, which might be placed on a continuum from continuation of pragtice (i
norance) to altered behavior (compliance). In the figure below, the types of legitimized r
sponses found in the sensemaking narratives anenatized.

Continuation Altered

of practice behaviour

Figure 1: Reponses to threats

Ignorance and defiance

One way of responding to identity thredtsand disruptions of practice in geneialis
through ignorance. This response is, according the sensemaking framework, a common in
tial response wen disorder or ambiguity is encountered, because it naturally requires the
least amount of alteration (Weick, Sutcliffe, Obstfeld 2005). However, as the quote below
indicates, ignorance can also be used strategicaithyorder to destabilize the proposed
new order of things, i.e. the sensegiving of the managers (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991):
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dtds agai n -awnegshipBedaus® people &re areatures of habit. They will do what
they are used to. And all these new structural changes, it takey émevgrk with it. To invest

in it so to speak... And if you donét think it ma
find it counterproductive and so on... well then
someone saysha¥Youocawdotu ddoul dndt have done that.
and say: well, thatoés fine, you can have all your
we will see when things crash...0®8 (Associate Prof

A second type of ignoraramight be labelled cognitive ignorance:

6My way of navigating in this to myseldg is that |
es]... | do sometimes... sometimes | might think that | am so tired of all this, but if | start doing

it and then hag to spend my time getting annoyed with it, then that is almost -sirfidl job

get i ng annoyed with al/l these initiativies coming f
ences)

This response might resemble compliance, as it indicates changed beataviorcompi-
ance with the initiatives from top level management, but cognitively the strategygs to i
nore the disturbances and thereby not let it influence your sensemaking processeThese r

sponses are linked with minor disturbances, which are pecceie 0 b-lee ¥s@ nsie. e. t
are perceived to be very different and irrelevant to the frames that are used in thelsensema
ingproces§  ou dondt think it makes s&nse, and yo
Decoupling

Decoupling is another type of respgento the perceived threats:

dve can find our way out of this, | mean, then you saw:if | have three projectdMonday

from 8 till 14 | work on this project, Tuesday on this project and sd could do that, and then

you could see in my calendar tHatave worked on it. So, we will find our way, if you try to

register these things. I dondt think they will ge
to usbé (Assistant Professor, Social Sciences)

Decoupling is a common response to changéativies described in organizational liger
ture, which lies somewhere between continuation of practice and altered behaviar- Deco
pling describes the practice of creating gaps between talk and action or formal policies and
action (Brunsson 1986). In the pent study decoupling as a response to perceived threats
seems to appear when ignorance is not an option, i.e. when pressure is too strong to ignore,
but the disturbance is still seen as incongruent with salient frames, i.e. the academic values
mentioned hove.
Compliance
The final type of response that emerged in the sensemaking narratives was compliance or
altered behaviofThis response also took many different forms, ranging from defiarg-or d
featist compliance to strategic or optimistic compliance.

The defiant and defeatist compliance responses lie closer to the decoupling+espon
es described above, as they describe a type of cognitive decoupling, i.e. creatingea gap b
tween thought and action. The salient frames used to make sense of the newddeas an
pulses are clearly challenged, but the answer seems to be project a defiant attitude towards
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the disturbance, while altering the behavior associated with it. The mental model is in this
way not changed, but legitimate or necessary actions are.

@ut nowwe just go for those points [in the publication modeBo in that way | think it has

somet hing counterproductive in ité the research,

with each other in these poisystems and administrative systemstthaa r e (Professor,t . . 0
Social Sciences)

You try to use the data in a way that you haven:t

channelsAnd that might also be a good strategy if you want to stay in the system, because if

you dondét eplelitatiomée ry otuh opsr obably wonét geo- hiredo

cial Science)

At the other end of the continuum, we see responses that could be termed strategic or opt
mistic compliance. These types of compliance all imply an alteration of behadalso

to some extent a change in sensemaking frame. This indicates a movement towards a

change in identity perceptiadhG t 6 s a p a Bandd rformat part wfdhe tirdo-
stanceso

60That 6s my strategy anyway, le$ [asroppased td bookgd.ed t o

(

e

That s what | 6 m asTsheesns epde rochm,p se n d ommfe sotfortyh.e art i
time could have been better spent, but | meathink that is a premise you have when you are
young. . . [ €] And &€ heay snatylhat ylheirddbesndét care s n
have chosen to completely ignoretdat 6 s f i ne t hat he hisheshadhat str at
a huge i mpact on the way I di sseminate my resear
6Buthere is still this pressure for publication.
your mind...[ € ] But at the same time, then thets has bee
search career, 601ti0ts6g usadt ae cimumsidadesaptisindt of t h
somet hing | t hi(AdsistanttPoiedsor, NatyrainScienees. . 6

Discussion

As the previous sections have shown, the perception of salient identity charactenistics ce
tainly frame sensemaking processes for theemwats studied here. However the identity of

the formal organization University of X or Yi plays a very minor role, and is subordina

ed the perception of what it means to be
threats bias the academic staffvards identification and association with a more general or
professional category as the primary source of identification, i.e. selective identification and
categorization (Elsbach and Kramer 1996, Hogg and Abrams 1990). Interestingly however
this seleave identification and categorization does not seem to be a strategy to avoid or
reduce threats, i.e. by highlighting memberships to unthreatened groups or roles, ks the va
ued characteristics are evidently seen as being under pressure. The acadentissalotoo
reduce the degree of dissonance felt between the perception of desired idesidtyand

who we should be as an organizatioand the perception of construed external imiage
what and who others think we are as an organization. Instead ttreglyatry to make

sense of this dissonance by categorizing the disturbing elements as being irrelegant mea

ured by salient scal es, e.g. when cl ai ming
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i's and what it i s ab o busalsoactslagsstifitatyop fer cevtdin c at e g

types of responses, e.g. ignorance or decoupling.
A related tendency that emerged from the study is that the sensegiving attempt of

top | evel management i's seen as mgrnew t hr eat

public management ideas. Sensegiving, as mentioned, describes the intentional cammunic
tion of a vision or plan, in a way that maximizes the possibility of success (Gioia and Chi
tipeddi 1991), and in the present study it is clear that the semgggivthe top level ma
agement in the two organizations is seen to be quite at odds with the frames that are used to

make sense on oO6production floor | evel 6. On

seems to have a certain degree of legitimacieims of sensegiving; i.e. the department
head may o6give the same sensed6 as the top

[

part of the academic staff/as more | &gitimat

tive categorizations that the ttgwvel managers are suffering. This indicates that thedoun
ariesior perhaps the front | ine, bet ween 6uséb
due to the massive transformations within the Danish higher education system. Where
boundaries were pveusly drawn between institution and state, the demarcation line now
seems to be constructed at the level of departments, thus linking the formal organization
more with the political level than with the academic one.

This finding could prove importanb tdiscussions of whether universities are still
best described as loosely coupled organizations (Weick 1976) or whether the reformation of
HEIs in order to make them resemble private enterprises have resulted in more tightly co
pled organizations (de BodEnders, and Leisyte 2007). The present study however ind
cates that the coupling between political system and management might be tmhieat
least experienced by the academics as being tighter, but the coupling to the production level
has becomeven looser.

Another aim of the study was to explore the behavioral implications of sensemaking
processes and identity considerations. The analysis revealed several response strategies,
ranging from no change to altered behavior. These response pattexkdcsfiee diversity
of actions that the identity constructions allow for. The literature on responding to identity
threats in an organizational context have so far been primarily concerned with eitimer orga
izational (collective) responses (e.g. Ravasi &ctiultz 2006, Oliver 1991) or with the
cognitive implications for individuals (Elsbach and Kramer 1996), but the sensemaking
perspective provides a more explicit focus on how this identity work enacts a certain order
back into the environment of the sensder, setting the premises for future actionsedy |
gitimizing certain patterns of behavior.

The study in this way, despite its small scale, contributes to the conceptualization of
the dynamics of social and personal identity, by exploring how thesetydeatistruction
processes lead to actiomot solely to cognitive raffirmation or alteration. Further studies
are however needed to explore the conditions under which the various responses come
about and the factors influencing this. The hope howewtraisthe findings of this study
might serve as a conceptual tool for such studies of the behavior of academic staf§in chan
ing organizations.

146

a



Further questions

This study of how the academics make sense of changing circumstancespordl rto

their peception of threats is naturally, due to the scale, limited, but it still points to some
interesting tendencies. Further studies of the conditions under which the difésporises
emerge would be of significant value, both to higher education profess@md scholars.

One particularly important question pertains to the matter of incentives and reward
systems. The analysis revealed that some types of préssurgome ideas e.g. the -
plementation of bibliometric measures, is very likely to inflieetiee sensemaking proses
es of the academicand that this pressure seems to bypass the sensegiving attempts of the
managers, even when this is more congruent with the salient identity characteristics than
the new idea:

0And then maybe hgpouwWroebmndHs sayse tstbatmuch about ar-t
to completely ignorethat. t 6 s fine that he hialsashadhahugestr ategy,
pact on the way | disseminate my researchoé (Assi

This means thatven though the possibility for decoupling or ignorance is present, compl

ance is still opted for under certain circumstances. One possible explanation for this might

be that we are seeing a movement towards a redefinition of some of the identity clsaracteri

tics due to the emergence of new ideas. This would be consistent with the fact theat this r
sponse was predominant in the junior staff, i.e. the ones where the institnédrehara-
teristics of O6academi abé had peasormekdesity,maot yet
might be the case with more senior staff. Further studies are however needed in order to
explain why this is the cageand indeed dig deeper into how behavior changes. What this
analysis cannot tell us is how incentives and rewardadimihis behavioral changeif at

all.

Along the same line, the findings point to the importance of looking more closely at
the complex construction that is O0Othe acade
2013). As the analysisrevealedthe ademi ¢cs woul d rat here-strug
i ng an academicdo than c¢han gentested and pnerolmee pt i on
atic identity construction. On the other hand the performance management systems seem to
have a transformational efft on the identity of particularly younger researchers. This hig
|l ights that there are sever al dynamics at
floor academicsdéd and further research into
policy makers, higher education management and scholars of academic practice.
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Chapter 9:
Addressing the theoretical
and empirical contributions

In this chapter | will sum up central findings from the individual sub-studies
and discuss how they contribute to answering the overall research question:
How do ideas move into and through Danish higher education institutions,
and what are the implications for sensemaking and action? This overall
guestion was in the introductory chapter divided into sub-questions, which
has guided the research process and formed the basis of the 5 articles of the
dissertation. The aim in this concluding chapter is to provide a crosssection
and cross-comparison of the findings from the individual sub-studies, in order
to draw out more general conclusions and point to interesting points for fur-
ther studies. Additionally the applicability and contributions of the theoretical
framework will be discussed.

9.1 Travelling and transformational ideas

The questions of how ideas move, how they transform the context they en-
counter, and how they are themselves transformed by way of this encounter
are vital if we wish to understand how policies come about, are implemen t-
ed and potentially influence the practice they aim at altering. Ideas are
abundant in political life, a nd the current debate over the role and function
of universities in society highlights that ideas are far from neutral or free
flowing; they are carried forth by powerful actors, e.g. the EC, national gov-
ernments, powerful NGOs and the like. They can thereby also come to func-
tion as powerful frames for action, as they promote problem definitions and
plausible solutions to such problems; definitions that are often translated into
reforms of higher education systems. On the other hand, frames do not
equate action, and translating an idea into policy does not guarantee that
the desired behavior comes about. The context and agency are thereby
seen as crucial constructs when attempting to understand how ideas lead to
change pif at all.

The present project has atempted to explore the transformational power
of ideas and the limits of transformation; exploring the dynamics between
transformation, agency, and structure by providing an in-depth analysis and
investigation of the context in which ideas emerge and the factors that influ-
ence this emergence. In the following sections | will discuss how the findings
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of the individual studies collectively illuminate the dynamics of travelling
ideas and thus attempt to illustrate how the project attempts to answer the
overall research question. The value and implications of the project and find-
ings as a whole are highlighted and discussed in the concluding sections of
this chapter.
The issue of how ideas move and transform has in the project been ap-
proached from different pe rspectives, i.e. both from the perspectives of the
university managers and academic staff whose behavior is expected to
af lec* _ | b dpmk rfc ncpgncargtc md | _rg
system. The latter perspective was explored in chapter 4, where it was
demonstrated how the ideas about universities, higher education in general,
and their role and function in society which are dominant in the discourse of
today are far from new. The study illuminates how the ideas about strategy,
accountability etc., which are very prevalent in the present debate and dis-
course concerning universities and higher education, have evolved and
been influenced by older notions since the 1960s, where the translation of
e.g. ideas about governability aided in the politi cal construction of higher
c bsa_r g msystemrtg-be-govarnedA | b rfcpc w _ jcegrgl
governance. The sub-study illustrated how the translation of ideas incremen-
tally changed the problem definitions surrounding higher education and the
appro priate policy solutions; a process which over time amounted to a signif-
icantly transformed perception of the role and function of higher education
institutions. This finding thereby emphasizes the potency of the ideational
perspective in terms of describing and conceptualizing change. Where new
institutional theory has struggled with the observation that things and per-
ceptions change, ideational institutionalism takes this as its starting point and
assumes that ideas work as transformational forces. This lads to two central
guestions, relevant both to the particular empirical case in question here, but
also to the ideational framework in general, namely: in what way are ideas
transformational and what can the present study tell us about how and what
they transform?
What the project overall argues is that ideas are not transformational by
definition; they become transformational as they are translated and enacted.
Rfc cl _arkclrtr md  ¢hbdeordey codtrolsMa r&lhel gga i g/ 7ar 3
decision premises, which act as implicit foundations for future decisions
(Luhmann 2000; Simon 1957). In other words the translation of a particular
&gcr md' gbc_&q' ¢l _arqg _ acpr _gl rApc _jgr
tain types of actions. This means that if an idea is not translated, it cannot be
seen as transformational as it cannot serve as the foundation for decisions or
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actions. If ideas are not noticed, bracketed and made sense of, they remain
in the flux of unintelligible information; the sense that might have been.
Ideas are thereby potentially transformational, and the question be-
comes when and how this occurs. The present research project has naturally
not provided a full answer to this question, but has pointed out a number of
dynamics, which influence the transformational potential of ideas about
higher education and universities. The management sensemaking studies
(chapters 5-7) demonstrate how ideas become transformational when they
are linked with personal frames, as was e.g. seeninthetoplevelk | ecpqga
sensemaking and sensegiving processes. Here new ideas about strategy,
accountability and competitiveness impacted goal setting, but particularly
the one that functioned as sensegiving rather than sensemaking. The goal
constructions that are influenced by new ideas are rarely operationalized i n-
to specific courses of action or initiatives, but remain part of a non-specific
discourse, which does not bind the managers to certain actions. In other
words, these types of goal setting act as sensegiving facilitators, by enabling
the construction of a viable story that the top level managers tell in order to
influence the sensemaking of others. However, when ideas are translated
and connected with a personal frame, they become transformational in that
they enact a social order which entails certain actions. In the case of the top
level managers, the personalized strategic goals are linked to the identity
needs for selfenhancement, self-efficacy and self-consistency and thus built
in to the narrativeofseld* uf gaf rm _ ksaf fgefcp bcej
The same conclusion can be drawn from the department head studies
(chapters 6 and 7), which, by way of the construction of the department
head typology, highlights the dynamics that influence how ide _q _pc A
jmucba rm "¢ rp_lgdmpk_rgml _j, Rfc rf
very different ways: On the one end, the shielder type tends to construct new
ideas and translations as disruptive and unwarranted, which leads to dismis-
sal and often to decoupling or ignorance, i.e. to a continuation (to the fur-
thest extent possible) of existing practice. New ideas are in other words not
Ancpkgrrcba rm _ar _q rp_lgdmpk_roml _j (
tential to do so within the same system por even the same organization, as is
seen at the other end of the spectrum. The agenda setter type tends to ex-
tract new ideas about higher education governance and management as
salient cues in the sensemaking process and connect them with their per-
sonal frames, which leads to what could be called a transformational pattern
of behavior.
However, aclearr-asr Aa_sq_ja amllcargmln-"cruc
nected with a personal frame and transformational behavior does not seem

pec

153



evident. The sub-study in chapter 7 demonstrated that the coordinator type

bcn_prkclr fc b cvfg grg _ Agafgxmnfpecl
where new ideas about management are sought integrated into the identity
amlgrpsargml* ufgjc _| _a_bc kpgophredigh _kc gqg

can be seen as a conflict between the social and the personal identity , and
between the frames that are deemed relevant in the constructions of them.
Where the construction of social identity of the coordinator type is defined in
terms of academic identif ication, it seems that the personal identity is influ-
enced increasingly by newer ideas about professional management. This
suggests a more complex dynamic relation between transformational ¢ a-
pacity, sensemaking and context, and points out the need to look closer at
the identity constructions of individuals (and organizations) through sense-
making, which may be seen as a key component in the transformational
power of ideas.

9.2 Identity and identification

The transformational potential of ideas is in other words seen to be highly in-
fluenced by the dynamics of identity construction, and the personal and so-
cial categorizations. The process of identity construction through sensemé-
ing does not play out in a vacuum; a central assumption of the present pro-
ject has namely been that the context pacademia and higher education i n-
stitutions pis vitally important when studying identity, as the cognitive frames
rf _r _pc sqgcb rm k_i c imstdutiogal systems, ro@imes qr gr s r
andscriptdp & Kgj j g rdutineslriorms aQd saripts are seen as partia-
larly strong in highly institutionalized organizations such as universities. Many
scholars have highlighted the importance of academic values (e.g. Henkel
1997; 2000; 2005; Deem 2004; Deem et al. 2007) and tre present study has
explored and demonstrated various ways in which academic values act as a
constraint or as a facilitator. In chapter 4 the academic or Humboldtian idea
network that comprises e.g. ideas about collegiality, academic freedom, i n-
stitutional freedom etc., was seen to significantly impact policy translations,
but as the sensemaking studies have shown (chapters 58), the normative
and cognitive values of academia are important factors in the sensemaking
processeson the organizational and indiv idual levels as well.

Academic values and ideas can be seen to evoke a certain set of expe c-
tations, which in many cases run counter to the demands of the formal posi-
tion of manager. This would be the starting point of sociological or historical
new institutionalists, whose assumption is that institutions are either norra-
tive constraints pushing organizations towards isomorphism, or historically
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determined and determining, thus fostering path dependence. A vital finding

in the present study however is, thatthe translation of the individual manager
can be seen as vital part of determining whether or not these expectations
_pc bcckcb pcjct _Ir _I'b g_jgclr* Ikap
ing processes. If academic values and norms are perceived to be the most
relevant frames, or perhaps more accurately if contending frames are not
perceived as relevant enough to compete with or supplement the academic
frames, these academic norms and values act as constraints on the space for
meaning that is available to the individual manager, as would also be e x-
pected by sociological and historical institutionalists.

As the typology indicated academic norms and values may therefore a |-
so be described as liberating or at least as complexity reducing, in that they
offer a source of positive identification; a category, which is readily available
to the sensemaker, and thereby enables the individual to continue acting,
albeit in a path dependent way. This form is especially visible with the
shielder type department head, an d similarly in the case of agenda setters,
academic frames are discarded and constructed as not -relevant in the iden-
tity construction, which also enables action poften in a transformational way.
Where the notion of constraint pin the negative form pseems relevant, is in
the case of the coordinator, where the academic frame is seen as relevant
only to a certain extent, i.e. in the construction of social identity, whereas new
ideas and the frames that they propose are also seen as relevant in the con-
struction of personal identity. As illustrated in chapter 7, unequivocal identifi-
cation tends to be less problematic than the attempt to construct a new ca t-
egory to identify with. This highlights an element, which has been perhaps
slightly under-illuminated in the project, namely identification.

9.2.1 Identification| group, organization or discipline?

Identity has been a central and explicit concept in chapters 5 -7, but not until
chapter 8 was identification as a concept brought to the fore. It may be a r-
gued that identification is implicitly analyzed in the other sub -studies, and n-
deed that it is a central, if not explicit, part of the analytical framework as
such, but this only emphasizes the need to bring the concept into focus and
discuss how it may illuminate some of the processes and dynamics invest-
gated in the study as a whole.

Qmag | gbcl r gdga _ thgwmekceptwn of oneness with orl
belongingness to some human aggregateA & ? qf dmpr f | b
social categories or groups, and it thereby concerned with the dynamic rel a-
tionship between individual and collective. Following this definition, the
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sensemaking studies (chapters 57) can also be seen as studies of identifia-
tion processes, as they explored how the university managers elated to vari-
ous categories, e.g. academics and managers. An interesting case of social
identification is seen in chapter 5, where top level managers perceived, or at
least expressed, a sense of oneness with the academic group by highlighting
academic val ues and norms in their construction of selfconsistency. Social
identification in this case became a part of both an introvert sensemaking
process, as well as an extrovert sensegiving exercise, in that the perception

of belongingness was used as a means ofj cegr gkgxgl e ml cagq

former peers. Social identification thereby constructed a sense of belonging
(strengthening self-consistency), both to the top level managers themselves
and to the audience that they attempted to legitimize themselves to .

The department head studies (chapters 6 and 7) demonstrates how
identification differ sacross department head types, i.e. how the shielder type
identify to a much higher degree with the academic staff than the other
types. This finding bringsquestions to the fore that have emerged during the
course of the research project, namely which group is the primary source of
identification and what are the factors that drive or direct such identification ?
Classic identification theorists emphasize that:

(Hhere is a natural tendency for individuals to identify with, and attribute

legitimacy to, the work organizations in which they participate, as a result of
rational calculations of self-interest (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), an assumed
congruence between the ir notions of what is 'right and 'good’, and key
features and consequences of the organization (Aldrich and Fiol 1994), and
because work organizations offer meaningful explanations for anxiety -
provoking experiences that reduce dissonance (Suchman 1995). At a deeper

psychological level, in defining the social identity component of their self -
concepts, individuals tend to draw on the salient images they associate with

their work organization (Dutton et al. 1994; Elsbach 1999) Humphreys and
Brown 2002).

However, as Humphreys and Brown go on to note, this picture is a simplified

mlc _Ib rfcpc k_w "¢ k_Iw bgddcpclr

work organization. Similarly, other studies have indicated that the formal or-
ganization in a higher educatio n context may be losing significance as a
source of identification (Moscati 2008; Henkel 2000), and that academics
tend to be more loyal to the discipline or the subject than to the organization
as a whole (Deem 2004).

Viewed through these lenses, the present project indicates that there is
indeed not only one way of identifying, but also highlights that social identifi-
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cation hinges on more than simply classic notions of academic loyalty. The
department head studies found that when managers experience a cl ear
and recognizable organizational narrative or identity, they tend to identify
nmggrgtcjw ugrf gr, Ugrf msr qgsaf a-
rgmla* rfc mpe_| gx_r gml bgg_nnc_pQq

what could be calle b ne&utral identification”A & Cj q _af [ 7779

Brown 2002). However, this only applies to two of the three department
head types (the coordinator and the agenda setter), indicating that the d y-
namic is more complex.

Organizational identification is thereby not simply a matter of construct-

ajc_p
dp mk
Fsk

gle _ pcamelgx_~jc gqgrmpw md rfc mpe_| gx.

identification must also be taken into account. The present study has shown
that the shielder type department head tends to identify more with the disci-
pline and the academic community than with the organization, whereas the
coordinator and agenda setter types use the organizational identity actively
in their own identity construction and thereby tend to value the competing
sources of identfication less. Naturally such dynamics deserve closer studies,
but the findings do suggest that sensegivers, e.g. strategic managers, as well
as scholars who study change processes in universities, ought to consider
how organizational identity is constructed and not least made sense of
among organization members, as these dynamics are much more complex
than they are often assumed. In relation to the present research project, the
concept of social identification certainly adds to the understanding of the
overall problem of the study by nuancing the dynamics that shape the trans-
lation of ideas and sensemaking within organizations.

9.3 Theoretical contributions

In addition to discussing how the sub-studies contributed to illuminate the
general research question, the present chapter also aimed at outlining the
theoretical contributions of the project. Two points are seen to be particularly
worthy of elaboration, namely the development of the department head t y-
pology and the applicability of the overall theoretic al framework.

9.3.1. The typologyl a framework for further analysis

A central contribution of the research project, which has already been
brought forth several times in the present chapter, is the typology of depart-
ment heads (chapters 6 and 7). The typology was developed from the narr a-
tives of the department heads, from which three stereotypical categories of
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A cgle _ bcn_prkclr fc_ba gl _ B_tgqf

tion 3.4.4 and chapters 6 and 7 for a description of the development). The
typology does not represent an attempt to impose certain labels or categ o-
ries on the individual informants in the department head studies, but repre-
sents an analytical construction of abstract categories, with which university
department heads at differe nt times p and under different circumstances p
could be described. The argument is that department heads will in general
display characteristics of one or more of the three types, but that they will
tend to lean more towards one type.

Theoretically, the typology contributes by serving as a heuristic, or a way
of thinking about manager sensemaking in complex organizations. It means
to reduce complexity by introducing selected attributes and dimensions by
which these attributes may be understood, and it may thereby also be a use-
ful interpretive framework for understanding other aspects of organizational
change. The discussion above concerning social identification indicated that
the typology might be a valuable tool when looking at how the organiz a-
tional identity is perceived, and how it relates to perceptions of personal and
social identity. Or it may be s q ¢ b as aqgstardng point in further studies of
identity construction processes in HEIs in times of reform, as it indicates ta
tors that might explain variations both across and inside specific institutions,
as suggested inarticle 4. The typology thereby serves the conceptual goal of
the research project mentioned in section 3.3, namely to build frameworks
that might inform future studies of similar contexts.

The typology also holds interesting perspectives when applied to the da-
ta and findings of the other sub-studies in the present project In chapter 5
the sensemaking and sensegiving processes of top level managers were ex-
plored and discussed in terms of the increasing demand for strategic ma n-
agement in higher education. Viewed through the lens of the typology, it is
clear pand perhaps unsurprising for some p that most of the top level man-
agers could be described as agenda setters, displaying a negative valuation
of the past and a clear ambition for the organization that they are in charge
of, illustrated by the analysis of goal setting. This agenda setter type sens-
making is also reflected in the way self-consistency is constructed, i.e. by &-
ferring to the academic background as a prerequisite for being in their pr e-
sent position, but at the same time clearly emphasizing cues that differenti-
ate them from academia and from their previous peers; a sensemaking pa t-
tern which is common for both the top level managers and for the agenda
setter type department head. This would support the idea that top level

k | _ecpq npcbmkgl _I'rjw gqgcc rfckqgcjtcaq

individuals, who actively seek out higher level positions. This might indicate
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thar r f c ~eclb_ qgqgcrrcp rwnc gq _| Ac _qgc
dmp k_ | ecpq gl rfc Anpmbsargml pmmkar*
lean most towards this type. The finding of the studies in chapters 6 and 7
however suggested that experie nced department heads tended to display
more shielder-type characteristics in their sensemaking; a tendency that
should thus also be expected among top level managers, who have all been
Agl rfc qwqgrcka dmp _ I sk cp md nst _pg b
law that rectors and deans should be experienced managers as well as rec-
ognized academics. A possible explanation for this conflicting tendency
could be that managers in the top tiers perceive a greater distance pcogni-
tive as well as physical pfrom their previous research environment and from
previous peers, thus making the cues and frames of academia less salient,
even if they are by no means absent. Applying the typology on other levels
of management thereby seems to highlight different dynamics an d further
studies of top level managers, and indeed managers at other levels and in
other organizations, would in this way aid in the continuing conceptualiz a-
tion of the typology.
The perspective of the typology also highlights interesting tendencies in
the data from the focus groups. When the typology is applied as a frame-
work here, it illuminates an interesting perspective on the type of manager
that academics value, and thereby which features of management are pe r-
ceived as important and salient in a university context. Interestingly, the focus
group study indicate two somewhat conflicting tendencies, namely that the
propensity of the top level management pand to some extent the depart-
ment heads p to evoke and draw on academic frames and cues in their
sensegiving, seems to foster resistance and suspicion amongst academic
qr _dd* g gr gq ncpacgtcb g Acrp_w_ja

?l b &C° gr umsj b _jdemiQr a_car crrbpbmdqlr&
academic [rationale]. It would almost be better to h ave someone who is a
professional manager and can build organizations and structures that actually

work. | mean, because this becomes the worst of both worlds. In that way an

increased professionalization of management in this place would be a good

thing [laughter] (Junior academic, Humanities)

Rf gq ncpacnr ¢henworstrad bote warldsiy | ¢ g aosgr ¢ amkk ml
narratives from the focus group interviews with academic staff; a construc-

tion that is connected with an also common perception of top leve | manag-

ers as distant, managerial and decoupled from academic practice. Several
~a_bckgaq cvnjgagrjw qr _rc rf _r f _tgle
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be better. However the academic values are highlighted as important cha r-
acteristics of the managers at department head level:

But he tries to be a department head as he was in the old days... to be
everywhere, and to listen to people.

?l'b rf _raq gr* _ bcn_prkclr fc_b I ccbqg rn
more people, than he... knows who... knows ther story (Two senior academics,
Humanities).

This dual expectation, i.e. that there is a perceived need for professional
management, while academic values are still emphasized, points to some

interesting arenas for further research, particularly on how widespread these
dual demands and expectations are in academia pand how they influence

the relationship between the manager and the managed.

9.3.2 Applicability of the theoretical framework

As described in chapter 2 an independent aim of the present proje ct was to
develop and apply a theoretical framework with an eye for both continuity
and change in complex organizations, as well as for both the micro-
processes of organizational sensemaking and the contextual transformations
that influence this. The framework described in chapter 2 has proven useful
in the analysis of higher education institutions, particularly in terms of the |-
lustrating how individuals author their own reality in the face of changing
environments, which in turn affects the direction of future translations and
ideational development.

The discussion above about the transformational power of ideas has also
illuminated the potential of the framework, as it has demonstrated how i s-
sues of identity and sensemaking processes are critically impatant when
looking at how ideas become transformational and thereby impact beha v-
ior. The integration of the ideational perspective, translation, and sensemak-
ing in a common framework is thereby seen as strengthening the individual
perspectives significanttw -~ w gf cbbgl e jgefr ml c_af mi
common framework is seen as holding great potential in studies of complex
organizations, where traditional causal explanations might fail, or at least fail
to grasp the depth of the dynamics in play.

The framework, however, naturally also has its limitations, particularly in
terms of the possibilities for providing generalizable explanations, and thus
predicting behavior or outcome. The strength of the framework is thereby al-
So its weakness: by being opento the importance and salience of multiple
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factors, which may impact how ideas influence organizational perceptions
and behavior, the opportunity to assess the relative importance of these fac-
tors a prioriis lost. Such an assessment must thereby take plee in the analyt-
ical process; where theory meets the empirical data.

In the specific application of the framework on the present case, predic t-
ability however seems difficult to obtain under any circumstance. The Danish
system and the individual institutions can be seen to be in a situation of con-
tinual renegotiation and flux, where ideas are abundant and translations
even more so. As mentioned in chapter 3, the case selection strategy of the
qr sbw u_gq Abgqrsp cba ~w _ k_ homgoftmpe | gx
case universitiesp a situation which describes the situation in Danish higher
education policy and institutions well. The specific application of the fram e-
work therefore further illustrates the difficulties of being able to generalize in
the classic sense, as the framework is by definition contextdependent.
However when dealing with complex organizations and political processes,
the in-depth and context -specific perspective offered by the theoretical
framework developed here, provides valuable knowledge about exactly the
dynamics of this complexity, which may then serve as both a foundation for
critical (self)reflection as well as a stepping stone for further research.

9.4 Perspectives for future research

The discussions abovep and the articles of this dissertation in general, have
highlighted several areas where further research is appropriate. Particularly
the issue of identification; what groups are most attractive to identify with in
higher education institutions, seem to be an obviously important research
arena. Several scholars have investigated attempts of constructing and
changing organizational identity in higher education institutions and the d y-
namics of academic identity (e.g. Valimaa 1995; Stensaker 2004; Henkel
2000; Deem 2004), but the intra-organizational dynamics and competing

sources of identification are more scarcely studied (see Humphreys and
Brown 2002 for a notable exception). The findings of this project and the dis-
cussions above indicate that more in-depth as well as broader studies of the
way the organization emerges in the sensemaking processes of both man-
agers and academics are needed, particularly focusing on the degree to

which this is dependent on discipline, position in the academic hierarchy,

type of organization etc., if we are to gain an understanding of academic

identity that goes beyond institutionalized perceptions of loyalty and a s-
sumptions of path dependency or isomorphism. Similarly, an area, which de-
serves more careful attention than it has been awarded in the present pro-
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ject, is the sensemaking processes of academic staff. The small scale study in
chapter 8 pointed to several interesting tendencies, particularly in relation to
the response strategies of academic staff in the face of identity threats. h-
vestigating how these responses come about, and the circumstances under
which they are more likely, would provide valuable knowledge about the
impact of management and of higher education reform in general. Such
knowledge would, apart from being a valuable to ol for policy makers in the
design of reforms of higher education institutions, also serve as a tool for a-
ademics in order for them to become reflexive on their own practice and
when this practice could be different.

9.5 The structural conditions of managers| policy
implications

The present project was never meant to be prescriptive or normative in the
sense that it specifically aimed at constructing recommendations for future
policy development. However, to round off this concluding discussion it
seems appropriate to highlight a few lessons that might be drawn from the
project about the relationship between the managers, which have to some
extent taken center stage in the dissertation, and their environment. These
lessons may inspire critical reflectionon the conditions of university manag-
ers in times of reformpand perhaps give food for thought on how these co n-
ditions are framed by structural elements.

As mentioned earlier in this discussion, university managers in Denmark
are required by law to be recognized academics, and the studies have
shown that this background serves as a vital factor in their sensemaking and
sensegiving processes. There seems to be general consensus that having an
academic background is necessary and desirable in order to maint ain legit-
imacy. However, as the focus group study indicated, academics seem to be
less than sympathetic to the use and projection of academic values by
managers, particularly in the top levels. Top level managers are often ac-
asgcb md f tgl epcdogmwpepnarfr cll bAurfc raf gl e gq
the studies have indicated this is not necessarily the case. A possible exg-
nation for this may be the academic background might obscure the need for
co-determination and consultation, which is otherwise seen as highly rele-
vant in the relation between manager and highly skilled professionals such
~q _a_bckgagq, @ca_sqc rfc k_I _ecprg gcc 1
gml ga* rfcw ugj ] |l rsp_jjw rclb rm dglb ¢
aspgmsga academis practicé, because they have themselves lived
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thelifepr fcw il mu uf _r gqg _r gqgr _ic, Fmuctcp
gr r _i1icq rm ¢ _|I _a _bckgaa _pc | mr pcdj
standings and lack of communication. The structural conditions of the man-
agers, i.e. the demand for a background in academia, may thereby be a
hindrance to managers in terms of the very relationship that the demand
was meant to improve. The demand for academic credentials may thus be a
double -edged sword to the managers, as it is clearly seen as necessary to
uphold a certain amount of legitimacy (even if this is not necessarily per-
ceived the same way by the academic staff), but it also may cause blind
gnmr g gl rfc k_| ecpgad np_argac,
Another related challenge concerns the career perspective, i.e. the pos-
g9 gjgrgcqg md pcrsplgle rm A _argtme bsrw
agement position. Almost all department heads mentioned how the time as
a manager weakens the possibility of returning to a career as a researcher,
e.g. because your academic production naturally grinds to a halt while being
a manager, leaving a hole in the resume. Similarly it was mentioned many
times that the time away from research both erodes your research networks,
hampering the chances of obtaining external funding grants as part of col-
jcargtc npmhcarqg* _|Ib jc_tcg mlcamgm il muj
ments in the research field somewhat wanting. One might therefore spec u-
late that the position of university manager in the long run might attract ac a-
demics in the latter stages of their career, or only candidates with ambitions
to move up the managerial ladder. Both of these scenarios pose obvious
problems, and at the very least the present research project might inspire
policy makers and university managers alike to reflect upon the conditions
that are offered to the managers, particularly at department head level, in
order to understand the implications for recruitment. This emphasizes the
need for careful consideration of the regulation of the internal management
structures in universities, and the difficulties that are inherent in attempting to
change strong academic norms without eroding them.
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English summary

The present dissertation investigates how new ideas about the role and func-
tion of universities are perceived and translated into policy and practice.
Universities and higher education in general are in the present years under-
going massive transformations, both in terms of their institutional and organ-
zational frames, but also in terms of the demands that are put on them to be
accountable, responsive to society and competitive in the global economy.

Demands and ideas, however, do not necessarily equate action, and univer-
sities, being one of the oldest institutionsstill in existence, are often described
as highly stable and institutionalized organizations, with a strong set of inter-
nal logics and values that are not easily transformed by the emergence of
new ideas.

The dissertation explores how these new and old ideas about what a
university is and should be are balanced when they meet p both in policy
developments, but not least within the individual universities. ldeas are seen
as drivers and catalysts of sensemaking, i.e. the processes wherein individ-
als and organizations attempt to organize the continual flux of information
and input they face in times of complexity. The ways in which ideas are
translated and made sense of as they travel through the Danish university
system are explored; from the way central ideas are translated in higher ed-
ucation policies over time and to the way new ideas influence the creation
of meaning and identities by Danish university managers and academics.

Specifically, the research project addresses when and how ideas be-
come transformational; when they bring about a change and when they do
not. The university manager role, and particularly the role of department
head, is seen as a nexus for new and old ideas, as these management roles
are still occupied by recognized academics with a vast portfolio of new
management tasks. The project investigates how the roles of manager and
academic are balanced and with what consequences for practice, as well
g fmu rfcqgc Il cu k_| _eckclr pmjcaqg
rfc npmbsar gml dj mmp a,

Overall, the project demonstrates how the transformational power of
ideas is dependent on how they are translated and make sense of. It is
demonstrated how policy translations of central ideas have brought about
significant change over time in the percep tion of the role and function of the
universities. In terms of intraorganizational processes, several dynamics of
translation and sensemaking are explored. At department head level, a co n-
ceptual framework is developed which highlights three different type s of be-
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ing a department head, with different characteristics and with three different

legitimate patterns of action. These three types differ in their perceptions of
identity, their relations to the academic staff and in their behavior, ranging
from decoup ling to active change behavior.

In the top tier of university management, the study shows that academic
values are still very important, both to the selfimage and to the image that
the top level managers want to project. This selfimage is also seen to be
highly influential on the goals that are set and the strategies that are pro-
duced. Finally the study has pointed at some interesting tendencies at the
Anpmbsar gml d j rprana dpartiouladyptiee translation opf ideas
made by managers, were seen to be very influential. It seems that the un-
versity as an organization, is used very scarcely as a source of identification,
but that the translations and sensegiving of top level (and lower level) ma n-
agement is seen as threatening to the perceptions of identity p threats that
lead to very diverse responses.

In general the study demonstrates and investigates the complex connec-
tions between ideas, translation, sensemaking and identity construction, and
thus sheds light on the complex path from idea to action.
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Dansk resumé

Denne afhandling fokuserer pa hvordan nye idéer omkring universiteternes
rolle og funktion i samfundet opfattes og overseettes i policy og praksis. Un-
versiteterne og det videregaende uddannelsessystem generelt har i de se-
neste ar gennemgaet massive transformationer, bade i forhold til deres insi-
tutionelle og organisatoriske rammer, men ogsa i forhold til de krav som sti-
les til dem om (gkonomisk) ansvarlighed, responsivitet og konkurrencedyg-
tighed i den globale gkonomi. Krav og idéer er dog ikke lig med handling,
og eftersom universitetet som institution stadig eksisterer i mere eller mindre
samme form som for 800 ar siden, kan det med rette beskrives som en sae-
deles stabil og institutionaliseret organisation, med saeregne og meget steer-
ke logikker og veerdier, som ikke let forandres.

Afhandlingen udforsker hvordan disse nye og gamle idéer om hvad un i-
versitetet er og skal veere balanceres nar de magdes p bade i udviklingen af
policy, men ikke mindst internt pa de enkelte universiteter. Idéer ses dermed
som katalysatorer for sensemaking (meningsskabelse), forstaet som de po-
cesser hvori individer og organisationer sgger at organisere det kontinuerlige
flow af information og input, som de mgdes med i komplekse omgivelser.
Forskningsprojektet undersgger maderne hvorpa idéer oversaettes og gives
mening mens de rejser gennem det danske universitetssystem; fra den made
centrale idéer overseettes i universitetspolitik over tid, til de mader nye idéer
influerer skabelsen af mening og identitet hos danske universitetsledere og
forskere.

Mere specifikt undersages det hvordan og hvornar idéer kan siges at \ee-
re transformerende; hvornar de tilvejebringer forandring og hvornar de ikke
gar. Projektet demonstrerer hvordan policy overseettelser af centrale idéer
over tid har medfart vaesentlige inkrementelle forandringer i hvordan unive r-
siteternes rolle og funktion opfattes. Mht. intraorganisatoriske dynamikker,
illustrerer projektet en reekke interessante processer vedrgrende sensema-
king og overseettelse. Universiteslederrollen, og seerligt rollen som institute-
der, ses som en nexus for nye og gamle idéer, da disse roller stadig besaettes
af anerkendte forskere, som efterfglgende far ansvaret for en lang reekke
mere klassiske ledelsesopgaver. Forskningsprojektet undersger hvordan
disse roller som leder og akademiker balanceres og hvilke konsekvenser
dette har for praksis. Ligeledes udforskes det hvordan de nye ledelsesroller
mnd_rrcg nO Anpmbsirgmlglgtc_scr a,

Overordnet set demonstrerer projektet hvordan idéers transformative po-
tentiale er afhaengigt af hvordan de overseettes og skabes mening omkring.
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Pa institutlederniveau udvikles en konceptuel ramme, som illustrerer at der
ses tre forskellige typer af institutledere med forskellige karakteristika og med
tre forskellige legitime handlemgnstre. Disse tre typer adskiller sig blandt an-
det ved deres opfattelser af identitet, relationer og identifikation med det
akademiske miljg pa instituttet og ved deres adfeerd, som spaender fra de-
im jgle rgj _irgtr admp_| bpclbca _bdxpb,

Pa topledelsesniveau viser projektet at akademiske veerdier stadig spiller
en stor rolle, bade i konstruktionen af selvbillede og af det billede som to p-
lederne gerne vil vise udadtil. Disse selvbilleder (identiteter) er ogsa vigtige i
forhold til den strategiske ledelse og opsaetningen af mal.

Projektet har ligeledes udpeget en raekke interessante tendenser pa
Anpmbsirgmlqgqlgtc _sa9 “j I br _i _bckgicpc*
telser af idéer som stammer fra de gvre ledelseslag er meget indflydelsesi-
ge. Blandt andet viser studiet at universitetet som organisation spiller en ne-
get lille rolle som kilde til identifikation, men at overseettelserne og mening s-
givelsen fra topledelsen (og i nogen grad mellemledelsen) opfattes som v ae-
rende en trussel mod perceptionen af identitet poplevede trusler som farer til
meget varierende adfeerd blandt akademikerne.

Generelt demonstrerer og udforsker projektet de dynamiske og kom-
plekse sammenhaenge der kan identificeres mellem idéer, overseettelse,
sensemaking og identitet, og kaster dermed lys over den snoede sti fra idé til
handling.
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Appendix 1:

Interview guides

la) Interview guide used in interviews with department heads (translated)

Briefing the informant:

- Introduction of the interviewer

- The aim of my study is to examine how different change impulses affect
the space for action of managers at different levels in Danish universities.
Change impulses could e.g. be specific policy measures, university e-
forms and the like, but also more informal and diffuse impulses, such as
international tendencies or cultural pressure.

Theme

Theoretical question

Practical question

Background

How are issues of self-consistency
constructed in the sensemaking
process?

How is a relevant ‘story-
progression” constructed?

Could you briefly describe your
background (educational, research-
and management-wise)?

Could you tell me about how you got
the job as university manager? (Why
did you run/apply? Why do you
think you got the job?)

University management — being a
university manager¢

Which categories emerge and are
made salient in the sensemaking
process?

How are these categories related
and used as points of idenfification?

How is identity constructed, in terms
of self-efficacy and self-
enhancement?

What do you think is the main
aspect which differentiates being a
manager in a university, from being
a manager in other
qreas/organizations?

What characterizes a good
university manager? What are the
characteristics?

What do you perceive to be your
main task as a manager in a
university of today?

{How do you seek to carry out this
task?)

What do you believe to be the most
important factors that define your
space for action as a manager?

{Rules, procedures, culture, yourself
etc.?)
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What expectations, besides the
formal tasks and demands, are you
met with in the role of manager?
How are these expectations
expressed?

How do you experience that the
university (organization) and society
or the political system respectively
define “the good manager”?

Is there a conflicte

How do you see yourself — mostly as
an academic or mostly as a
manager — and why?

How do you balance the roles?

How do you perceive the possibility
for continuing on in a career as a
manager, or returning fo academia
as a researcher/teacher?

Change impulses

How is the environment enacted?

Looking back at the time in which
you have been a university
manager, what have in your opinion
been the greatest changes in the
universities? Why?

How have you experienced the
pressure for change — both from
without and within? Is the primary
pressure to change coming from
outside or is it a continual process@

How have you experienced the
reform time in terms of tasks? Have
you been given new tasks or do you
experience different expectations to
you as a manager?

How did your university handle the
reforms {proactively, reactively or)
Which inifiatives have been
launched and which of those are
most important?

How have specific initiatives, e.g.
the demand for strategy
development at all levels influenced
your management practice?

How are these specific changes
handled in practice? How do you
seek to balance new demands and
existing culture?
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Experiences of the
institutional/ideational circumstances
in general

How is the environment enacted in
terms of legitimate actors,
institutional frames etc.2

How is the audience described?

Perceptions of organizational
image?

Is it your experience that the
professional, academic and
disciplinary frames have changed
while you have been a manager,
and if so, how has this impacted
your role as an academic manager?

E.g. in terms of new consortia,
demands for interdisciplinarity, new
sub-disciplines etc.

Which actors to you perceive to
have the greatest influence on how
and how much the universities
change?

How do you think your university is
perceived in society and by
politiciansg E.g. in comparison to
other universities?

what I

185


































