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Preface

When writing about identity, you will at one point also question your own
identity. Even if answers sometimes can be hard to find, the questions still provide
you with ambitions of clarity and direction. At this point, these ambitions have
resulted in a theses summing up years of study and work. As with identity, the
thesis is also a product of personal history, traditions, and social interaction.
Relating to my personal history - my interest in identity is probably caused by
earlier studies in psychology and political science. The fact that the department of
political science at the University of Oslo traditionally has had many professors
interested in institutional theory is probably an important reason why this

perspective got such a prominent place in the current study.

However, social interactions, networks and friends are probably the most
important factors behind the shaping and completion of the current study. Hence,
many people deserve to be mentioned as sources of inspiration in this foreword.
Current and former colleagues at NIFU have here played a vital role for a number
of years and my thanks goes in particular to Ase Gornitzka, Ingvild Marheim
Larsen, Ole Jacob Skodvin, Jens Christian Smeby, Agnete Vabg, and to my old
“bosses” Per Olaf Aamodt and Svein Kyvik.

During the process I also enjoyed the hospitality at CHEPS for two shorter periods
in 1999 and 2000 where I got to learn CHEPS both professionally and personally. I
really appreciated both sides of the CHEPSonians, and still miss the indoor soccer
training once a week. Special thanks go to Harry de Boer, Jeroen Huisman and
Hans Vossensteyn for always keeping humour, sarcasm and irony alive.

My two promoters, Guy Neave and Peter Maassen, had a formidable task in
guiding me through all the big and small decisions to be taken in the process. I am
always indebted to their experience, insights and analytical skills which they so
generously used in my favour. For Peter, living in Oslo, and closest to the suspect,
the job also represented some extra time spent on the thesis, and for that I am very
grateful. If there are any brilliant parts in the thesis I have Guy and Peter to thank.
The not so brilliant parts are my responsibility alone.

In the finishing stages of the thesis there were also a number of people that put in
a lot of effort. At CHEPS, I would like to thank Gillian Luisman and Monique
Snippers for excellent technical and administrative assistance. At NIFU, Tove
Hansen helped me numerous times when computer software did not deliver what
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it promised, and Henrik Kjeerum provided me with valuable assistance when

chapter five to eleven were translated.

In my family, my mother Elfrid, my brothers and sisters and their families, Per
and Tusse, have always - and sometimes perhaps a bit to eagerly - shown an
interest in the (progress of the) thesis. Seen in retrospect, that support was indeed
very valuable and kept me going when other issues tended to dominate my

agenda.

The final word goes to my wife and children. Eiril, Sjur and Siv are my closest
partners and best friends. With practical jokes, temperament, noise, care and love,
they have managed to make the last couple of years the most interesting and

exciting in my life. For that I am very grateful.

Bjorn Stensaker
Oslo, May 2004
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1 Introduction

1.1 On quality and organisational identity

In the 1980s and 1990s the quality of higher education was put high on political
agendas throughout Europe. One can identify a number of factors explaining this
increased political interest in quality. Research, for example, by Frazer (1997) and
Brennan and Shah (2000), has shown that public policies for securing and
improving quality had objectives linked to:

* making institutional use of public funds more accountable

e improving the quality of higher education provision

¢ informing students and employers

e stimulating competition within and between institutions

e checking new (and often private) higher education institutions

e assigning institutional status as a response to increased diversity within
higher education

e supporting the transfer of authority from the state and to the institutions

¢ assisting the mobility of students (within and across national borders)

e making international comparisons

Several of these objectives can be regarded as political responses to quite dramatic
changes in European higher education in the 1980s and early 1990s. Huge influx of
students in higher education, increased size of the higher education institutions as
a result, and budgets for higher education not expanding at the same rate as the

growth in students, are familiar stories in many countries.

However, the policy initiatives taken to secure and improve the quality of higher
education in Europe during the 1990s can also be seen in a wider perspective, as a
continuation and an integrated part of the more ideologically based public sector
reforms that have been implemented in European countries since the 1980s (Neave
1988; van Vught 1989; Brunsson & Olsen 1993; Lane 1997; Christensen & Laegreid
2001). Labelled, for example, as the rise of the evaluative state (Neave 1988), or
new public management (Pollitt 1990), the main elements of these policy
initiatives have been to increase the efficiency (ability to perform), effectiveness
(ability to fulfil political objectives), and accountability (ability to legitimate the
results) of the public sector. ‘Quality” is a key-word that often has been used to
integrate these various meanings, not only in the public sector in general
(Mickletwait & Wooldridge 1996; Pollitt 1995; Leegreid & Pedersen 1999; Pollitt &
12
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Bouckaert 2000), as well as in higher education (Harvey & Green 1993; Cameron &
Whetten 1996). During the 1990s, this political interest in quality seems to have
contributed to the changes taking place in higher education institutions in several
ways.

First, the emphasis on efficiency, effectiveness and accountability has forced
higher education institutions to adopt structures, systems and routines intended to
enhance such objectives. Decision-making has become more centralised (Askling
1997), and tendencies towards building more formal administrative systems
supporting the processes of research and teaching can be observed (Gornitzka et al
1998). More emphasis on teaching and learning issues and structures has been
noted (Brennan et al 1997). The transparency of the activities conducted by higher
education institutions has increased (Stensaker 2003). There is evidence from some
countries indicating that among the many external measures affecting higher
education institutions during the 1990s, “quality assurance has proven to be the
most potent of change agents” (Kogan & Hanney 2000:240). Second, the emphasis
on efficiency, effectiveness and accountability has also contributed to create
cultural changes in higher education institutions. Studies have, for example,
shown that quality assessment can “undermine existing academic cultures by
weakening the group boundaries within higher education institutions” (Brennan &
Shah 2000:119). Also the very idea of what a higher education institution is has
been challenged, where some have argued that the whole "Humboldtian
university [is] under pressure” as a result of the governmental policies associated
with quality (van Vught 1996:185). Consequently, during the 1990s, new labels
and ideals have been proposed for higher education institutions. The service-
university (Cummings 1996), the corporate enterprise (Bleiklie 1998), and the
entrepreneurial university (Clark 1998), are only some of the new labels and ideals
which suggest the need for more dynamic and adaptive institutions.

Traditionally, other labels have been used to characterise higher education
institutions. It has been more common to describe them, for example, as
‘organised anarchies” (March & Olsen 1976) or as “loosely coupled” organisations
(Weick, 1976) with little emphasis on issues such as management, control and
results. One could argue that by introducing policies that focused on the quality
and performance of the institutions, governmental policies and reforms
introduced in the 1990s were not only aimed at improving the output of the higher
education sector, but also at changing the identity of the higher education institutions
and their ‘mode” of production. This transformation can be interpreted not only as a
change in the system, but also as a change of the system (Neave 1988, 1998, see
also Slaughter & Leslie 1997). It is this link between the policy use of quality and
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performance, and the changing organisational identities of the higher education

institutions that is investigated in this study.

1.2 Norway - an interesting case

There are many common elements in the national policies in Europe that were the
result of the growing political interest in the quality of teaching and learning in the
late 1980s and early 1990s (van Vught & Westerheijden 1994; van Vught 1996).
First and foremost we can point to the establishment by many European countries
of national systems for evaluating higher education institutions and their teaching
programs during the 1990s (Frazer 1997). However, a closer look discloses that the
policies related to the quality of teaching and learning differ from country to
country (Brennan & Shah 2000). A look at empirical studies on the effects of the
new policies concerning quality at the level of the higher education institutions
also shows that much attention has been given to the Netherlands and the UK
during this period (Weusthof 1995; Westerheijden, Brennan & Maassen 1994;
Brennan, Frederiks & Shah 1997; Kogan & Hanney 2000; Henkel 2000). This is not
surprising. Both the Netherlands and the UK were, together with France, countries
which implemented public policies for securing and improving quality already in
the 1980s, and both countries were regarded as frames of reference for other

countries that developed their own policies at a later stage (Maassen 1998).

One of these countries was Norway, and it can be argued that this country is a
very interesting case for studying how policies concerning the quality of teaching
and learning have affected higher education. When it comes to the political
rhetoric concerning quality, several similarities with other OECD-countries have
been disclosed related to purposes and objectives of the policies (Frazer 1997).
However, in other respects the country is unique. For example, while
governmental policies concerning quality in the UK in the 1990s had a distinct
judicial and economic basis with an emphasis on full-scale and quite detailed
evaluations schemes with links to funding and externally defined quality
standards (see e.g. Brennan, deVries & Williams 1997), the related Norwegian
policies had a softer, more experimental design with several objectives linked to
policy-learning (Stensaker 1997, 1998). These policies were based more on

pedagogical and communicative measures than on judicial and economic ones.

Furthermore, the Norwegian policy initiatives from the 1990s concerning quality
can also be characterised as rather modest: no quality standards or explicit
definitions of quality were provided by the Ministry of Education to guide

institutional actions. Only a minority of all disciplines and institutions were
14
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covered by external evaluations, and the development of the methods and
procedures for stimulating interest in teaching and learning had high priority
(Stensaker 1997). In the governmental white paper that provided the political
framework for the political initiatives in the quality area, the responsibility for
securing and improving the quality of teaching and learning was given to the
higher education institutions themselves (St.meld.nr. 40 1990-91). Not only the
processes of defining and developing the concept of quality, but also the
responsibility to secure and improve it, have been very open, leaving much room

for institutional discretion and autonomous implementation.

The point here is not whether the Norwegian policy-making in the 1990s
concerning quality should be characterised as very thoughtful and well-designed.
Such a description could be questioned anyhow since the country in general is
known as a ‘reluctant reformer” of higher education (Maassen 1996:10). The
interesting issue is to what extent these policies have affected the interpretation of
the concept of quality in Norwegian higher education institutions, and their
actions concerning the quality of teaching and learning during the 1990s. Thus, in
an international perspective, the Norwegian case could provide an interesting
contrast to those countries where policy-making concerning quality has been more
firm and comprehensive. As such it can be expected to add to the growing body of
knowledge on how higher education institutions are changing in response to

contextually different external demands.

1.3 Research questions and research strategy

If one assumes that the Norwegian policy interest in the quality of teaching and
learning was an attempt to change the way higher education institutions function,
while at the same time the institutions were autonomous in the implementation of
the policies on quality, the crucial issue subsequently becomes how these policies
were interpreted at the institutional level. A focus on interpretation is essential for
identifying whether any changes in behaviour also contribute to changes in the
self-understandings, values and norms inside the higher education institutions.
Lasting organisational change, interpreted as irreversible change in the way an
organisation acts and behaves, is often accompanied by a process of collective
cognitive interpretation through which organisational members internalise change
(Selznick 1957).

In an attempt to find a concept that incorporates such cognitive changes in higher
education, Vilimaa (1995; 1998) and Henkel (2000) have suggested that “identity”

may be a promising concept, not least in that it can be used to build a bridge
15
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between structure and actor, between the policy context, the institution, the
profession, the discipline and the individual academic (Henkel 2000:22). This
integrating capability of the concept of identity is of special interest for this study
which has the identity of the higher education institution as its study object (the
organisational identity). As a starting point, organisational identity is defined as
collectively held perceptions and beliefs about the distinctiveness of a given
organisation (Albert & Whetten 1985).

By specifying organisational identity as the dependent variable, the overall

research problem can be formulated as follows:

How has the organisational identity of Norwegian universities and colleges been
affected by national policies concerning the quality of teaching and learning
during the 1990s?

This overall research problem will be addressed by applying a neo-institutional
perspective, more specifically by combining insights from new” and ‘old”
institutional theory, emphasising the cognitive and normative dimensions of two
versions of sociological institutionalism (Scott 1995:35, 52; Trommel & van der
Veen 1997:48). The focus is on understanding and interpreting how organisations
change and attach meaning to the change processes within a given political
subsystem, or what the new institutionalism often calls an organisational field.
One of the basic assumptions underlying this study is that the higher education
sector in Norway can be characterised as such an organisational field where
change in organisational identity is a result of the interplay between the individual
organisation and other actors (other universities and colleges, national authorities,
other stakeholders) in the field. This assumption is important in that the field thus
provides the opportunities but also sets the limits for individual organisational
change.

Another assumption is that governmental policies are a very influential factor in
determining the opportunities and constraints that exist within a field. Even if
there may be several factors explaining organisational identity change in higher
education, it is the link between organisational identity change and governmental
policies that is emphasised and examined in this study. Governmental policies are
in this study broadly defined and include more general and normative ideas,
concrete reforms with specific objectives, but also the governance arrangements in
the field i.e., the mix of policy instruments the state uses when governing higher

education: funding, information, organisational and legal measures, etc.
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How organisations ‘manoeuvre” in the available “policy space” made up of
constrains and opportunities is an empirical issue, which will be investigated on

the basis of the following subquestions:

1. What is organisational identity?
How may changes in organisational identity be explained?

3. What distinguished the relationship between State and higher education in
Norway during the 1990s?

4. What were the Norwegian policies concerning the quality of teaching and
learning in higher education in the 1990s?

5. What were the ‘organisational ideals” of Norwegian higher education in
that decade?

6. How were these policies and ‘organisational ideals” interpreted by
Norwegian higher education institutions?

7. In the 1990s, what changed in the organisational identity of Norway’s
higher education institutions?

8. Was change in the organisational identity of Norwegian higher education
institution an adjustment to national policies concerning the quality of
teaching and learning?

The overall research problem and the sub-questions derived from it, have several
consequences for research design and methods used. As indicated above, the
study is more focused at organisational responses to a changing environment than
a traditional “top-down” policy implementation study would be. Even if policy
initiatives and regulations are assumed to be of importance for the higher
education institutions examined in this study, the analysis will be more concerned
with examining what happens when the state uses specific policy instruments for
putting its policy into practise, implying that it transfers the responsibility for the
implementation of the policy to the individual institution.

The emphasis on organisational identity and the process of collective cognitive
change at the institutional level in this study is in line with recent claims that
researchers using institutional theory should focus their attention on the micro-
level of institutional life and the processes of institutionalisation,
deinstitutionalisation and reinstitutionalisation (Trommel & van der Veen 1997:61,
62). Due to the fact that such processes are highly sensitive to their context
(Greenwood and Hinings 1996), a qualitative research design is developed. To be
able to capture the institutional variation in the field, the study will collect

information and data from several types of higher education institutions. Two
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public universities, two state colleges, and two private higher education

institutions have been selected as cases.

Another methodological consequence is that a study of processes of identity
construction, deconstruction and reconstruction has to take into account that these
processes are likely to take place over a longer time period. As a consequence, the
study will cover a ten-year period, from 1990 to 2000. This time-period is carefully
selected for two reasons. First, a ten year period should be long enough for
institutional identity change processes to develop. Compared to other studies
using an institutional framework, this period may seem short, but it has the
advantage that incidents and actions are more easily remembered by those
participating in them. Second, the period from 1990 to 2000 also covers an
important reform period in Norwegian higher education. It was in the late 1980s,
but especially in the early 1990s that the massive student influx in Norwegian
higher education started, and the white paper that set the course for the majority
of the policy initiatives in the 1990s, especially concerning the quality of teaching
and learning, was published in 1990-91. The period ends in 2000 when the white
paper sketching the policies for the new century were launched (St.meld 27 2000-
2001).

1.4 Linking the study to research on quality

To study how policies to secure and improve quality have affected higher
education is not a novel thing to do. Over the years, a growing body of knowledge
has been established in this area. However, it could be argued that not much

research has focused on the higher education institution.

For example, one direction of research has been to investigate whether the external
quality assessments that have been implemented in various countries have had
any direct consequences and effects at the study program/departmental (and
individual) level. This is perhaps the most pursued strategy when it comes to
empirical studies of quality in higher education in the 1990s (see for example
Weusthof 1995; Frederiks, Westerheijden & Weusthof 1994; Jordell, Karlsen &
Stensaker 1994; Saarinen 1995; Brennan, Frederiks & Shah 1997; PLS-Consult 1998;
Stensaker 1999a; Henkel 2000). Because of frequently raised fears that claims for
accountability would overshadow the possibilities of improvement (Kells 1992;
Vroeijenstijn 1995, Kells 1999), one of the questions creating the most interest has
been to study whether and how assessments with the double purpose of
accountability and improvement handle this delicate balance. The studies

conducted have provided evidence that accountability and improvement can
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coexist, and also act as a catalyst for organisational change (see e.g. Thune 1996;
Stensaker 1997). Nevertheless, the experienced changes seem to be very

incremental in character.

Another empirical research strategy, that has a broader scope than studying effects
at the study program/department level, has been to analyse whether the policies
concerning quality also have contributed to changing power structures, power
dependencies and decision-making activities in higher education (see, for
example, Bauer & Kogan 1995; Stensaker 1997; Kells 1999; Massy 1999; Smeby &
Stensaker 1999; Brennan & Shah 2000; Kogan & Hanney 2000). One question of
particular interest has been whether an increasing number of evaluations have
contributed to changing the autonomy of higher education institutions, and the
academic autonomy within higher education institutions. Studies conducted
indicate that when it comes to the institutional autonomy, policies concerning
quality are closely related and intertwined with other developments and reform
initiatives in higher education, and that this could lead to both decreased (Bauer &
Kogan 1995) and increased autonomy (Brennan & Shah 2000). Inside the
institutions, there are clear indications that managerial authority at the
institutional level has been strengthened, not only as a result of activities in the
quality area, but also due to other reform initiatives and policy changes in higher
education (Askling 1997; Stensaker 1999b; 2000).

However, in almost every study on quality conducted, there are indications that
work related to quality also contributes to attitudinal and cognitive changes
within higher educational institutions. Reports about e.g., academic reorientation
towards teaching and learning, changes in preferences of what is regarded as
important areas of improvement and a new understanding of the relationship
between higher education and society, can be mentioned as examples of this (see
e.g., Brennan & Shah 2000). While there currently is a lack of evidence suggesting
that, for example, student learning is significantly improving as a result of
governmental policies focusing on the quality of higher education (Stensaker
2003), there are indications that these policies may be of importance in changing

more intangible dimensions of higher education institutions.

It could be claimed that such dimensions have been overlooked in many of the
studies conducted. Instead of in-depth analyses of how higher education
institutions have changed, the analyses have often emphasised the broad
consequences for the higher education sector or the study program/department level.
In this way, many important trends and effects have been identified concerning

both the macro and micro level, downplaying, however, the possibilities for
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variation at the institutional level. Such variation could be of great interest to
study in an era in which reform policies are intending to provide higher education
with increased autonomy (van Vught 1989; Maassen 1996), where more
competition between the higher education institutions is emphasised, and where
there is much interest related to how the institutions may respond to this situation
(Clark 1998).

1.5 The plan of the book

The book has twelve chapters including this introductory chapter. In chapter two,
the theoretical framework used to analyse institutional responses to policies for
improving teaching and learning in Norway is developed. The chapter starts with
an examination of institutional theory, its strengths and weaknesses, and suggests
that organisational identity is a concept that could provide a link between new”
and “old” institutionalism. The chapter ends with some research propositions

concerning the conditions for organisational identity change.

In the chapter three, an overview of Norwegian higher education is given with the
intention to provide the reader with a more thorough understanding of vital
characteristics and policy developments that directly and indirectly concerned the
quality of teaching and learning in Norwegian higher education in the 1990s. A
short description of the higher education system is given, but the main part of the
chapter is related to an examination of major reforms and policy initiatives in the

sector.

In chapter four, the dominant ideas related to the policies and reforms
implemented during the 1990s are identified. After a discussion of the governing
approaches in Norway in this decade, the relationship between the state and
higher education is subsequently conceptualised in terms of some organisational
ideals. These ideals incorporate important ideas recognisable in Norwegian higher
education policy-making in this period, and but is first and foremost intended as a
tool for studying in which direction changes in organisational identities were
headed.

The research design and how data have been analysed are discussed in chapter
five. Data (the cases) are gathered in six Norwegian higher education institutions:
Two universities, two private higher education institutions and two state colleges.
A qualitative research design has been used with document analysis, interviews
and independent evaluation reports and historical accounts as the primary

information sources. In line with the interpretative theoretical framework chosen,
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the methodology is related to the implications of this perspective when it comes to

issues of validity, reliability and objectivity.

In chapter six to eleven, the case studies are presented. Each chapter presents one
case study structured in the same way, starting out with the history and vital
characteristics of each institution before going through the institutional initiatives
for improving teaching and learning during the 1990s. The initiatives are then
analysed, and the effects of the initiatives are described together with a discussion
of the external and internal factors affecting the initiatives taken and the effects
accomplished. Each chapter ends with a short discussion on the links between
governmental policy initiatives concerning the quality of teaching and learning,

and the institutional actions in this field in the 1990s.

In the conclusion, in chapter twelve, a comparison of the six case institutions is
made concerning how the institutions interpreted and took actions related to the
quality of teaching and learning, and the effects of their efforts. In this chapter the
research proposals are also revisited and their applicability is assessed, before the
link between governmental policies concerning teaching and learning and
organisational identity change is discussed on the basis of the findings from the
case studies, with some policy implications suggested.
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2 Organisational identity change and
institutional theory

2.1 Organisational identity — a short introduction

The intangible aspects of higher education have for several decades been an
important study object in higher education (see Maassen 1996, for an overview).
The present study is linked to this broad research interest. The topic in focus of
this study, organisational identity, can be regarded as one of several possible
cultural artefacts in an organisation (Alvesson & Berg 1992; Hatch & Schultz 1997),
and has in recent years attracted renewed interest both within organisational
studies in general (Czraniawska-Joerges 1994; Weick 1995; du Guy 1996, Whetten
& Godfrey 1998; Gioia et al 2000) and in higher education studies more
particularly (Vilimaa 1995; 1998 Henkel 2000).

Indicating that organisational identity is one of several possible cultural artefacts
in an organisation suggests that it is a narrower concept than e.g., organisational
culture. While conventional definitions of the latter often highlight that
organisational culture can be managed and manipulated resulting in changes in
the collective behaviour of the members of the organisation (Alvesson & Berg
1992), a provisional definition of organisational identity would emphasise the
symbolic, mythological and cognitive sides of the organisation. Important here is
the construction of organisational reality through the use of symbols and myths
that blur the distinction between truth and lies (Strati 1998: 1380). In other words,
organisational identity should be understood as a socially constructed concept of
what the organisation is rather than how it acts. This does not mean that behaviour
is unimportant. Symbols and myths may interact in numerous ways with
organisational behaviour (Pondy et al 1983). The point is that a focus on
organisational identity is more interested in how organisations are constructed as
meaningful entities. The focus is not so much on how people act as to how they try
to make sense out of their acts (through the use of cognition, symbols, language

and emotions).

Henkel (2000: 22) has pinpointed the danger with this position by claiming that
the analysis as a consequence may ignore the reality of academic working lives
and instead overemphasises the influence of abstract epistemologies, symbols and
language. However, a focus on organisational identity could be defended by

claiming that symbols, myths and language exert great social power in that they
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stimulate fresh ideas, change attitudes and provide new cognitive frames for
action (Scott 1995: 129).

Another reason why a focus on organisational identity is emphasised relates to the
fact that change processes in organisations are often difficult to pinpoint.
Organisations are never ‘frosen” entities, they move and change constantly. In
complex organisations, such as higher education institutions, changes can also
occur in contradictory and diffuse ways, where the direction and meaning of the
change process can be difficult to identify. By having a focus on organisational
identity, the present study attempts to make sense of the experienced reality by
using the identity concept as a “lens” through which changes are interpreted, and
where the ‘essential” elements in these change processes are distilled.
Organisational identity is a construction, but can be a construction that people
inside the institutions recognise as meaningful and real (Bauman 1996). Symbols,
myths and language are entities that refer to common perceptions and meaning
construction (Alvesson & Berg 1992), and it is this inter-subjectivity that is
emphasised in the present study.

If organisational identity describes what the organisation is, then the consequence
is that identity would be understood as something ‘real” and “deep” and as an
expression of the true “Self” of a given organisation. This tradition can be said to
belong to a Durkheimian perspective where individual behaviour aggregates into
a holistic and institutionalised organisational entity. As such it links the
organisational identity concept to more conventional understandings of
organisational culture emphasising values, norms and behaviour. In higher
education, Burton Clark can be regarded as a consistant representative of this
perspective (Clark 1956; 1960; 1970; 1972; 1998).

It was also a higher education setting that triggered Stuart Albert and David
Whetten to develop their interpretations of the organisational identity concept in
the 1980s (Albert & Whetten 1985). As business administration professors
involved in a cutback operation at the University of Illinois, they experienced the
financial strain in their own university as marginal compared to cutbacks in the
industry sector. The university was not planning to shut down departments,
reduce the number of faculty, or downsize core academic programs. Still, the
proposed cut-backs triggered university discussions on whether the university
could maintain its profile as a research university if a few programs were reduced,
and heated debates were initiated on whether university legitimacy had been lost.
In other words, what seemed to be a marginal budget cut by state legislators,

escalated into a full-blown identity crisis for the university.
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That event formed the basis for the article “Organisational identity” in which
Albert & Whetten (1985) proposed that the type of commitment shown by the
faculty was rather fundamental. The questions asked at the institutional level were
such as ‘who are we” and “what sort of organisation is this”. Questions closely
related to religious beliefs. At least the observations could not be reduced to
factors such as distress, anger or incredulity (Albert 1998: 2). The factors that
seemed to influence the university debate were rather those of affection, emotions
and search for meaning - summed up in what they termed organisational identity
- a uniqueness related to the university. In trying to generalise from their case
study, Albert & Whetten (1985) suggested that this uniqueness consisted of three
aspects: a) central character, b) temporal continuity and c) distinctiveness. The first
notion, central character, distinguishes the organisation on the basis of something
important and essential. Temporal continuity means that the identification
includes features that exhibit some degree of sameness or continuity over time,
and distinctiveness implies a classification that identifies the organisation as
recognisably different from others.

This characterisation of organisational identity rings some familiar bells for
students in organisational theory. One of the founders of the institutional school in
sociology, Philip Selznick (1949, 1957) used the identity concept in the same way -
as a label to describe how organisations over time become transformed into
institutions with distinctive characteristics (an identity). In this “old” institutional
perspective, organisational identity was perceived to be a (‘real”) stabilising
element in organisational life, and a holistic expression of the organisation.

This holistic view on organisations can also be found in later versions of
institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; DiMaggio & Powell 1991). A new”
element in the new institutionalism is, however, the way in which organisational
identity is interpreted and defined. Organisational identity is a social institution
the organisation adapts to. The organisation then becomes a metaphor - a “super-
person” who “exposes” an identity (Czarniawska & Sevén 1996). Thus, in order to
obtain legitimacy from the environment, organisations compose themselves into a
whole (Czarniawska 2000: 273). Thus, in the new institutionalism, organisational
identity is subordinated to popular ideas in the environment on how the
organisation should look like. Instead of a conception of identity emerging from
deep inside the organisation, identity is located in the formal structure and
becomes a ‘chameleon-like imitation of images prevailing in the post-modern

marketplace” (Gioia et al 2000: 72). The assumption is that organisational identity
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is transformed from a stable, distinct and enduring characteristic to a fluent entity

and an easily changeable organisational fashion.

Even if these interpretations provide some clarity regarding the properties of the
organisational identity concept, there still appears to be a gap between an
understanding of organisational identity as ‘real’, "deep” and distinctive, and one
that emphasises organisational identity as a metaphor, a symbolic and more
standardised entity. However, in line with our ambitions of developing a
cognitive perspective that blurs the distinction between the symbolic and the real,
a theoretical framework that tries to combine these two views will be presented in

this chapter.

Due to the fact that the concept of organisational identity and its applications have
not been built on a consistent and well-founded theoretical framework, resulting
in what some have termed “the tower of babel” when it comes to how the identity
concept has been defined and used (Hatch & Schultz 2000: 11), the strategy of the
present study is to link the study of organisational identity closer to institutional
theory. Thus, institutional theory, and especially the cognitive dimensions of this
theory, will be used as the foundation for the framework, not only because
organisational identity plays an important role in this theory, but also because
institutional theory deals specifically with the relationship between organisations
and what usually is called ‘institutionalised environments” where generally
accepted ideas about how certain organisations should look like or behave are
generated. ‘Quality” may be said to be one such accepted and normative idea that
several different organisational identities can be derived from. Various studies
point to the fact that it is difficult for organisations not to respond to such
‘superstandards” in one way or another (Revik 1998).

Another advantage of using institutional theory can be related to what is often
called “patterned interactions” between individuals, groups and organisations that
structure the relationship between these actors and make action more predictable
(Scott 1995). Higher education systems often have distinct characteristics when it
comes to structure, leadership and interaction among the organisations and
groups making up this sector, characteristics that make up a temporal order - a
logic of appropriateness - creating a cultural specific practise which should be
taken into account when analysing and interpreting how organisational identities
are created and changed in this sector (Clark 1983, Maassen 1996). (see also
chapter three for a more detailed description and analysis of the higher education

sector, and policy initiatives within the sector during the 1990s).
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Finally, and perhaps most importantly, institutional theory also suggests how
organisations may deal with situations characterised by high uncertainty, for
example, when new policies emerge. One of the suggestions is that in these
situations organisations will seek to reduce this uncertainty by employing an
imitation strategy (DiMaggio & Powell 1983), with the end result being some form
of (symbolic) structural homogeneity (isomorphism) among a group of
organisations. At the end of this chapter, a number of propositions intended to
empirically “test” some of the basic hypotheses in the new institutionalism is put

forward.

2.2 The point of departure: Sociological institutionalism

It is commonly accepted that institutional theory has many facets, created, inter al,
by contributions from different disciplines such as economics, sociology and
political science (Scott 1987; DiMaggio & Powell 1991; Peters 1999). The
institutional theory presented here, is often labelled as the sociological version of
neo-institutionalism (DiMaggio & Powell 1991). However, the problem of
identifying clear boundaries, or a core set of beliefs even exists within a narrower
“sociological version” (Trommel & van der Veen 1997:48). Thus, in this section,
some core concepts related to this version of institutionalism are identified as the
theoretical point of departure for the thesis. With these concepts as a basis, a
review of recent research in higher education using sociological institutionalism as
a frame of reference is conducted, leading up to a discussion about the theoretical
shortcomings and knowledge gaps research has identified. The section ends with
arguments about the potential advantages of integrating insights from the early
“institutionalists” in an attempt to overcome some of the current weaknesses of
sociological institutionalism.

2.2.1  Identifying the basic concepts

The work of Philip Selznick created the basis for the sociological version of
institutionalism suggesting that organisations over time, and in a socialisation
process, are turned into institutions. They develop their own distinct character
when they are infused with values and norms. This “old” institutionalism focused
on the importance of influence, coalitions and competing values in the
institutionalisation process (Clark 1960), with power structures and informal

structures as central factors (Selznick 1957).

The work of Berger & Luckman (1967) was, however, an important source for the
development of research on institutions with their suggestion that taken-for-
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granted norms and values also can exist outside the organisational framework,
constructing a shared social reality in the larger society. In the mew’
institutionalism that was developed on this basis, focus was therefore on
institutional environments and how they “imprison” organisations in “iron cages”
(DiMaggio & Powell 1983). These institutionalised environments represent severe
constraints on change processes so that stability, inertia and reproduction of the
externally produced ‘norms” will be the outcome (Tolbert & Zucker 1983), forcing
organisations, for reasons of legitimacy, and thus, survival, to de-couple
organisational practice from organisational structure (Meyer & Rowan 1977). The
new institutionalism shifted the research attention to organisational
appropriateness - how organisations acted to obtain legitimacy from their
environments (March & Olsen 1989). However, acknowledging that something
had been lost on the way, DiMaggio & Powell (1991: 27) stated that an important
future challenge to new institutionalism was to address the issues of change,
power and efficiency. Issues that the old institutionalism to a much greater extent
had focused upon.

One of the fundamental assumptions in new institutional theory is still that
organisations, to survive, must prove their social worthiness towards their
environment on which they depend upon (Oliver 1991: 147). Organisational
responsiveness to external demands and expectations is therefore vital, and
organisations will fail if they deviate from the prescriptions of institutionalising
myths (Meyer & Rowan 1977). Furthermore, the relationship between the
organisation and the institutionalised environments can be defined and

characterised by four factors.

First, organisations reflect patterns or templates established in a wider system.
They do this by imitating the visible part of these patterns or templates. Thus,
organisational structures are often copied (DiMaggio & Powell 1983). Dependent
on the power of the external pressure, this imitation can either be mimetic due to
poorly understood means ends relationships (uncertainty), normative due to
influences of education and professions, or coercive due to pressure from politics

or public agencies.

Second, this imitation leads the organisation to develop a rather loosely integrated
or de-coupled organisational form. Structure is disconnected from technical work or
activity, and activity is disconnected from its effects (Meyer & Rowan 1992). Since
internal technical or functional activity is less visible and only to a limited degree
put on display, organisational structure is what is being shown externally (Meyer
& Rowan 1977; Brunsson 1989).
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Third, the environmental patterns drive the organisation of work through linkages
and effects that goes beyond simple direct control, such as regulation, law and
resources (Scott & Meyer 1994). Instead, these environmental patterns are
influential meaning systems (Berger & Luckman 1967), made up of social and
cultural behaviour patterns, constitutive and normative rules, and regulatory
processes (Friedland & Alford 1991; Scott 1994), which we only to a limited degree

are conscious (Douglas 1966).

Fourth, the content of these meaning systems, the message they are transmitting,
can be described as rationalised and rationalising (Meyer 1992, Meyer, Boli &
Thomas 1994, Meyer 1994). This message is a result of the global influence of the
Western institutional order: "The structuring of everyday life within standardised
impersonal rules that constitute social organisation as a means to collective
purpose” (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1994: 20). In this process, nation states,
organisations, sciences and professions, are important drivers that forces us all to

operate under norms of rationality.

An important feature in new institutional theory, and a consequence of the
existence of these (rationalised) drivers, is that there exists both narrower and
wider levels of institutionalised environments (Scott 1994: 84), consisting of
‘organisations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognised area of institutional
life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, and
other organisations that produce similar services or products” (DiMaggio &
Powell 1983: 143). In different versions of institutional theory, these intermediate
structures are labelled industry systems (Hirsch 1985), societal sectors (Scott &
Meyer 1983) or organisational fields (DiMaggio & Powell 1983).

Even if most students of institutional theory would agree that these intermediate
structures do matter in shaping important pattern and templates, much
disagreement still remains when it comes to how they matter, i.e., to define the
important properties and the actual influence of these structures (Meyer & Scott,
1992: 2). Furthermore, empirical research using a new-institutionalist framework
has also produced results that could question the validity of the propositions
presented above, e.g., when it comes to the question whether organisations
actually imitate each other, and whether organisations always de-couple their
organisational structure from their core activities. Examples of such research

results can also be given from studies in higher education (see below).
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2.2.2 Empirical research in higher education relating to the new institutionalism

When reviewing empirical studies within a new institutionalist framework, it is
quite easy to identify support for the basic assumption that organisational change
over time will be that of convergence rather than divergence (see for example the
volumes by Meyer & Scott 1992 and Scott & Meyer 1994)

However, some studies have also come up with other results. In the US, Covalski
& Dirsmith (1988: 585) studied university budgeting processes, and concluded that
self-interest and power relations infused the whole process, where powerful
groups used their power to enforce institutional compliance when their interests

were at stake.

A similar result can also be found in a European context. Christensen (1991), in a
qualitative study of the implementation of a new government initiated planning
system in Norwegian higher education, found that intra-organisational dynamics,
e.g., administrators seeking power, could explain much of the divergence in how
the planning system was implemented and the effects it created in different
institutions. This study also showed how the implementation of result-oriented
planning lost momentum when important internal actors at the institutional level
lost interest of it. Larsen & Gornitzka (1995) studied the same reform a few years
later, and suggested that there was evidence that over time, one could trace
instrumental (and not just symbolic) effects of the planning system within the
institutions. In sum, these studies point to the importance of powerful
organisational actors and interests, where the importance of the environment is
somewhat downplayed.

Contrary to many of the European studies conducted in this perspective, which
tend to have a qualitative, interpretative and partly constructivist approach
(Meyer 1996: 243), many of the studies conducted in a US context continued to
have a longitudinal, quantitative and organisational field focus, however, by
trying to incorporate factors such as power and the possibility for “illegitimate”
institutional change. As a part of this tradition is a series of studies that focus upon
the establishment and development of educational programs both in public and
private higher education. Brint & Karabel (1991), for example, tested out the
convergence hypothesis of DiMaggio & Powell (1983) on a sample of American
community colleges. However, their analysis suggested that powerful institutional
actors and organisational leaders were a key factor for understanding the
organisational change experienced. A result more in line with the findings of
Christensen (1991).
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In their longitudinal study of curriculum development in several hundred
American private colleges in the period from 1971 to 1986, Kraatz & Zajak (1996)
found that the propositions from the new institutionalism attracted surprisingly
little support from their empirical analysis in which diversity instead of
convergence in curriculum development was a major result. In addition, they
found strong indications that real instead of symbolic changes were taking place.
In discussing the results of the study, the factor identified as having the largest
impact on the outcome was the existence of powerful technical environments, a
result quite contrary to that of new-institutionalism where it is claimed that
institutional forces will overshadow technical forces as time goes by (Tolbert &
Zucker 1983).

Morphew (1996: 115-116), studying program duplication in a sample of American
public higher education institutions in the period 1971-1993, found a similar
pattern. Even if external legitimacy did account as explanation for why some
advanced degree programs were developed, the universities studied did not
become more similar during the period of study (see also Huisman & Morphew
1998, Huisman & Beerkens 2000).

Thus, even if the work reviewed here only represents a small number of studies
carried out under the new institutionalist umbrella, they do signal only partial
support for the assumption that organisations become more similar over time. It
seems that the theory has some troubles in explaining what the new
institutionalism would label as ill-legitimate (or divergent) organisational change
(Greenwood & Hinings 1996).

2.2.3 The struggle to explain organisational change

In an overview over developments in the area of new institutionalism in the early
nineties, DiMaggio & Powell (1991: 13-14) acknowledged that much of the work so
far had been concentrating on persistence rather than change, and had a focus on
organisational inertia and the stability of institutional components (Zucker 1977).
Thus, organisational change and factors that lead to such change had only been
addressed to a limited degree (DiMaggio 1988). Many theoretical attempts to
broaden new institutional theory, as seen in the last decade or so, have therefore
had an explicit focus of trying to explain organisational change.

When the new institutionalism first emerged, organisational change was viewed
as a change towards greater conformity (DiMaggio & Powell 1983). This would

take place in a two-step process, where in the emergent phase of an organisational
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field, technical performance requirements or variables are more important than in
later stages, when pressure towards institutionalisation, or convergence, were

argued to become stronger (Tolbert & Zucker 1983).

Thus, as organisational fields mature, or to use a new institutionalist term, get
“structurated”, change occurs only within the parameters given by the
organisational field, creating almost constant reproduction and reinforcement of

existing modes of thoughts and organisations (Greenwood & Hinings 1996: 1027).

Later developments have, however, pointed to other possible explanations of
change processes in a new institutional perspective (Zucker 1988; DiMaggio &
Powell 1991; Fligstein 1991; Oliver 1991; Brunsson & Olsen 1993; Greenwood &
Hinings 1996). One line of thought has focused on the structure of the institutional
field, that is, the extent of tight coupling and the permeability of a given field.
Fligstein (1991: 316) has, e.g., noted that in loosely coupled fields, non-convergent
behaviour is easier to obtain because of lack of mechanisms for monitoring
compliance. Furthermore, in fields with a high level of permeability, in fields that
are in an early stage of development, or in fields outside state regulation, change
could occur as a consequence of the lack of leading organisations (role-models) or
regulatory agencies. However, also the opposite situation, the existence of tight
coupling and well-regulated or mature fields, could give rise to change. Should
the institutional environment change prescriptions dramatically, e.g., because of a
crisis, financial problems etc., tightly coupled organisations could face the

possibility for quite radical changes (DiMaggio & Powell 1991).

In focusing on the content of the external meaning systems, some institutionalists
have stated that even if organisational fields may produce rationalised prescripts
of accepted behaviour and structures, they could also give competing or, at least,
inconsistent, signals (DiMaggio & Powell 1991). Hinings & Greenwood (1988)
have pointed out that this actually may be quite normal, and a not very unusual
situation within a given field. The consequences of such unclear prescripts open
the possibility for ideosyncratic interpretation and either deliberate or unwitting

variation in practices (Greenwood & Hinings 1996: 1029).

Brunsson & Olsen (1993) have followed another path to explain organisational
change. Instead of treating the institutional environment as an independent
variable, they focus on how the interaction between environments and
organisations create its own dynamic pattern, a pattern that in some instances may
be that of change, e.g., between organisations and political shifting character of the

environments. The argument presented is that this may create a situation where
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organisational reforms and change are the norm, not the exception, and that this
can be a quite stable process. Because organisations seldom have the abilities, and
because it also could be dangerous for organisations to fully adapt to new norms
presented for them, the result is often organisational failure to comply, which in
turn creates the possibility for the environment to present new reform ideas,
norms and templates (Brunsson 1989: 206).

Even if more dynamism has been brought into the new institutionalism as a result
of the theoretical developments referred to above, one could still argue that also
some of the latest applications in the sociological version of the new institutional
theory appear to lack an emphasis on organisational self-interest and an active
agency. A characteristic trait in several of the contributions mentioned has been to
treat factors such as power, agency and efficiency as belonging to and defined by
the organisational field, e.g. in arguing that even in the most institutionalised field,
there has to be some kind of variation and diversity in organisational forms in
order for change to occur (Kondra & Hinings 1998). In other words, the
organisational fields that influence institutionalisation are also influencing de-
institutionalisation (Oliver 1992: 577). The norms specifying what to adopt are also
simultaneously specifying what is not fashionable and should be avoided, or de-
institutionalised (Revik 1996: 162).

A theoretical twist in which organisational fields continue to play a major role in
explaining organisational change, has also been to incorporate another theoretical
perspective on organisational change, that of population ecology, into the neo-
institutional perspective (DiMaggio & Powell 1991: 32). However, the population
ecology approach also tends to neglect intra-organisational dynamics, arguing that
organisational change takes place through processes of selection rather than
adaptation (cf Hannan & Freeman 1977).

Oliver (1991: 151) has also tried to explain organisational change as dependent on
variations in the environment. In her attempt of trying to use insights from a
resource-dependency perspective in combination with new institutionalism, she
suggests that organisational variance in change strategies is dependent on the
“institutional pressures toward conformity that are exerted on organisations” (see

also Tolbert 1985, for a similar integration attempt).

Grenstad & Selle (1995: 5) have attempted to develop the new institutionalism in
yet another direction. They suggest that new institutional theory and cultural
theory (see Thompson, Ellis & Wildavsky 1990) could be integrated into a

common framework, arguing that cultural theory is a version of new institutional
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theory. By using the group/grid typology of cultural theory as a starting point
with its emphasis on how the behaviour of individuals is prescribed by external
rules and how group control influence individual action, “beliefs are no longer
separated from structure or action, but are part of the action itself” (Douglas 1982:
199-200, quoted from Maassen 1996: 77). In this way individual preferences and
action, organisational forms and cultural systems are united into a common
framework where the distinction between external/internal no longer becomes
relevant. However, even if cultural theory may be a promising way forward, this
perspective could still be criticised for being rather deterministic when arguing
that only a limited number of structured actions, or “ways of life” are possible
(Maassen 1996: 82-83).

One could, therefore, still claim that all the latest attempts of developing the new
institutionalism, and especially relating it to organisational change, still face a
problem with what may be termed the “over-determined” (D’Andrade, 1984) or
“over-socialised” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991) side of the perspective, treating intra-
organisational characteristics such as vested interests, history and objectives as a
“black-box”. Rational action to fulfil self-defined objectives is ignored - all is myths,
symbols and appropriateness (Perrow 1986: 266). The possibility that e.g.,
organisations might influence the environment, that society also could be adaptive
to organisations is still not a frequently tested option in the new institutionalism
(Perrow 1986: 177).

Another problem related to the new institutionalism is the treatment of myths and
symbols as politically neutral phenomena. As Perrow (1986: 269) shows in his
review of some of the research that has led to this view, there could be powerful
interests behind the distortions that symbols hide. In line with these thoughts,
work by Abrahamson (1996) shows that management “fads and fashion” are not
simply institutionalised patterns and templates, created in a sort of “democratic
joint venture” process, but recommendations of organisational behaviour that stem
from political and economical elites in management consultancy firms, business
schools and multi-national corporations. Selznick (1957) had a normative solution
to this problem when he described how good institutional leaders would become
statesmen. In the new institutionalism, the problem is mostly overlooked except
for acknowledging of coercive forces do have an impact on organisation
(DiMaggio & Powell 1983). How organisations in a more normative or ethical way
should respond to such forces is, however, a problem not addressed by the new

institutionalism.

33



34

As perspectives for studying organisational adaptation, there can also be raised
methodological critique on how representatives of the new institutionalism
empirically have studied adaptation and change processes (Rovik 1998: 115). The
first problem is that in studies of how policies, ideas and “institutionalised action”
are spread, the variables used to define whether adaptation, change or imitation
has taken place or not, is often related to formal decisions or organisational
structures only (see for example Tolbert & Zucker 1983). When separating
between those that adopt and those that do not, or between those that adopt early
or late in a diffusion process, it is handy to use formal decisions as measurement
criteria. However, these variables are incomplete measures for understanding the
complexity of adaptation, change and imitation processes. Variations in the form
of adaptation are, e.g. not explored (Westphal, Gulati & Shortell 1997: 366).
Moreover, formal decisions, but also organisational structures are simple and
rather incomplete variables to use when we know that adaptation, change and
imitation often take place through a complex process, and that such a process may
change both the “innovation” as such, but also the interests of the organisation
implementing it (see e.g., Selznick 1949).

A second methodological problem concerns the time-periods applied to study
adaptation processes. Especially in the new institutionalism, some of the most
profiled studies in the field have been conducted many years after the adaptation
is supposed to have taken place. Examples are Tolbert & Zucker’s (1983) study of
the spread of a local municipality reform in USA between 1885 and 1935, but also
Fligsteins’ (1985) study of the spread of the multi-divisional organisational form in
USA between 1919 and 1979 belongs to this category. Even if these studies are
methodologically sophisticated and exemplary in many ways, not least in that
they acknowledge that organisational change does take time, they still have a
weak point if the reader also should be interested in how the adaptation processes
actually took place. To reconstruct the adaptation processes that took place 20 or
even over 100 years earlier is of course difficult with this type of research design.

In the early 1990s, Friedland & Alford (1991: 243-244) argued that the new
institutionalism did not “have the theoretical tools by which to understand the
institutional content whose diffusion they do analyse, or the conditions under
which particular forms are institutionalised or deinstitutionalised”. Over a decade
later, one could claim that the tendencies of trying to incorporate other
organisational theories, such as population ecology, cultural theory or resource-
dependence theory in the new institutionalism, is a sign of a theory that still lacks
such theoretical tools. As will be shown in the next section, more recent

discussions have, however, pointed to the possibility of revitalising the new
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institutionalism by incorporating elements from the early days of research on

institutions.

2.24 From ‘old” and ‘'new’ to neo-institutionalism

Looking back on the developments within the institutional perspective the last
forty years, one of the founders of ‘old” institutionalism, Philip Selznick
questioned the wisdom of the mew” institutionalists in drawing a sharp line
between these two versions. Selznick (1996: 273-274) showed, e.g., how some of
the new” elements in institutional theory also were important in the old version,
i.e. the attention given to myths and symbols, and the weight given to cognition in
coping with uncertainty. He continued by claiming that a separation between the
old and the new institutionalism sometimes has a tendency of being an
unnecessary ‘construct’, thus unfortunate because its fails to take account of

theoretical and empirical continuities within the institutional framework.

Echoing this line of thought in an empirical overview of institutional contributions
in the mid-1990s, Scott (1994: 78) claimed that there were tendencies toward
convergence among ‘institutionalists” as they increasingly have started to
recognise the joint importance of ‘meaning systems, symbolic elements, regulatory
processes and governance systems”. In a later work, Scott (1995: 129) argued, e.g.,
that the de-coupling thesis of neo-institutional theory also could be questioned,
and as such providing a link between the old and the new version of institutional

theory:

Meyer and Rowan suggests that these (organisational) responses are often merely
symbolic, the organisational equivalent of smoke and mirrors. I disagree. First, to
an institutionalist, the adjective merely does not fit comfortably with the noun
symbolic. Symbolism, the mechanism by which meanings are shaped, exerts great
social power. Second, numerous studies suggest that although organisations may
create boundary units for symbolic reasons, these structures have a life of their
own.

In other words, symbolic action may actually have instrumental effects. Following
these thoughts there have been launched attempts to develop explanations for
how external environment and intra-organisational factors interact in causing
organisational change, and as such ‘bridging together the old and the new
institutionalism” in an integrated neo-institutional perspective (Greenwood &
Hinings 1996: 1023). As indicated, Greenwood and Hinings suggest it is this
convergence around multiple themes, the coming together of the old and the new
institutionalism that should be labelled neo-institutionalism. The theoretical
framework for this study belongs to this tradition, where insights from the old and

the new institutionalism are combined in trying to explain organisational identity

35



36

change. This position does not imply a rejection of other ways of developing neo-
institutionalism, or an implication that this should be the path neo-institutionalism
should follow in the future. The neo-institutional framework presented in the
following section (2.3) should rather be interpreted as adjusted to the stated
research question, and the potential offered by the old institutionalism to develop
a dynamic view on how organisational identity may change.

As shown in section 2.3, the theoretical framework presented also sets out to
follow recommendations from some institutionalists advocating research that
unravel how diffusion of innovations is an exercise in the social construction of
reality (Strang & Meyer 1994), and that we should recognise that organisations
may react (strategically) to institutional pressures in a number of ways (Oliver
1991), although, dependent upon and in interplay with intra-organisational factors
(Greenwood & Hinings 1996). Thus, the framework builds upon Scott (1995: 132)
in that “organisations are creatures of their institutionalised environments, (but)

most modern organisations (are) constituted as active players, not passive pawns”.

Several elements in Selznick’s old institutionalism lead to such an image of an
active organisation. First, “institutionalisation” is by him interpreted as an organic
process. A process that takes place inside a living organism - the organisation -
establishing a biological metaphor on organisational change (Czarniawska-Joerges
1992: 82). By doing this, Selznick opens the “black box” of “institutionalisation”
both as a process and a product. For example, the institutionalisation process is by
him characterised by social needs, internal and external pressure, by the
recruitment and selection of personnel and by what Selznick (1957: 58) terms
‘organisation-building”, ie., the process by which values, power and
organisational practise are negotiated and shaped. The outcomes of these
processes turn the organisation into an institution. The organisation becomes
‘infused with values’, reflecting a distinct way of fulfilling personal and group
needs (Selznick 1957: 17).

A second point by Selznick implying an active organisation is that formal (but also
informal) leadership plays an important part in the institutionalisation process.
Leaders are for Selznick important in several ways. They are needed to negotiate
between the various interests inside the organisation, and between the
organisation and its environment. They contribute in defining the mission and role
of the organisation. They may add purpose to these formal objectives, and could
also defend the integrity of the organisation (Selznick 1957: 61-63). By emphasising
these leadership tasks, Selznick has been referred to as a precursor of symbolism

in organisational theory (Czarniawska-Joerges 1992: 81). Leaders are providers of
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meaning to organisational members and to the society upon which the

organisation depend.

Of course, for those advocating the advantages of the new institutionalism, it is
easy to claim that internal processes in the organisation is given too much
emphasis in the old institutionalism, highlighting only the political aspects of
organisational life, the vesting of interests within the organisation as a result of
political trade-offs, alliances and power struggles. Thus, even if there are several
influential voices heard for integrating the old and the new institutionalism
(Selznick 1996; Hirsch 1997; Hirsch & Lounsbury 1997; Stinchcombe 1997), one still
needs to closer analyse and elaborate how discontinuities between the old and the
new institutionalism could be related to the study of organisational identity

change (see table 2.1 for an overview of the two versions).

Table 2.1 Old and new institutionalism compared

Old

New

Conflict of interest

Central

Peripheral

Source of inertia

Vested interests

Environmental legitimacy

Level of analysis

Focal organisations

Field, sector

Locus of institutionalisation Organisation Environment
Behavioural emphasis Commitment Habits, rules
Organisational dynamics Change Persistence

Structural emphasis

Informal networks

Formal organisation

Key forms of cognition

Values, norms, attitudes

Classifications, scripts, schemas,

routines
Social psychology Socialisation Attribution
Goals Negotiable Symbolic

page37_51_79.indd 1

Adapted from DiMaggio & Powell 1991: 13, Hirsch & Lounsbury 1997: 408.

A look at the table discloses several problems when trying to combine the insights
from the two versions. For example, the old institutionalism focused on the
significance of informal structures, and how these may deviate from the formal
organisations. By contrast has the new institutionalism downplayed conflict of
interest in and between organisations, focusing on how organisations seem to
solve such problems in their administrative structure (DiMaggio & Powell 1991:
12). Here, irrationality is actually located in the formal structure, as a sign of

political tribute to powerful cultural accounts in the society.
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However, some continuity between the two versions can also be identified.
According to DiMaggio & Powell (1991: 12), old and new institutionalism do share
a scepticism towards rational-actor models of organisations, they agree that
institutionalisation constrains organisational rationality, and each view
institutionalisation as a state-dependent process that makes the organisations less
instrumentally rational by limiting the options they can pursue. Furthermore, even
if they have different views on how organisations are embedded in the
environment, both recognise that organisations are dependent of their
surroundings. In the old institutionalism, the environment was local and close to
the organisations. Thus, the strategy of co-optation was natural, as personal and
face-to-face interaction characterised the relationship. In the new institutionalism,
the conceptions of the environment was broader, focusing more on professions,
nation states and industry sectors which also could stretch beyond national
borders. As a consequence, co-optation is a more difficult strategy to pursue. In
the new institutionalism, the environment penetrates the organisation, creating
“iron cages” through which organisations view their choices for action (DiMaggio
& Powell 1991: 13). Still, since both organisational structure and change strategies
could be institutionally shaped (Scott 1995), one do not end up very far from the
statements by Selznick (1957: 19-20) that organisations “do not so much create
values as embody them” (and that) “organisations symbolise the community’s

aspirations, its sense of identity”.

It is exactly in these references to the identity concept that one can identify an
ambiguity in Selznick’s writings, an ambiguity that provides a good starting point
for developing the theoretical framework for the present study, not least since the
statements come very close to the interpretations of organisational identity usually
given in the new institutionalism. Here, organisational identity is a product of
externally inspired, passive and imitative adaptation - a symbol of environmental
aspirations embodied by the organisation (cf. Scott 1995: 44-45). Thus,
organisational identities are produced externally as typifications, scripts or
archetypes (Greenwood & Hinings 1996). The ambiguity lies in the fact that in the
old institutionalism, organisational identity has traditionally been perceived as the
result of different forces, actors and groups inside the organisation that compete
for influence, or struggle to obtain power. To quote Selznick’s own writings (1957:
16): "Dispite their diversity, these forces have a unified effect. In their operation we
see the way group values are formed, for together they define the commitments of

the organisation and give it a distinct identity” (see also Douglas 1986: 55).
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2.3 The processes of organisational identity change

The ambiguity concerning stability versus dynamism in Selznick’s understanding
of organisational identity can also be found in studies of organisational identity
(Gioia et al 2000). However, recent research on organisational identity suggests
that this ambiguity may be a construct stemming from a failure to separate
between identity labels on one side and the on-going interpretation of identity
labels on the other (Gioia et al 2000). The argument rests on an assumption that the
identity is found in the labels we use when we talk about, describe and analyse an
organisation, and that it is the labels that are institutionalised, not structure or
behaviour. For example, a university may carry the label “entrepreneurial” without
attaching a specific organisational structure to that label. Organisational change
occurs due to different and on-going interpretations by organisational members
and stakeholders of what the labels mean or signal but without questioning the
label as such (Gioia et al 2000: 54). The result is that stability is found in the labels,
but where the meanings attached to the labels changes over time creating a
dynamic and adapting organisation. To show what this means for a re-
interpretation of old and new institutional theory emphasising organisational
identity change, the variables in table one (old and new institutional theory
compared) are used as a structuring device.

23.1  Conflict of interest

In the new institutionalism, conflict of interest is a rather peripheral theme, a fact
that may be related to the level of analysis, but also to the fact that organisational
identity is not conceived to be ‘real’, but only an instrument for external
legitimacy, and as such, nothing to argue about. The counter position is taken in
the old institutionalism, where organisational identity is a matter of how the
organisation should develop, and which values and objectives that are of

importance.

However, by relating the identity concept to the outcome of conflicting social
processes inside the organisation, Selznick does manage to escape from
accusations that it is rather naive and unrealistic to believe in a uniform, shared
organisational identity (see for example Czarniawska-Joerges 1992: 185). For
Selznick is life inside an organisation packed with social interaction, various
identities, conflicts and interest negotiations. It is the negotiated outcome of these
processes that in turn create the distinct institution, and the dominating
organisational identity. In other words, organisations have many identities, but
where bargaining and negotiations decide the ones that are emphasised. And

since bargaining power is essential in negotiations, Selznicks” institutionalisation
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process is also an implicit struggle over power. It is the inclusion of such factors
that Stinchcombe (1997: 17) has argued is the virtue of the old institutionalism in
bringing institutional theory forward. In his view, the new institutionalism does
not have the “guts of institutions in it’, where the ‘guts of institutions is that
somebody somewhere really cares to hold an organisation to its standards and is
often paid to do that". An argument for bringing e.g., leaders back into the
spotlight.

An implication of this view is that power and interests are vital in understanding
how an organisational identity is shaped and changed. Even if e.g. institutional
leaders may have limited influence over existing identity labels of an organisation,
the institutional leadership (and others) can influence the various interpretations
of these labels. Elbach and Kramer (1996: 442) found that external threats to US
top-twenty elite business schools in the form of a bad score in their ranking
triggered the institutional leadership to reinterpret their reference groups so that
they could affirm their organisational identity. In other words, even if the label
“excellent institution” was maintained, the institutional leadership highlighted
dimensions not recognised by the rankings. This does not imply that
interpretations given by the institutional leadership were just accepted by the
academic staff. Rather, the interpretations served as a starting point for a round of
social construction within the organisation. In a case study of strategic change in a
large public university in the US, similar findings were reported (Gioia &
Chittipeddi 1991: 434). Thus, organisational identity change in academia seem to
hinge on some sort of consensus-building, but where the institutional leadership
seems to play a more important role that usually portrayed in that they not only
may serve as sense-makers in a change situation, but also as sense-givers that
carefully provides the symbols and frames that stimulate motivation, action and
discussion (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991: 446). These studies support the idea that
there is a link between symbolism, sense-making and influence as proposed by
Selznick, but radicalise that position by arguing that more radical organisational
identity change can occur due to creative interpretation of the given identity
labels. However, the constructed identity will always reflect the internal power

and influence relationship in the organisation.

2.3.2 Source of Inertia

In the old institutionalism, it is the existence of established power relations in a
given organisation that secure stability and trigger inertia. The organisation is

oriented towards status quo because of vested interests inside the organisation. In
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the new institutionalism, external legitimacy is seen as the dominant factor

securing stability.

However, a stable organisational identity could also be explained in a different
way, not to be caused by factors either inside or outside the organisation, but by
the relationship between the organisation and its environment (Gioia et al 2000).
The argument is that there is a close relationship between organisational identity
(the internal dimension) and the organisational image (the external dimension),
i.e,, how organisational members perceive how others see the organisation (cf
Gioia et al 2000: 67): An organisational image that provides a “good match” with
the organisational identity leads to stability and inertia (see also March & Olsen
1989). However, it is possible to claim that due to increasingly complex
environments, and more rapidly shifting external demands, such situations are
becoming more exceptional in higher education. Thus, not only are there reasons
to believe that many higher education institutions experience a gap between
image and identity, but this gap could also represent a potential threat to the
survival of the organisation. As illustrated by the earlier example of budget cuts at
the University of Illinois, a given identity can be problematic when the
organisational environment signals a change in the relationship between the
organisation and the outside world. When a too huge gap emerges between the
identity of an organisation and its environment the possibility for an identity crisis
may occur. The threat relates to the possibility that a huge image - identity gap
could indicate an organisation that is “faking its identity” or one that is unable to

respond to expectations in the environment (Schultz et al 2000: 1).

Given this situation, the challenge for any higher education institution is to try to
minimise the gap between organisational image and identity. For those with
vested interests inside the organisation, the challenge then becomes to reinterpret
the existing organisational identity (labels) without losing influence. And since
organisational members with power are most likely to advocate for an
organisational identity that is able to serve their interests (cf Selznick 1957), one
often ends up with a situation reported by several studies of change processes in
academia, i.e. that existing mental models are used as a starting point for re-
interpretation. And since the perhaps most powerful mental model is the set of
beliefs members hold about the current organisational identity, the result is often
that elements in the “old” organisational identity remain dominant when a ‘new” is
constructed (Elsbach & Kramer 1996: 474, Gioia et al 1994: 365). Unless the image
of a given organisation is changed radically, due to e.g. turbulent changes in the

environment, organisational identity is therefore changed through a step-wise but
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continuous process where important identity labels are kept but “de-constructed”

and ‘re-constructed” as new meanings are attached to them.

23.3 Level of analysis

In principle, the level of analysis is quite different in the old and new versions of
institutional theory. While old institutionalism has a focus on institutionalisation
processes inside a given organisation, new institutionalism has, with a few
exceptions (see e.g. Meyer & Rowan 1977), tended to analyse populations of

organisations on a more macro level.

However, looking into the concept of identity more closely discloses an
opportunity that institutional theory seems to have missed. In the Oxford
Companion to Philosophy (Honderich 1995: 390), identity is given a rather
ambiguous definition. Stemming from the word “identical” - identity actually
refers to similarity or sameness, a fact that discloses two dimensions of the
concept. One dimension that relates to uniqueness and one dimension that relates
to similarity. Acknowledging that identity comes in degrees and ways,
Wittgenstein (op cit 1995: 391) is quoted indicating that an identity perhaps could
be found between the two dimensions. According to him, ‘roughly speaking, to
say of two things that they are identical is nonsense, and to say of one thing that it

is identical with itself is to say nothing at all".

This statement has two important implications. Pure imitation, often defined in
new institutional theory as a process of trying to become the same, is impossible,
even if it is attempted. The result will still be uniqueness. Second, Wittgenstein
suggests that to say something meaningful about identity, one need to compare
objects so that a given identity can be established. By contemporary students of
organisational identity, these insights are reflected in how the identity concept is
framed, and the level of analysis decided. Thus, Czarniawska & Sevén (1996) have
pointed out that organisational identities are shaped between the organisation and
the environment. The argument is that organisational identity labels do not just
evolve out of nothing, but are influenced by dominant ideas, organisational
fashions and existing templates in the surroundings of an organisation
(Czarniwska & Joerges 1996: 24, Hatch & Schultz 2000: 22). The result is that the
distinction between different levels of analysis is blurred, even if the prime focus

is on the focal organisation.
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2.3.4 Locus of institutionalisation

As a consequence of the different levels of analysis in the old and the new version
of institutional theory, the locus of institutionalisation is within the organisation in
the old version, and in the environment in the new one. Contrary to this, and as
mentioned earlier, it could be argued that the locus of institutionalisation can be
found in the identity labels of a given organisation (Gioia et al 2000: 75).

However, organisational identity labels may be quite abstract, not least as a result
of negotiations between various powerful groups (see 2.3.1). Thus, it can be
expected that such labels open up for many interpretations, group and individual
adjustments, but where organisational members with different backgrounds and

interests still relate to a given identity label.

Thus, whether claims of distinctive collective identities are actually “true” is much
less important than the fact that organisation members often believe that they are
distinct and therefore engage frequently in efforts to foster the shared idea of a
distinct, collective identity (DiMaggio 1997: 275, see also Dutton, Dukerich &
Harquail 1994). The latter position fits well with one of the central processes
described in the old institutionalism (see, for example, Selznick 1949, 1957, Clark
1970) where “organisations, like individuals, strive for a unified pattern of
response” (Selznick 1949: 181). Clark’s (2000: 11) point about an “umbrella idea”
under which a broad range of cultures and disciplinary identities can coexist
within a higher education institution also illustrates that even if the concepts of
organisational identity and organisational culture may have some common
denominators, e.g., in emphasising collective thinking and the possibility for
members of an organisation to develop a common mental frame of reference, there
are also some differences (Fiol et al 1998:57, Hatch & Schultz 2000: 26). Most
important is that while organisational identity refers to a set of myths, beliefs and
symbols, the norms, values and behaviour attached to these may not be shared to
the same extent (Alvesson & Berg 1992:101). In other words, the myths, beliefs and
symbols may be the same, but the meaning and the behaviour attached to them is
different.

This is an important point, not least because organisations in general, and higher
education institutions in particular, can be host to a range of different cultures
(disciplinary, professional, academic etc., see Maassen 1996: 33-54 for an
overview). These cultures can be situated in patterns of taken-for-granted
assumptions, world-views, and tacit mental frameworks that are more or less
shared among organisational members (Hatch & Schultz 2000: 25). Due to this
variety, it is difficult to imagine that organisational culture, especially in large and

43



44

complex organisations such as universities, can be an aggregated variable
(Maassen 1996: 53). However, the symbolic (and often abstract) aspect of the
identity concept could make it more likely to evolve into such an aggregate and
institutionalised variable.

The twist is, of course, that even if this difference may be clear as an analytical
distinction, problems arise when trying to differentiate between organisational
identity and organisational culture in real life. An organisational identity may be
expressed in various ways, from tacit understandings to overt demonstration and
may, thus, interact with how culture is expressed (Hatch & Schultz 2000: 27). Both
identity labels (Gioia et al 2000) and organisational cultures (Maassen 1996) may
be difficult to change from a more managerial point of view - both features are
institutionalised. Still, identity labels could be easier to de-institutionalise due to
the fact that new interpretations of the labels over time may gradually change the
meanings of a given identity. And since symbols like organisational identity may
serve both expressive and instrumental purposes, ‘real” (behavioural) change
could take place as the meaning ascribed to a given identity also changes and
where people start to act accordingly (Gioia et al 1994: 363).

2.3.5 Behavioural emphasis

In the old institutionalism the behavioural emphasis is on socialisation to
predominantly normative standards, while the behaviour emphasis in the new
institutionalism is more related to cognitive aspects like rule following and habits.
This division between the normative” and “cognitive” side of institutional theory
has almost become a standard point of reference for differentiating between old
and new institutionalism (cf DiMaggio & Powell 1991, see also Scott 1995: 55). Not
least has Oliver (1997) argued that the normative rationality i.e., the fidelity to self-
defined values and to an established organisational identity, may constrain

organisational adaptation and change.

However, Scott’s divide of institutional theory in a ‘regulative’, ‘normative” and a
‘cognitive” pillar have in later years also been heavily criticised (Hirsch 1997,
Hirsch & Lounsbury 1997). The argument is that the different versions of
institutional theory and their accompanying compliance mechanisms may be
analytical separable categories, but that ‘there is no critical test available to
empirically resolve whether, indeed, compliance is based on following external
cultural scripts or adhering to internalised norms or both at varying times” (Hirsch
1997: 1720). Christensen & Revik (1999: 177) argue in similar vein that in practise it

is hard to separate arguments of appropriateness from that of instrumentality in
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concrete decision-making processes. Due to the fact that rationality and
instrumentality are strong ideologies in most western societies, behaving
appropriately often means demonstrating clearly that one is acting in accordance
with the former logic.

An implication of this view is that organisational identity could be shaped by a
variety of factors that are empirically difficult to differentiate, and that, for
example, normative and cognitive factors may interact in various ways. Such
complexity and interaction can only be analysed through careful analysis of how
various identity labels are interpreted in a given organisational context. Gioia &
Thomas (1996: 373) have suggested that such analysis should address the
paradoxical elements that often make up a given identity in an higher education
institution, e.g. by asking what “enduring” really means for an organisation when
changing environments demand that even a not-for-profit organisation should
behave strategically, and what “distinctive” means in an age when institutional
processes emphasise mimetic behaviour. Their own answer to these questions is
that organisational identity must be a more fluid concept than usually recognised,
but that any organisational adaptation in identity to changing environments has to
be coherent with existing identity labels (op cit 382, see also Hatch & Schultz 2000:
1). A reason is that the same environment that fosters shifts in interpretations of
current identity labels is also the one that operates to limit the degree of those
shifts (cf. Scott 1995). Organisations that constantly shift identity labels would not
be judged as trustworthy in their environments (Gioia et al 2000: 73).

2.3.6 Organisational dynamics

In the old institutionalism, organisational identity change depended to a large
extent on intra-organisational dynamics. Influence, coalitions and competing
values were seen as ingredients in a power struggle that could, dependent on the
(active) institutional leadership, lead to quite radical organisational change. In the
new institutionalism, change is conceived as a (passive) change involving constant
reproduction and a reinforcement of existing modes of thought. Change is
convergent change - leading to organisational persistence through imitation
(Greenwood & Hinings 1996: 1022, 1027).

However, it has been argued that imitation is a very important concept for
developing and changing an organisational identity (Revik 1998). The argument
launched to support this statement is that imitation should not be seen only as a
“passive” process as proposed by the new institutionalism. Imitation should rather

be perceived as an active process (Czarniwska & Joerges 1996, Sahlin-Andersson
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1996, Sevéon 1996). Since organisational identity is a relational phenomenon it must
always be defined according to something or someone. However, as illustrated
earlier by Wittgenstein, identity is not only a matter of similarity - it is also a
matter of difference. There will always be organisations or organisational
identities that a given organisation does not want to be associated with. Thus,
imitation may include both adaptation and differentiation processes (Revik 1998:
139). In some instances, adaptation and differentiation may also occur in an
integrated process as when organisations imitate a specific aspect of an
organisation e.g., when a university “imitate” the computer science program of
another institution, but where other central characteristics of that institution is
judged as elements one want to distance oneself from (Labianca et al 2001: 314).
Such decisions indicate a rather reflective and thoughtful process of adaptation,

and not unconscious and passive imitation.

Thus, imitation is perhaps not the best term when trying to describe adaptation
processes in more realistic terms. Czarniawska & Joerges (1996) has suggested that
transformation is a better description, suggesting that imitation is not necessary
the opposite of innovation (see also point 2.3.7). Imitation could be viewed as a
process in which something also is created (Sevén 1996: 51). Furthermore, recent
research suggest that the mechanisms through which transformation takes place
involve matching of both structure, as suggested in the new institutionalism, but
also organisational identities. In a study of university emulation in the US,
Labianca et al 2001: 325) found that universities considered other institutions

identity-attributes as crucial for their own emulation choices.

However, as pointed out by Greenwood & Hinings (1996: 1035), organisational
matching, and a potential dissatisfaction with existing interpretations of current
identities within the organisation does not provide any direction for future
change.

To instigate change and to give change a certain direction, someone inside the
organisation must provide an alternative interpretation of how to cope with the
gap between existing identities and popular and dominating identity templates in
the surroundings. Research within higher education has suggested that the
institutional leadership, as suggested in the old institutionalism, may play a role in
this process (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991: 446). In addition, it seems that
interpretations that describe future ends in aspirational terms are more likely to be
accepted in higher education institutions than more defense-oriented
interpretations (Gioia et al 1994: 380, Gioia & Thomas 1996: 397).
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2.3.7 Structural emphasis

In the old institutionalism the structural emphasis was put on vested interests,
informal networks and the infusion of value in the organisation. In the new
institutionalism, organisational structure is the prime dependent variable. The

formal organisation is the target for the institutionalisation process.

Given the fact that the present study assumes that it is identity labels that are
institutionalised, an implication is that the structural emphasis is related more to
the manifestations of and symbols attached to these identity labels. However,
since organisational identity is a relational phenomenon, created in the interface
between the organisation and its environment, another consequence is that one
also needs to pay attention to the processes of identity creation and not only the
‘outcomes” of such processes. The latter point is of special importance since
identity creation in organisations is usually conceived as an ongoing process
(Weick 1995: 43).

This process-oriented view bears several similarities with the old institutional
perspective. The main difference is that while it are mostly intra-organisational
processes that lead to the value-infusion processes described in the old
institutionalism, it is the relationship between the organisational identity and
external events that - directly or indirectly - affect this identity that is emphasised.
Czarniawska and Joerges (1996: 23) have used the term translation to describe
such a process. Citing Bruno Latour, they claim that this term better describes
what really happens when ideas “travels” and are adopted by organisations.
Accordingly, external ideas are not diffused through technical systems, but
translated by human beings:

The spread in time and space of anything — claims, orders, artefacts, goods — is in
the hands of people; each of these people may act in many different ways, letting
the token drop, or modifying it, or deflecting it, or betraying it, or adding to it, or
appropriating it (Latour 1986: 267, quoted in Czarniawska & Joerges 1996: 23)

In other words, according to Latour, adaptation is not pure copying as suggested
by the new institutionalism. However, Latour is in line with new institutionalist
thinking when he argues that popular ideas circulating in the environment have to
be responded to and that they are difficult to reject (cf. DiMaggio & Powell 1991).
Corresponding with these thoughts, ideas are rather transferred from the
environment to the organisation through a “chain of translators” that modify and
“edit” the original idea (Sahlin-Andersson 1996: 82).
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Such a process could take place in several ways. Not least, creative interpretations
could be the result of poor understanding of the original idea by the translators,
where the translation results in a form of unwitting variation as described by
March & Olsen (1976), or where the “superstandards” offered by the environment
are so broadly described that they open up for a number of possible
interpretations (Revik 1998). Another possibility combining insights from old and
new institutionalism; creative “editing” could also be the result of power struggles
or an active agency inside the organisation, where the translation is performed by
e.g., leaders who use external ideas in attempts to strengthen or transform the
identity of the organisation as described by Selznick (1957). Revik (1998: 109-110)
has suggested that in the latter case, the translation process must be conducted
following certain rules: First, the translation must be done or be accepted by
groups or actors having power considered important by other groups and actors
inside or outside the organisation, it must be socially authorised. Second, the
translation must be done in such a way that it will not directly support or
disfavour certain (especially powerful) groups or actors, it must be harmonised.
Third, the translation must be done so that groups and actors see the idea or
template as something that may, potentially, empower or improve their own
position, it must be individualised.

2.3.8 Key forms of cognition

In the old institutionalism, (local) values, norms and traditions are seen as
dominating cognition processes, while external classifications, scripts, schemas or
templates occupy a central position in the cognition processes described in the

new institutionalism.

However, both versions of institutional theory could be accused of not explicitly
describing how the proposed cognition processes actually take place e.g., when it
comes to how the environment is "’known’. Weick (1969, see also Weick 1995: 30)
has suggested that the environment does not force itself upon the organisation, as
proposed in the new institutionalism, but is “‘constructed” when the organisation
collects and analyses information about its environment. The argument is that
there is not some kind of monolithic, singular, fixed environment external to the
organisation, rather that the environment is something that is enacted upon and
authorised by a given organisation. Weick (1995: 32) claims that the enactment
process is not only about constructing the environment. When discovering the
environment, the organisation also decides about whether there is a need to act on
what they discover. Quoting Smircich and Morgan (1982: 258), Weick sums up the

enactment process as ‘generating a point of reference, against which a feeling of
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organisation and direction can emerge’. A similar argument can be found in
Czarniawska & Joerges (1996: 26) when they suggest that an idea has to be
“objectified” by the organisation before it can serve as an identity label - is has be
attended to. Such a process signals an active agency, and is very different from
that described in the new institutionalism, where adaptation is a matter of passive

imitation of given templates.

Still, institutions may influence the enactment process. As Czarniawska & Joerges
(1996: 28) argue, we do “approach an idea in terms of what we already know”,
suggesting that past experience and traditions play an important part in the
construction process as described in the old institutionalism. Furthermore, and
following a basic idea in the new institutionalism, there may also be some ideas
and templates in the environment that force themselves on to organisations,
especially if they stem from actors or sources that the organisation is very
dependent upon (cf. Scott 1995). For example, As Norwegian higher education is
first and foremost a public affair, owned, regulated and financed by the state, it is
likely that signals from, e.g. the Ministry of education, are attended to by higher
education institutions in the country.

23.9 Social psychology

In the old institutionalism, social psychology was centred on the socialisation
process of organisational members. In the new institutionalism, attribution is
instead the keyword - drawing attention to processes that would link the

organisation to the institutionalised environments.

However, it could be argued that trying to describe institutional theory through a
distinct separation between socialisation and attribution, or for that sake, to
separate between cognition and psychology is not possible (Selznick 1996, Hirsch
1997, Hirsch & Lounsbury 1997). As has been argued earlier, even if such
categories may be theoretically useful, there exists no empirical method for
relating organisational responses to such categories. Thus, if one has the ambition
to study these mechanisms empirically, attention should be related to how
meaning is constructed - to whatever people feel makes sense in a certain

situation.

Such a position does not imply that sensemaking in an organisation is a “free”
activity. On the contrary it seems that sensemaking is closely linked with current
identity held in the organisation, to the history and to the meaningful lived

experience (Weick 1995: 24). Research of identity change processes in higher
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education institutions confirm this view by showing how sensemaking must be
fitted into a coherent interpretive scheme or system of meaning (Gioia &
Chittipeddi 1991: 434). Since the organisational identity is shaped by past
interactions within the organisation, and between the organisation and its
environment, any interpretation of new ideas needs to integrate that experience
when advocating organisational change (Czarniawska 2000: 274). This position fits
well with the old institutionalism where processes of re-constructing the self are
seen as fundamental in the identity formation of the organisation, but where such
reconstruction relates to history and traditions, resulting in an ‘integrated
product” (Selznick 1957: 38-39).

A break with past experience and traditions may occur, but still has to be sensible.
Such a change away from the past needs a convincing explanation. Meyer (1996:
251) has suggested that the new institutionalism offers several sources for how
convincing ‘legitimate” explanations should be framed. According to him, any
explanation that advocates more ‘rationality” within the organisation, more
‘organising/organisation” or other sorts of ‘progress” may serve as legitimating
devices. Within an identity perspective, such a break may involve the re-
interpretation of existing identity labels, where the meanings attached to given
(institutionalised) identity labels are changed (see point 2.3.4).

2.3.10 Goals

Within the old institutionalism, goals were the outcome of power struggles and
vested interests, thus a negotiated entity. In the new institutionalism, goals are
perceived as a symbolic gesture to legitimate the organisation towards the

environment.

It could be claimed that these two views are not mutually exclusive. Even if goals
are a result of internal power struggles it has been suggested that organisational
members also must view the goals of the organisation as proper and legitimate,
especially since it has been claimed that academic staff in higher education
institutions derive parts of their personal identity from their own organisation
(Henkel 2000: 22).

In other words, goals would have both expressive and instrumental effects, a point
suggested by the old institutionalism, where the emotional identification with the
organisation by organisational members may create resources of energy that may
increase day-to-day efforts (Selznick 1957: 18). Thus, not only may it be argued

that it is important to please the environment by having goals that are perceived
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as important and appropriate in the environment as suggested in the new
institutionalism, but it is also of equal importance that goals provide
organisational members with pride and emotions (Schultz, Hatch & Larsen 2000:
1). However, since many organisational members may have an interest in, and
indeed dispute over how important organisational goals are formulated, it is
perhaps not very surprising that the goals of higher education institutions often
are quite vague - being the result of compromises and lengthy discussions (cf
Mintzberg 1979: 197, see also point 2.3.4).

Visible organisational tools like goals, strategies, organisational structure and
other “technical” arrangements could, thus, be seen as important expressions about
what the organisation “is”, how it performs and where it is “going” ((Meyer 1979;
Feldman & March 1981; Dill 1997). Empirical studies of change processes in higher
education institutions have disclosed that e.g., strategic plans perhaps should be
viewed more as an input to sensemaking processes than as an output of
sensemaking, as it is usually treated (Gioia & Thomas 1996: 398). Technical
arrangements like organisational goals may therefore be both the medium and the
outcome of sensemaking processes, and could be important symbols in the process
of organisational identity change. It may be argued that organisations such as
higher education institutions with intangible products and services rely heavily on
such technical arrangements both for external and internal meaning construction
(Weick 1995).

2.4 Research propositions
The key points in the discussion of how to link old and new institutionalism in an
attempt to explain organisational identity change have been summarised in table

2.2.
Table 2.2 Organisational identity change in an institutional perspective
Old New Organisational identity
change
Conflict of interest Central Peripheral Central

Source of inertia Vested interests Environmental legitimacy | Stable image - identity

relationships

Level of analysis Focal organisations Field, sector Focal organisations

Locus of Organisation Environment Identity labels
institutionalisation
Behavioural emphasis Commitment Habits, rules Coherence, integrity
Organisational dynamics | Change Persistence Transformation
Structural emphasis Informal networks Formal organisation Translation
Key forms of cognition Values, norms, attitudes Classifications, scripts, Enactment

schemas, routines
Social psychology Socialisation Attribution Sensemaking
Goals Negotiable Symbolic Expressive, emotional

page37_51_79.indd 3
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It should be underlined that the framework presented in table 2, is in its
foundations an interpretive scheme, and is, in the way it is presented here,
difficult to use for testing out specific research propositions for each of the
elements in the table. The obvious reason is that the elements are not mutually
exclusive, and may, as shown in the previous section, interrelate and fuse together
in complex ways. However, what a focus on organisational identity does is to blur
the difference between some ontological and epistemological assumptions in the

‘old” and ‘new” institutionalism i.e., the difference between:

e voluntaristic ("old") vs. deterministic (‘"new") social action
¢ real (“old”) vs. symbolic (‘"new”) change processes

e divergent (“old”) vs. convergent (‘new") organisational effects

The strategy that will be used is, consequently, to launch three broader research
propositions that question these dichotomies drawing on the insights from the

previous discussion on organisational identity.

Research proposition 1 (voluntarism vs. determinism):

When an institution of higher education changes its organisational identity, it will
select among available (elements of) organisational ideals and adopt those
amongst them closest to its own identity.

This proposition is related to the notion in the new institutionalism that
adaptation is a passive process determined by dominating ideas in the
environment. By proposing that a higher education institution will select identity
elements closest to its own, this proposition emphasises the “active agency’, and
the interests of the organisation. As such, the research proposition embraces the
insights of the old institutionalism and recent research on organisational identity
by emphasising enactment (active search) processes (see 2.3.8), and the possibility
that internal power structures in the organisation can make radical organisational
identity shifts difficult (see 2.3.1). At the same time, it does acknowledge the
importance of the external environment in providing the “portfolio” of available
organisational identities (see 2.3.3), and that change is step-wise since the

organisation will select the identity closest to its own (see 2.3.2).
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Research proposition 2 (real vs. symbolic):

When an institution of higher education changes its organisational identity it will
undertake activities of ‘re-interpretation” in order to replace an existing identity
with a new one.

The core of this research proposition concerns the symbolic adaptation processes
sketched by the new institutionalism. Instead of a pure symbolic process, this
proposition suggests that adaptation processes are characterised by attempts to
build organisational coherence and integration (see 2.3.5). However, the research
proposition acknowledges the possibility that symbolic adaptation may be the first
step in the adaptation process, but that the organisation, over time, will merge any
gaps in the image - identity relationship (see 2.3.7). The research proposition also
incorporates the idea that it is organisational identity labels that are
institutionalised while the meaning attached to them may shift over time (see
2.3.4).

Research proposition 3 (divergence vs. convergence):

In seeking to adopt a new organisational identity, an institution of higher
education will undergo changes in values, norms and behaviour which set it apart
from other institutions of higher education engaged in similar processes.

A central assumption in the new institutionalism is that adopting organisations
under similar external pressure will become more (structural) similar through
processes of convergence. This research proposition acknowledges that the
adopting organisation may acquire some structural similarities with other
organisations as suggested by the new institutionalism, but argues that it will
develop expressive and emotional arguments emphasising its uniqueness,
attempting to distinguish itself from similar organisations (see 2.3.6, 2.3.9 and
2.3.10).
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3 Norwegian higher education — characteristics,
policy and reform

3.1 Introduction

Norwegian higher education is in this study interpreted as an organisational field
that both legitimates and constrains change (see chapter one and two). As
discussed in chapter two, organisational identities are created in the interface
between an organisation and its environment through a process in which
organisations try to imitate organisational ideals established in the wider system.
However, whether this is in practice a pure imitation process was questioned and
instead a process of organisational identity change was introduced. Nonetheless,
even if the process of imitation is interpreted differently, it is still assumed that
external organisational ideals play an important role in the establishment and

change of the organisational identity of higher education institutions.

Organisational ideals may stem from several sources both inside and outside an
organisational field. However, a link between policy-making, state governance
and organisational ideals in Norwegian higher education can be established,
especially since the state not only decides ‘the effectiveness of government
provision of higher education” but also “the effective functioning of markets and
professional control” (Dill 1998: 362). The way the state exercises its authority and
the relationship it develops with higher education institutions is of particular
importance. One might expect the state to have been a central actor in providing
institutional legitimacy, to have served as the prime regulator of institutional
change processes, and hence, to have provided normative ideas and images of the
desired “identity model” for Norwegian higher education institutions in the 1990s
(see also Bleiklie 1998). However, this role cannot be taken for granted as the state
traditionally has played a different role in various national higher education
systems (Clark 1983).

In this and the next chapter, Norwegian higher education is analysed at the system
(field) level. Here, the intention is to provide the reader with a thorough
understanding of those vital characteristics and policy developments that directly
and indirectly concerned the quality of teaching and learning in Norwegian higher
education in the 1990s. A short description of the higher education system is
given, but the main part of the chapter contains an examination of major reforms

and policy initiatives in that sector.
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In the following chapter (chapter four), the dominant ideas and images related to
the policies and reforms implemented during the 1990s are discussed. After a
presentation of the governing approaches in Norway in this decade, the
relationship between the state and higher education is subsequently
conceptualised in terms of some organisational ideals. These ideals incorporate
important ideas recognisable in Norwegian higher education policy-making in
this period, but they are first and foremost developed as a tool for studying the

direction of change in organisational identities during the 1990s.

3.2 Norwegian higher education — an overview

3.2.1  System description

In Norway, the higher education system is divided into a university sector and a
college sector (a binary system). In the period analysed, there were four
universities in the country. Established in 1811, currently with over 30.000
students, the University of Oslo is the oldest and largest of the four. The other
three, in Bergen (1948), Trondheim (1969) and Tromseo (1972), were all established
after 1945. Six specialised scientific colleges in e.g. physical education, music,
agriculture, also belong to the university sector, but with a much smaller number
of students. The college sector comprises 26 state colleges. This sector was
reorganised in 1994 reducing the number of institutions from 98 to the current
number. The two sectors are almost of equal size when it comes to the number of
students - with the college sector on top. There are also a substantial number of
private higher education institutions in the country, but with the exception of the
Norwegian School of Management (BI) with more than 10.000 fulltime students
(and round 7.000 part-time students), most of the private institutions are quite
small (in 2000 there were approximately 21.000 students in the private higher
education sector). In addition, over 20.000 students study abroad, while only
around 4000 foreign students study at Norwegian higher education institutions
(numbers from 2000).

Norwegian higher education expanded tremendously in student numbers during
the period 1990 - 2000. In the late 1980s about 105.000 students were registered in
higher education, while at the turn of the century approx. 180.000 students
followed various forms of higher education (NFR 2001:95). This growth has,
however, not been linear during the decade. Universities experienced a decrease
in the number of students after 1996, while the college sector increased the intake
of new students. Some disciplinary differences are also noticeable. At universities,
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law and humanities seemed less attractive to students in the late 1990s, while
numbers were fairly constant in pedagogy, social science and in the sciences. In
colleges it was especially within health and social work programs that an increase
in student numbers was experienced in the 1990s (NFR 2001:96).

Historically, university degree types have been inspired by the continental
European university model, with a four-year first degree (cand.mag.), followed by
a two-year second degree (cand.polit etc.). Professional degrees in medicine,
business administration, civil engineering etc, differed from this structure, even if
the time frame for the studies often were set to four or six years. In the college
sector, the length of the first degree programs has traditionally varied between
two and four years. Traditionally, a second degree has not been offered in the
college sector. During the last decade, however, a few colleges have been granted
the right to offer second-degree programs and even doctorate studies in given

subjects (for example, business education and engineering)

If one looks at the programs offered in Norwegian higher education in the 1990s,
science, technical studies and social science programs dominated, i.e. these fields
produced almost two thirds of the first degrees awarded on average per year in
Norway in this period (NFR 2001:100). A look at the number of doctoral degrees in
2000 shows that most were produced in the sciences (26 percent), in medicine (21
percent), technology (19 percent) and social science (18 percent) (NFR 2001:103).
As in many other countries, higher education in Norway has also become a more
important arena for women. In the year 2000, almost 60 percent of the students in
higher education were women (NFR 2001:101), and the number of female doctoral
students has increased during the 1990s.

The labour market opportunities for people with higher education were fairly
good during the 1990s. On average, only between two and three percent of
graduates with a university degree experienced unemployment during the
decade. However, some disciplinary differences do occur. A look at the
unemployment rate in 2000 for graduates 6 months after leaving higher education
shows that for candidates from the social sciences, humanities, law and the
sciences, between five and seven percent have not been able to get a job. For
candidates in psychology, business studies, and health care studies the
unemployment ratio has only been between one and two percent (NFR 2001:106).
Candidates with a university degree have traditionally found their job in the
public sector, but this gradually changed in the 1990s due to public sector cutbacks
resulting in fewer openings there. Increasingly, graduates from universities,

therefore, had to look in the private sector for job opportunities.
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Most of the Norwegian higher education is public with only one private higher
education provider of some size. In 2000, the state-owned higher education
institutions in the country had 92 percent of the total student population, and
received 98 percent of the public expenditure on higher education (Hdamélainen
2001:26). The latter figure includes funding that stems from the Norwegian
Research Council, a major financial source for research conducted in the higher
education sector. No student fees have traditionally been charged for studying in a
public higher education institution. This situation indicates that the state is an
important actor for the whole system, both as the funder and as the actor that

regulates the system.

3.22 The traditional relationship between the state and higher education in
Norway

It is beyond the scope and limits of this study to describe the foundations and
history of Norwegian higher education in all its details (for a recent study of
policy change in Norwegian higher education in the period 1965-1995 - see
Bleiklie et al 2000). Still, some brief comments need to be made. The Norwegian
higher education system can historically be characterised as belonging to the
continental (German) university tradition (Clark 1983, van Vught 1996). In the
Norwegian version, this has implied rather tight state-control over the inputs of
the system (institutions, curricula, resources, students, staff), while at the same
time emphasising the Lehr- und Lehrnfreiheit related to the Humboldt tradition
(Aamodt, Kyvik & Skoie 1991).

After World War II, Norway took the same path as other West European countries
in reforming and expanding the educational system. In Norway this implied both
the establishment of new higher education institutions and the expansion of
existing ones (Kyvik 1999). Even though special colleges related to teacher
training, engineering and nursing already existed in the 1960s, they were
supplemented during the late 1960s and the 1970s by a new category of colleges
called District colleges, mainly with the aim of providing shorter and more
vocational education, e.g., in business administration, teacher training, social work
etc. After the establishment of the District colleges, the college sector in the 1970s
comprised over one hundred institutions. In addition, a new university was in
1972 created in Northern Norway (University of Tromsg) although after protests
from the two established universities in Oslo and Bergen claiming that there were
not sufficient resources (economically and human) for such an establishment
(Dahl & Stensaker 1999). This criticism was further fuelled by the fact that another
university had just been created in Trondheim in 1969, after a merger between
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several existing institutions (the Norwegian Technical College and the Norwegian

Teacher College).

Even if the university sector in Norway was rather young, the universities had a
special position there, with e.g. separate acts for each institution. The degree of
governmental control varied, in other words, between universities and colleges.
The tradition of Lehr und Lehrnfreiheit meant much academic discretion for the
universities, while education given at the regional and District colleges often was
given according to a national standard, e.g. in teacher training. The Ministry of
Education used, at the same time, often quite detailed regulations regarding the
number of students institutions could enrol in a given study program, e.g. in
medicine or in nursing (see also Bleiklie et al 2000). This way of governmental
steering has historically had a rather dramatic impact on both universities and
colleges due to a budgeting system in which the financial allocations closely
related to the number of students each institution was allowed to enrol. Through
governmental decisions on the establishment of new institutions, through the use
of national academic standards, and by the financial allocations linked to student
enrolment, it is possible to establish a picture of a relationship between the state
and higher education as rather tight and characterised by detailed control by the

government.

However, the process by which this control has been executed can still be
characterised as rather “soft”. The State has, as in other Scandinavian countries,
often taken the role as a “guardian angel” protecting higher education against
pressures from the market and the other stakeholders of higher education (Erikson
et al 1987, Nybom 1993; Eide 1995). Thus, higher education in Norway can
traditionally be regarded as a sector with a low level of conflict and tension
between the Ministry of Education and the higher education institutions (Aamodt
et al 1991). The latter also goes for the relationship between higher education and
other ministries and state agencies. Olsen (1983:19) described Norway in the mid-
eighties as a country characterised by a peaceful co-existence between the state
and various organised interests - and as a state “which has institutionalised a
stable political process” leading to ‘revolution in slow motion’, not least in the
higher education sector. For example, in a study analysing political changes in
Norwegian higher education in the period 1965 - 1995, Bleiklie et al (2000:30)

stated that:
In comparative terms Norwegian higher education policy has been characterised
by consensus and a gradual development, and policy shifts are better understood

as outcomes of evolving, shared norms rather than as results of changing
constellations of actors.
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However, even if true in a longer historical perspective, it is an empirical question
whether the statement is also valid for the period 1990 - 2000. In the next section,
important reforms and changes in Norwegian higher education during the 1990s
are described more in detail.

3.3 Policy and reforms in the 1990s

A reform can be defined as public policy-making aimed at marginal or
comprehensive changes in a given public sector accompanied by specific
objectives (Lane 1990:68). However, a set of reform initiatives with respect to a
public sector could be said to make up a policy space - where “top-down” (reform)
initiatives and “bottom-up” (change) developments are so closely interrelated that
it is very difficult to make useful descriptions about one of them without taking
the other elements of the set into account (Lane 1990:68). Norwegian reform
initiatives to improve quality of teaching and learning fit well with this
description. Reform initiatives with broader intensions often have consequences
also for teaching and learning activities and are, in addition, heavily interwoven
with other developments within the sector. However, for analytical purposes, the
description below is divided in two. The first part gives a broad overview of major
reform initiatives launched by the state during the 1990s. In the second part,
policies directly targeted at the quality of teaching and learning is depicted.

3.3.1  Major reform initiatives

Except for the policy emphasising expansion of the system, both in student
numbers and in the number of higher education institutions, a picture of a “steady
state” in higher education with few reform initiatives characterised the sector in
the latter parts of the 1970s and during the 1980s (Aamodt et al 1991).

However, a government commission in the late 1980s and a subsequent white
paper in the early 1990s changed this picture rather dramatically (NOU 1988;
St.meld.nr. 40 1990-91). The arguments developed in these two documents were
that expansion of higher education had diffused and fragmented the system,
creating many small and specialised institutions with little co-operation between
them. The solution proposed in the white paper was to establish larger institutions
through amalgamations and increased institutional and disciplinary specialisation
and co-operation with the aim to improve research and education, and to make
better use of the resources allocated. Generally speaking, one may identify a shift
in the political focus from quantity (expansion) to quality, efficiency and effectiveness
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(consolidation) of the higher education system (St.meld.nr. 40 1990-91: 8; Smeby &
Brandt 1999: 53; Bleiklie et al 2000:83). For example, the white paper stated that no
more comprehensive universities were needed in Norway, shutting - for the time

being - the door for some of the colleges with ambitions of acquiring this status.

An important backdrop for this shift in the political focus is undoubtedly an
increased focus on quality, efficiency and effectiveness in the public sector in
general due to problems in financing the public services (Lane 1997). During the
late 1980s and early 1990s, all Ministries in Norway were mandated to implement
reform measures resembling those that often come under the ‘mew public
management” umbrella (Pollit 1990). Internationally, various measures have been
identified as belonging under this umbrella. Typically, these include (Lane 1997:9):
¢ decentralisation of tasks from the central level and increased institutional
autonomy
¢ increased emphasis on results and output, introduction of systematic
evaluation activities
e more power to the consumers of public goods
® aclearer divide between service funding and service production
¢ increased competition, often by allowing private actors to compete in the
public service production

e privatisation of public service production

Due to a considerable income from the oil-sector, the problems related to the
funding of public service activities in Norway in the late 1980s and early 1990s can
be described as rather marginal compared to many other countries, for example,
Finland (Olsen & Peters 1996). However, powerful actors in the public sector in
Norway, most noticeable the Ministry of Finance (FD), but also the Ministry for
Labour and Government Administration (AAD) established in 1990, worked
strongly to limit public expenditure and modernise the public sector in this period
(Leegreid 1995:49; Fimreite 1997:83). Various Governments declared throughout
the whole decade that an increased decentralisation of authority, increased
institutional autonomy and a stronger focus on the outcome of public spending
was needed to prepare the country for a tougher international competitive climate
(see for example St.prp.nr.1 1995-96: 9). The most visible measures coming out of
such arguments was the introduction of result-oriented planning (ROP), a new
accounting system for the public sector and systematic use of evaluations in all
public sectors.

In higher education, result-oriented planning caused the greatest upheaval of

these measures. Even if a key element of ROP was to include potential
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stakeholders and “market/user needs” in defining objectives (Christensen 1991), it
was still heavily criticised for being an administrative tool of little applicability for
higher education (Larsen & Gornitzka 1995:349).

Increased institutional autonomy was also a key element in the accounting reform
that was launched a few years later (1996), and that gave higher education
institutions more autonomy in financial matters. However, during the 1990s,
increased decentralisation occurred in a number of areas in higher education.
Analysis of decision-making structures has, for example, indicated that the
country during the 1990s has been moving towards decentralising authority to
institutions and less stringent regulation from the authorities, with a more
managerial model evolving inside the institutions (Bleiklie et al 2000). In
universities, one has witnessed that more emphasis is placed on institutional and
departmental strategic planning efforts both when it comes to research (Larsen
1995) and teaching (Stensaker 1996). However, the historical differences in the
institutional autonomy between universities and colleges prevailed during this
period. For example, the institutional and departmental freedom in developing
new study programs and in curriculum issues in the college sector was during the
whole 1990s experienced as very marginal, with national standards limiting
institutional autonomy (Kyvik 1999:315).

Attempts to improve quality, efficiency and effectiveness were in particular visible
in the college sector in the 1990s. As mentioned before, prior expansion of the
higher education system had created a number of specialised colleges in teacher
training, engineering and nursing. In addition, more vocational oriented District
colleges during the 1970s and 1980s created a college sector with a large number of
small and somewhat fragmented institutions. In 1994, The Ministry of Education
amalgamated 98 of these institutions into 26 larger and more comprehensive state
colleges with the intensions to increase administrative effectiveness, economic
efficiency and academic quality (Kyvik 1999). However, in the evaluation of the
reform, it was claimed that after five years, most effects of the reorganisation
could be attached to organisational and administrative measures, and that the
asserted improvement in academic quality was more difficult to discover (Kyvik
1999:314).

The central idea behind the reorganisation of the college sector was also to
increase cooperation, but also the specialisation between and within higher
education institutions. The argumentation for the establishment of the Network
Norway, a plan for coordinate the Norwegian higher education system better and
outlined in the white paper from the early 1990s, was that Norwegian higher
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education institutions did not sufficiently take advantage of their academic
potential (St.Meld.40 1990-91: 46-47). Many departments within institutions were
regarded as being too small to maintain a continuous high level of quality of their
education and research. The Ministry of Education wanted both departments and
institutions to merge or to specialise within certain fields of learning, thereby
leaving other areas and disciplines to other institutions. The Ministry suggested
that this also could be done in some form of co-operation between the university
and the college sector, where colleges should take care of lower degree education
within a specific subject whereas universities should take responsibility for the
higher degrees. In this process, the institutions were encouraged to make their
own suggestions and recommendations for specialisation and co-operation.
However, the Ministry reserved the right to have the final word concerning the
proposed specialisation of the institutions (St.meld.nr.40 1990-91), and no
additional resources were given to institutions acquiring a certain specialisation.

The final major reform launched in this decade was a new Act on Universities and
Colleges which was implemented in 1996. The main intention with this Act was to
replace the individual Acts with respect to each university, and to standardise the
formal rules and regulations in the whole higher education sector. Thus, the new
Act intended to support the establishment of the Network Norway through a
transparent and integrated legal system. Not least, the new Act opened up for
increased student mobility between the university and the college sector and
contributed as such to a more standardised mutual recognition process between

institutions.

3.3.2 Policy initiatives related to the quality of teaching and learning

During the 1990s, some specific measures and initiatives have been taken by the
Ministry of Education with the aim of improving the quality of Norwegian higher
education. A separate government commission composed only of representatives
from the higher education institutions, the Quality of Studies Commission, was
appointed in the late 1980s to assess the situation, and to come up with solutions
and recommendations for the future (Studiekvalitetsutvalget 1990). In their report
published in 1990, this commission emphasised how closely related quality
improvements were to the culture of higher education institutions. The argument
advocated was that changes in culture in turn would lead to changes in how
higher education functioned, i.e., in the quality of teaching and learning
(Studiekvalitetsutvalget 1990: 72). In their strategy to implement such a shift in
culture, the commission suggested that change in the educational infrastructure of
teaching and learning was a necessary condition to achieve this objective. Echoing

an OECD (1988) review of Norwegian higher education claiming that too much
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energy and resources were used on examination and too little on the learning
process, the commission argued that quality improvements depended on altering
the teaching and learning process by enhancing pedagogical skills of the teaching
staff, by pedagogical development work, a shift in the weight given to the
examination process in favour of processes of learning, and by establishing
formative and systematic internal and external evaluation systems. The latter
suggestion might have been inspired by a study trip the commission made to
European countries where national evaluation systems already had been

implemented.

Furthermore, the commission encouraged the institutions to develop their own
“action plans” for quality (Studiekvalitetsutvalget 1990:17-19). In the process of
improving higher education, the commission further recommended that
implementation should take place by using a combination of bottom-up and top-
down processes, where the role of the state was to facilitate the work put down by
the institutions (Handal & Lycke 2000).

In the 1991 governmental white paper on higher education, several of the central
ideas from the “quality” commission were incorporated (St.meld.nr. 1990-91).
Interestingly, “quality measures” such as evaluations were discussed in a chapter
on state governance and organising, in which the Ministry of Education promised
more decentralisation. The white paper also stated that maintaining and
improving the quality of higher education was mainly an institutional
responsibility (St.meld.nr. 1990-91: 57). The most important national responsibility
in the quality area, it argued, was to “check” whether institutions took quality
improvement seriously. In other words, national meta-evaluations were an

important tool in the quality improvement process.

However, instead of arguing for the establishment of systematic national
evaluations, the Ministry of Education stated that conducting evaluations was a
responsibility not only for the national authorities, but also for institutions
themselves, encouraging them to co-operate in establishing such procedures. The
Ministry also emphasised that, echoing the ‘quality” commission, the most
important purpose concerning national and/or institutional evaluations was to
enhance institutional learning. The control function of evaluation was, in other
words, toned down (St.meld.nr. 1990-91: 56). To inspire institutions, and to
provide a mechanism for communication and learning, the Ministry launched a
national pilot project for evaluation of higher education that should run from
1992-1996. The aim of the project was to enhance and stimulate institutions to

develop their own evaluation systems by creating a knowledge base for these
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activities (St.meld.nr 40 1990-91: 56). The design of the evaluations launched as a
part of this pilot project was heavily inspired by international developments
within the field of evaluation (see van Vught & Westerheijden 1994), and included
a disciplinary and subject based focus, institutional self-evaluations, the visit of an
external peer review committee and the publication of an external report (for
details, see Stensaker 1997).

The Ministerial emphasis on “improvement” rather than “control” supported the
formative evaluation approach recommended by the earlier “quality” commission.
The fact that the responsibility for the administration and analysis of the
evaluation process was given to an independent research institute (NIFU) can be
said to be an indication of the quality enhancement aspects of the process.
However, because the evaluation project was presented in a section in the white
paper that dealt with governmental steering and organisation of the higher
education system, several institutions had doubts as to whether they could trust
the Ministry’s intentions of not using the evaluation results for other purposes
than quality improvement (Jordell et al 1994). Institutions suspected that topics
related to the ongoing mergers within the college sector, the institutional chase for
certain academic ‘specialisations” related to the Network Norway idea, and the
increased emphasis on institutional efficiency could appear on the policy agenda if
one experienced a “poor” evaluation result (Karllsen & Stensa