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The “New” Competition:
Serving the Learning Society in an Electronic Age

Elaine El-Khawas
University of California, Los Angeles, United States

ABSTRACT

This analysis assesses the changing environment for serving adult learners, with
special attention to the emergence of new approaches to the provision of postsec-
ondary learning. Significant change is likely, due to the combined impact of new
providers and new uses of information technology. In order to develop an effective
response, universities must understand some key characteristics of the emerging
competitive environment for lifelong learners.

INTRODUCTION

In the decades ahead, one of the greatest challenges for higher education will
be to adapt to significant growth in lifelong learning. UNESCO, OECD and other
organizations have documented that mature adults will become an increasing pres-
ence in many systems of higher education in the coming decades (Ehrman, 1996;
UNESCO, 1996). Both developing and highly industrialized economies are
expected to face expanding educational needs for ever wider proportions of their
citizens. Especially for those countries where economies are expanding, increasing
numbers of working adults will seek second-chance opportunities, whether this
involves vocational training and skill upgrading or, instead, the opportunity to
embark on university study (World Bank, 1994). So too, trends toward a fully global
economic marketplace – which also brings dislocations caused by international
trade imbalances or mergers and downsizing among multinational firms – will result
in increasing numbers of workers who feel insecure in their current work and ready
to seek further education to protect themselves against employment uncertainty.

So too, professionals in many fields – including engineers, health care profes-
sionals, teachers, and numerous other professions – will need greater opportunities
to renew their learning and skills in the face of rapid technological and organiza-
OECD 1999
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tional change. In many careers, periodic continuing education is already required
by national professional bodies. For many countries, adult learning for profes-
sional, work-related purposes is already at a substantial level. A recent study in the
United States, for example, estimated that one-third of employed adults are cur-
rently engaged in some form of employment-related training, and more than half of
managerial and professional employees are engaged in such employment-related
training (Kopka and Peng, 1994).

Adult learners are already a significant presence in many systems of higher
education. Often, they are served by centers for continuing education, extension
divisions or other special programs, including governmentally-sponsored open
universities. Thus far, a large proportion of the activity directed to adult learning
involves vocational training and skill development. Another large proportion
focuses on executive and management development, and still another large seg-
ment is directed to the updating of technical and professional skills (OECD, 1973).

However, the need for lifelong learning may expand much further in the near
future. In most countries, current levels of adult participation in higher education
understate the much wider demand that already exists for work-relevant education
for employed adults. On-the-job training and short, contracted courses are an
important component of adult learning in many countries; many adults engage in
such short-term education and skill upgrading that is directly sponsored by
employers or by unions or other groups. As an example, it has been reported that
the international accounting and consulting firm of Arthur Andersen spends more
than 6% of its revenues on such “in-house” education each year (Davis and Botkin,
1994).

Over time, the need for this type of work-related learning can be expected to
grow dramatically. Most major employers, recognizing that a strong and adaptable
labor force is essential to sustained growth in productivity and innovation, will
increasingly make major commitments to the learning needs of their workers. So
too, growing numbers of these workers will need more extended educational
opportunities, beyond what can be offered on the job or in several-day workshops.
Thus, while the precise numbers cannot be determined, it can be expected that, in
the future, increasing numbers of employed adults will seek to pursue formal study,
including degree study, that is compatible with their initial educational training

Adult learners, especially employed adults, will therefore be a very important
market for higher education institutions in the coming decades. This historic trend
will show its effects at a different pace in each country, but the general trajectory can
be seen: if the twentieth century was a period when higher education gave its pri-
mary attention to the “initial education” of youth, during the century ahead the life-
long educational needs of the adult population will play an increasingly important
role in higher education.
OECD 1999
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The challenge for governments and for institutions of higher education is to
understand and plan for an appropriate response to this broader demand for adult
learning, seen in its widest sense. Traditional institutions of higher education face
several challenges in deciding how they might serve adult learners in a changing
environment. Three trends are particularly challenging: the decisions by many
countries to rely on distance education to accommodate growing higher education
provision; unprecedented expansion taking place in the feasible uses of informa-
tion and communication technology; and a stronger degree of market competition
with respect to the adult learner. These three trends, likely to have overlapping or
combined impact, indicate that the future holds a new, more competitive environ-
ment for serving adult learners.

This article assesses this changing environment, with special attention to
some core elements of the competitive climate that is emerging. A key conclusion
is that the realities of highly competitive environments will call for new and differ-
ent forms of response by higher education institutions in the future.

THE EMERGING COMPETITIVE ENVIRONMENT

Experience varies among countries in how adult learners have been served in
the past and, especially, in the extent to which universities and other traditional
institutions of higher education have served adult learners. For many years, a typi-
cal pattern was one in which universities offered limited opportunities for adult
study, sometimes through evening schools, correspondence study, or special uni-
versity extension centers. In some settings, adult learning was organized and
offered by separate institutions. Adult students, under either model, often had no
direct contact with the younger, traditional-age students that remained the focus of
attention by universities.

The realities of adult learning today are very different. Adult learners study in
a wide variety of settings, both inside traditional universities and with an increasing
array of other providers (Curran, 1997). Study formats and course schedules have
become much more varied; opportunities are available in many more fields of
study, in a wide range of locations and with an increasingly diverse set of sponsors,
including employers, trade unions, and professional organizations. Distance educa-
tion, which has played a significant role in serving adults in many countries
(UNESCO, 1998), is facing the prospect of much wider use as electronic methods of
instructional delivery have become feasible. Increasingly, programs are offered in
which students can carry out their studies electronically, using electronic mail for
communication with instructors and other students while tapping into information
resources available on the World Wide Web.

The “market” for provision of adult learning is increasingly competitive.
Because it is widely believed that advances in information technology will bring the
OECD 1999
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prospect of offering significant economies of scale, the number of providers of adult
learning has expanded. Already, some institutions are using information technology
to help support expansion of their programs geographically, whether to various
parts of an urban area, to satellite campuses or, even, across national borders. In
many countries, private universities have shown special interest in adult learners,
directing their programs to highly popular, work-related subjects such as business
management and computer technology. Current trends also suggest that programs
for adult learners will increasingly be offered by employer groups, trade unions and
professional organizations as well as by major, multi-national corporations that
decide to organize certificate or degree programs that meet the specific, educa-
tional needs of their employees. Competition also is likely from an emerging sector
of private, profit-making companies whose purposes are directly commercial.
Marchese (1998) has recently described an array of initiatives in the United States
in which profit-making companies have launched ambitious plans to attract adult
learners to their especially designed programs.

For the moment, these recent developments may be largely confined to the
United States, which has long had a competitive, market-based climate for higher
education provision. However, much of the impetus for these new initiatives rests
with the way that electronic learning allows new providers to extend their reach.
Thus, current US experience probably should be seen as a sign of what other coun-
tries could also encounter. While the pace and specific aspects will vary, the “new”
competition – providers who combine electronic learning and profit motives – is
likely to have repercussions for adult learning in other countries as well.

It is important, therefore, that tradi-
tional institutions of higher education
understand the characteristics that may
dominate the educational market for
adult learners in the years ahead. Some
of the most salient characteristics of the
new competitive environment, shown in
Table 1, will be reviewed in the following
pages. Many of these characteristics –
niche markets, for example – are already
familiar and have been adopted in some
form by many traditional institutions.
They may involve new directions in the
future, however, and may become more
strategically powerful when organized in new combinations or on a greater scale.
The linking of electronic and other forms of non-traditional learning with commer-
cially driven profit motives by organizations able to develop large-scale operations
may present a very different reality than exists today.  

Table 1. Elements
of the Competition

• Geographically dispersed 
offerings

• Electronic or virtual modes of 
delivery

• Emphasis on convenience factors
• Targeted niche markets
• Large-scale, profit-driven 

enterprises

Source: Auteur.
OECD 1999
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Dispersed offerings

In many large systems of higher education, there have long been examples of
multiple locations at which a traditional institution offers instruction. The universi-
ties of London, the multiple units of the University of Paris, the state-sponsored
multi-campus systems in the United States, and institutional mergers in Australia
are different examples of a more general trend. Many forms of “satellite” campuses
have also come into existence, typically to offer education programs in several loca-
tions within an urban area.

In the United States, the strategy of geographically dispersed offerings has
taken on a new dimension recently. Instead of having a limited number of locations,
some institutions are extending their reach to 100 or more locations. Webster Uni-
versity, based in Missouri, has followed a multi-campus approach for many years.
Today, however, its expansion is such that it has 64 locations in the United States
and six centers offering instruction in other countries. The University of Maryland's
University College is another striking example; it was formed partly to offer col-
lege-level instruction to members of the US military serving in foreign locations;
today it has expanded to offer instruction to more than 35 000 students at more than
100 different sites around the world. Rio Salado College, located in Arizona, cur-
rently has 129 locations at which it offers community-college-level courses
(Marchese, 1998).

Electronic learning

Most universities have used various forms of information technology over the
years although typically as supplements for traditional forms of educational provi-
sion. In the last decade, technological developments have greatly increased the
feasibility of electronic learning, setting the stage for widespread change. Reliance
on information technology – allowing course delivery via cable television, satellite
transmission, interactive video, the Internet and other “virtual” modes of delivery
– is likely to mushroom in the near future, especially as a way to reach adult learn-
ers. A number of universities in the United States now offer specific degree pro-
grams entirely through the Internet. The Colorado community college system, for
example, offers an associate degree in business via the Internet. A newer trend is
to have no physical location and to offer services only electronically, as is true with
the new California Virtual University and with some profit-based providers such as
the Online University or the Electronic University Network.

This trend is compatible with many of the access objectives on which distance
learning has been based. The broad reach of electronic delivery increases the com-
petitive atmosphere, as does the introduction of major corporate partners to pro-
vide technical capacity. In addition, some profit-seeking entrants into the adult
learning market, for example, Sylvan Learning and Computer Learning Systems,
OECD 1999
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have had experience with tertiary education, often restricted to vocational training
or continuing professional education, rather than degree-granting programs. The
greatly increased scale of operations made possible by electronic delivery and by
the ambitious plans of many new, profit-minded providers has the potential to
transform educational offerings and methods of delivering education and training
to adults.

Emphasis on Convenience factors

It has long been recognized that adult learners, in order to combine learning
with other ongoing responsibilities in their lives, are interested in flexible time
schedules, easily-reached locations and other convenience factors as they choose
among various educational options. Many adults especially prefer programs that
are linked to their present workplaces and jobs, and subsidized by their employer.
Others, seeking career changes, place great importance on programs that can be
completed without a significant disruption in their current work schedules. Many
traditional higher education institutions have long ago established various initia-
tives (e.g., centers for continuing education; distance education programs;
time-compressed degrees) that offer such convenience factors for the adult market.
Convenience factors are likely to take on greater importance in the emerging era of
electronic, virtual learning. Adults no longer need to search for convenient locations
or course schedules that fit around their work hours; they can, instead, work at their
own computers, at home or at the office, at whatever hours they wish, and still
receive full access to electronic lectures, multi-media presentations, or electronic
interaction opportunities with tutors and other students. One of the most ambitious
new developments in the United States, the Western Governors University, expects
to offer electronic instruction to close to 100 000 students throughout its member
states. Already, other virtual universities have created large numbers of such course
offerings; in California, the California Virtual University now posts the availability of
more than 700 courses by such means. The University of Wisconsin has established
an electronic learning center that already offers more than 500 courses, with plans
for worldwide course and degree offerings.

Niche markets

Most traditional universities have prided themselves on offering a diverse
array of course offerings. Comprehensiveness has been seen as a strength, a mark
of a university’s contributions to the educational needs of its surrounding commu-
nity. Even where specialized institutions were established – technological univer-
sities, teacher training institutes, or schools of art and design, for example – these
institutions adopted a broad view of their role and sought to provide a full array of
services within the area of their mandate.
OECD 1999
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In the new, more competitive environment, a new direction is emerging. Sev-
eral institutions and niche-focused programs have emerged in eastern and central
Europe in the last decade (Farnes, 1997), typically limited to courses in business
management and computer technology. In Latin America, an explosive growth of
private institutions has also occurred, often with “niches” that are linked directly to
expanding employment sectors.

The National Technological University is a successful example in the United
States of a combination of electronic learning and a narrow niche market. For more
than a decade, it has offered courses that provide continuing education and mas-
ter’s degree study for engineers, with instruction delivered electronically to a large
number of partner employers (Curran, 1997). A dramatic new development of this
type involves the Michigan Virtual Automotive College, being set up by the Big
Three automakers, which will organize and deliver both short-term training and
degree courses to auto industry employees (Marchese, 1998).

 Many new programs and providers are deciding to concentrate only on cer-
tain, targeted markets that will be most heavily in demand, often, too, the fields
that can be provided at low cost. No longer is there a sense that certain areas of
study “ought” to be offered; if the market and the financial gains are not sufficient
for a certain field, new providers will quickly make the decision to discontinue that
offering. Such practices make sense for individual providers, but raise the broader
question of how the public good is to be served when there is a social need for
adult study opportunities in areas that are not profitable.

Large-scale, profit-driven enterprises

Many countries have had experience with competition among providers of
higher education. Competition has occurred among public institutions as well as
between public and private institutions. Competition has been based on differ-
ences in program offerings, on dimensions of prestige or reputation and, in some
settings, on differences in student charges. The market for adult learners has had a
stronger degree of competition, with flexibility of time schedules or convenient
locations serving as other features differentiating various institutional offerings. In
some countries, many traditional institutions have been active in serving the mar-
ket for adult learners, thereby becoming experienced with this more busi-
ness-minded and market-sensitive segment of higher education.

A distinctively new element to the competitive environment for adult learn-
ers, at least in the United States, is the introduction of providers who have business
motives at the core of their operations and are pursuing ambitious business plans
aimed at being financially successful in the adult education market. Many of the
new organizations entering the adult learning market in the United States are well
OECD 1999
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funded, with investment capital extended by parent companies or partners or, in
some cases, supported by stock market investors (Marchese, 1998).

Also new is the scope of the ambitions held by new, profit-oriented providers
and their capacity to design large-scale operations. They identify an attractive
“niche” program that also is low-cost to provide, design the program with conve-
nience factors that attract adults, and then package it in ways that achieve standard-
ization and high volume, all to result in efficient, cost-effective, and profitable
programs.

These forces can already be seen in the actions of new providers in the United
States. A specific niche chosen by the University of Phoenix, for example, is the stu-
dent who has already received an undergraduate degree and who wishes to com-
plete additional study in order to earn a teaching certificate. This university has
targeted its offering of such programs in the geographic areas that are projected to
have rapid population growth and, therefore, steadily increasing need for school
teachers (Raphael and Tobias, 1997). By offering one-year teaching certificate pro-
grams in these states, the university will achieve a high volume of activity. By focusing
narrowly on this and a few other subjects, it will be able to achieve a standardization
of offerings as well, allowing it to achieve substantial cost effectiveness.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

Although universities are sometimes thought to be slow to change, there is
considerable evidence that they do change and adapt to new circumstances in their
environment. OECD’s recent thematic study (1998) has documented, for example,
that systems of higher education in OECD countries have undergone dramatic
changes in the last few decades, absorbing higher rates of participation and intro-
ducing new study fields and degree levels, while changing the mission and scope
of existing institutions as well. New programs for adult learners have also been a
prominent aspect of change for higher education during this period, whether
through introduction of short cycle, distance learning or other specialized
programs.

To prepare for the new, more competitive environment that is now develop-
ing, traditional institutions of higher education need to consider what role they wish
to play in the coming decades with regard to adult learning. Different scenarios are
possible. New providers may have limited impact, for example, either because gov-
ernments set limits or, instead, because the actual market for electronic,
profit-based learning may be found mainly in forms of short-term training that do
not significantly compete with traditional offerings by higher education institutions.

Systems of higher education also need to confront the prospect that expan-
sionary, niche-market competitors could be very successful in attracting large
numbers of adult learners, perhaps to the point that they could take over entire
OECD 1999



15

The “New” Competition: Serving the Learning Society in an Electronic Age
segments of the adult learner market. This raises questions for governments and for
traditional higher education: would it matter, for example, if all, or most manage-
ment training at the master’s degree level were offered by profit-making, specialist
institutions? If this occurs, who will ensure that, in these new programs, educational
principles are blended appropriately with business motives (El-Khawas, 1998)?

If traditional higher education is to compete with new providers, on what
grounds will they do so? Which elements of program design should be adopted by
established institutions and how should they be adapted? The appeal of conve-
nience factors, for example, can be very powerful for adult learners, yet this is an
area to which traditional universities have given little attention.

It is possible, too, that some form of coexistence will emerge (Curran, 1997),
with traditional and new providers addressing different parts of the adult learner
market. New providers might, for example, concentrate most heavily on relatively
short study programs and employment-related skill upgrading, where costs can be
kept down and profits can be predictable. Similarly, once the glamour of electronic
learning wears off, it may turn out that electronic learning, much like books on tape,
becomes but one more delivery mode and plays a limited role in the adult learning
market. Some observers believe that electronic learning will be most appropriate,
for example, with “listen-and-learn” subjects – including the study of grammar, for-
eign languages, and introductory levels of many other subject areas (Daniel, 1996).

Traditional institutions, in turn, might expand their degree offerings to adult
learners or, as with eastern and central European countries recently, may assign that
role to a governmentally-sponsored open university (Farnes, 1997). Even if one
decides that the two markets can coexist, traditional higher education institutions
need to consider the impact on their own programs, for example, when students
and instructors have degree credentials gained through non-traditional methods or
when governments decide to offer funding support to the new approaches.

The major threat to traditional institutions of higher education may rest with
master’s degree study and continuing professional education, including courses
directed to upper management and experienced professionals. Universities have
long had a major role in offering such study opportunities for adults although, in
some countries, the university's dominance has recently been challenged by pri-
vate universities that have attracted adult students to their competing master’s
degree programs in business management, teacher education and computer tech-
nology. So too, a small amount of continuing professional education is already
being conducted electronically, with indications that such electronic courses will
expand rapidly in the near future. Will this mean that traditional institutions would
share the market for this advanced level of adult learning? If competing programs
prove to be very attractive, will traditional institutions need to cut back on their own
programs?
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To sort out the likely implications in a specific country or setting, planners
must consider various issues: what segment of adult learners are likely to be
attracted to programs offered electronically? Will new providers attract only a small
proportion of that market? Is there a large enough market to divide, and how can
the market for adult learners be divided satisfactorily? Both governments and insti-
tutions of higher education should systematically consider such questions, some of
which are outlined in Table 2.

CONCLUSION

This article has offered a look at a possible future for serving adult learners.
While it is evident that, with economic growth, most countries will face rising
demand for adult learning, much is uncertain about how that demand will be met.
Electronic learning and the emergence of energetic new providers of adult learning
offer the ingredients of a significant new departure for adult learning. Leaders of tra-
ditional higher education institutions need to be knowledgeable and creative in
seeking to determine how their institutions should respond.

A critical task is to understand the nature of profit-driven, competitive markets
as well as the appeal that electronic learning and convenient study options have for
working adults. In that context, leaders must consider what the long-term conse-
quences of these developments may be and, in turn, attempt to determine how
their institutions can continue to serve their own constituencies well.

Table 2. The new competition for adult learners: some planning questions

1. What role does adult learning play in higher education today?
2. How central a place do various forms of adult learning have?
3. How important is it that existing institutions of higher education maintain their

current “share” of the adult learning market?
4. How important is it to increase that share, or to maintain “share” as the market

expands?
5. Are some forms of adult learning more appropriate for higher education than

others? Which forms are most important, and why?

Source:  Author.
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ABSTRACT

Higher education institutions in Norway have argued that they have been hand-
icapped in the market for lifelong learning by governmental regulation. The gov-
ernment now proposes more autonomy for the institutions to set up new course
programmes and to charge fees for courses more freely. The institutions, however,
still do not compete on equal terms with other providers of lifelong learning. Aca-
demic attitudes do not seem to be a major obstacle to providing more continuing
education, but staff have had little time for developing and teaching continuing
education the last decade because of a strong increase in student numbers.
Higher education institutions provide knowledge with a quality guarantee and
are suited to provide continuing education to employees, instead of costly “corpo-
rate colleges”. Specialised courses in undergraduate and graduate study pro-
grammes may be developed into intensive continuing education courses.

Do higher education institutions compete on equal terms
in the market for lifelong learning in Norway?

There has been a trend towards more indirect governance of higher education
by the government, in Norway as in many other European countries. This strategy
of self-regulation means giving the institutions more autonomy and responsibility
in order to enable them to become more responsive to the market and to compete
for state appropriations. Earlier analyses of these policy changes in Norway have
focused on policies for strengthening the role and quality of the universities,
research funding and changes in budget procedures (Aamodt, Kyvik and Skoie,
1991). This article will focus on the policy changes in the area of lifelong learning.
Higher education institutions in Norway have argued for years that they have been
handicapped in the market for lifelong learning by governmental regulation.
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Recent changes in governmental policies have enlarged the possibilities for
institutions. We will discuss to what extent institutions may now compete on equal
terms with other providers of lifelong learning. Besides changes in the legal and
economic framework, important factors are changes in the number of ordinary stu-
dents in relation to academic staff and changes in academic attitudes to continuing
education. We will also briefly discuss some advantages higher education institu-
tions have, compared with other providers of lifelong learning. At the Norwegian
Institute for Studies in Research and Higher Education (NIFU) we are now involved
in two international projects on these themes.1

The legal framework

Continuing education was not explicitly legally stated as a responsibility for all
Norwegian higher education institutions before the recent Act on Universities and
Colleges of 1995. According to this Act, the institutions shall “give or organise con-
tinuing education in their subject areas”. This was not stated in the University Act
of 1989 nor in the earlier acts about different universities. The inclusion in the new
Act is important, signalling that lifelong learning is to be taken seriously. Higher
education was mentioned in the Adult Education Act of 1976, but this was probably
viewed as less binding by the institutions. For the regional colleges, however, pro-
viding adult education or recurrent education was included as one of their goals
when they were established in the 1970s. The Ministry of Education stressed that
special courses should be developed for part-time students and indicated that up
to 25% of the educational capacity could be used for this purpose (Kyvik, 1981).

Norway has not ratified the ILO Convention of 1974 on Paid Educational Leave,
although our country was a pioneer in state support for adult education in the 1970s.
First our Parliament was sceptical, later employers were opposed to it. The ques-
tion of paid (or unpaid) educational leave has been investigated, discussed and
proposed by commissions on lifelong learning and on higher education since the
mid-1960s. White papers from different governments have, however, left the matter
to agreement between the partners in working life. “Increased reliance on the
responsibilities of employers and individual learners is also reflected in the reluc-
tance of many countries to legislate and implement arrangements for paid study
leave” (OECD, 1996, p. 89). Some Norwegian public services and oil companies
have given selected employees paid educational leave for full-time studies for one
to three years. In other large companies, employees received grants only for part-
time studies, such as evening courses or distance education (Brandt, 1991, p. 46).
Without a general right to educational leave, Norwegian institutions can seldom set
up long full-time study programmes for employees. In a recent White Paper on Life-
long Learning the government says it will, together with partners in working life,
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draw up alternative propositions and later a parliamentary bill on individual rights
to educational leave.

Part-time students may obtain loan and grants from the State Educational
Loan Fund, provided that they study a minimum of 50% of specified progression.
The level of support is based on the situation for young students. Loans and grants
are reduced if a student has income above a minimum level. A student with chil-
dren receives extra support, but this is reduced if the spouse has an income. These
regulations make the State Educational Loan Fund unsuitable for financing continu-
ing education for those in employment and with family responsibilities, especially
full-time studies. The Buer Commission on Lifelong Learning discussed a revision
of the regulations, and in the recent White Paper the government has agreed to
follow this up.

Staff attitudes to lifelong learning

From an institutional perspective (Scott, 1995) it is important to know to what
degree continuing education – and its different forms – is seen by academics as part
of their responsibility, with bases in laws, institutional regulations, values and
norms.

Doing research and teaching graduate students or doctoral students are gen-
erally more rewarding for academic career and reputation than teaching graduates
returning for continuing education. Changes in attitudes are needed if universities
are to be more active in continuing education (Lynton and Elman, 1987). Continuing
education may nevertheless be seen as an interesting task. Among Norwegian uni-
versity staff in a 1991 survey, 27% were very satisfied and 43% were satisfied with
teaching continuing education, only 5% disliked doing this. This approximates atti-
tudes towards teaching undergraduate students. As expected, a higher percentage
was very satisfied with teaching graduate and doctoral students (40-60%) and doing
research (74%). Disciplinary differences were small. For 86% of the staff, teaching
continuing education was influenced by their research and for 58% this teaching
gave positive impulses to their research. Here teaching continuing education was
valued more positively than undergraduate teaching (Smeby, 1993). Academic atti-
tudes do not seem to be a major obstacle to more activity in providing continuing
education.

One would expect that academic attitudes are more positive to offering continu-
ing education for graduates than offering “adult education” or courses for those with-
out formal qualifications for studies. In a comparative historical study of continuing
education in higher education, institutions were found to have been active longer
and more continuously in the United Kingdom than in France and Germany, espe-
cially for non-graduates. Several reasons for this were discussed: In the United
Kingdom there was a strong local basis and local funding of new institutions; there
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were few other providers; the ideology of “liberal education” was influential; and the
tutorial approach was better suited for adults than lectures used in the other coun-
tries (Titmus et al., 1993). Norwegian institutions have been more like German ones,
with continuing education mostly for graduates. There is open admission to short up-
dating courses without examinations. To take long continuing education course pro-
grammes with credit-giving examinations, participants have to be formally qualified
for studies (upper secondary school academic stream or vocational stream plus spec-
ified amounts of basic subjects). This also applies to distance education.

In 1997, the Buer Commission on Lifelong Learning proposed that for all types
of continuing education, formal qualifications for studies should not normally be
required. The institutions strongly disagreed. In the recent White Paper the govern-
ment takes the side of the institutions, insofar as only non-credit up-dating courses
should be open for all. For study programmes with examinations and credits,
admission requirements should be the same if taken as ordinary education or as
continuing education. An exception is made for commissioned education when
some employees do not have the formal qualifications for studies; these students
should nevertheless be given credits for examinations taken. The Buer Commission
and the government are in favour of setting up a system for acknowledging non-
formal competence as an alternative way of admission to studies. This principle was
stated in the 1976 Adult Education Act and proposed again by the 1986 Commission
on Lifelong Learning, but it has not yet been implemented.

New study programmes: governmental approval or institutional flexibility?

In the recent White Paper of June 1998 the government stated its intention to
convert the higher education system (legally, economically, organisationally) so
that institutions would become more active and flexible providers in the educa-
tional market. The proposals from the Buer Commission will be included in this pro-
cess by the Ministry of Education and the newly appointed Commission on Higher
Education.

New programmes of ten credits (one semester) or more have to be approved
by the Ministry of Education, whether they are ordinary studies or financed by fees
or commissioned. The rationale is to co-ordinate the programmes given by univer-
sities and colleges within the Network Norway concept, with division of labour and
co-operation between institutions. The Buer Commission on Lifelong Learning pro-
posed that institutional boards should be allowed to set up continuing education
courses of twenty credits (one year) or less in their competence areas without
applying for approval. Employers’ federations were positive. The government has
not, however, agreed to this extension of institutional autonomy.

Colleges are geographically widespread in Norway; even so, local politicians
have been active in getting some vocational study programmes from the nearest
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college set up as so-called “decentralised studies” in their community. Approved
study programmes of a maximum twenty credits (one year) may be offered by an
institution as decentralised studies without seeking approval from the ministry.

Approved study programmes may be offered as distance education with no
limit as to length, except long professional education and education for higher-level
degrees. Norway has no separate “Open University” institution; our Parliament
chose a networking model following a White Paper in 1989. The distance education
programmes provided by most universities and colleges are co-ordinated by the
Norwegian Executive Board for Distance Education at University and College Level
(SOFF), located at the University of Tromsø in Northern Norway since 1990. The
Norwegian Employers’ Federation has recently stressed, in media and in the Buer
Commission, the need for a separate “Open University” – as they thought not
enough had been done by institutions in distance education and to put pressure
on institutions. In the 1998 White Paper the government, however, chose to con-
tinue the networking model with reference to increased activity by institutions and
the experience of other countries.

Contacts with employers and graduates (employees) are essential for an insti-
tution to be able to set up continuing education that is relevant for work, as courses
not considered relevant will not get enough fee-paying participants. Informal con-
tacts between individual members of academic staff and potential customers are
perhaps most important, as all academic staff have “boundary roles”, while in firms
and other organisations only some positions specialise in contact with the environ-
ment (Clark, 1984, p. 125). However, some forms of formalised contact may be nec-
essary to secure and give continuity to continuing education.

Internal resources: staff for lifelong learning

In the mid-1980s European universities were expected to go more into con-
tinuing education as smaller youth cohorts would give fewer students in ordinary
education, and therefore less government funding. Continuing education would
bring in resources and prevent that academic staff lay offs. In Norway, however, we
experienced a new “student wave” going to universities, from 40-45 000 students in
the early 1980s to 85 000 students in the mid-1990s. The college sector expanded
too, including private colleges in business administration and IT, from 50 000 stu-
dents in the early 1980s to 95 000 students in the mid-1990s. With more students
per teacher in many courses, teachers have had little time to become more active
in developing and teaching continuing education. In the last year, however, some
university programmes have received fewer new ordinary students. Some depart-
ments have set up continuing education to secure income and prevent staff reduc-
tion. For instance, at the University of Tromsø in Northern Norway the department
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of political science has developed continuing education courses for local military
personnel.

Since 1989, Norwegian institutions are allowed to establish academic posi-
tions financed by commissioned education or research. National regulations for
commissions include contracts and rules for overhead costs. Individual academics
are not allowed to offer commissions in competition with their institution. Academic
staff may obtain extra salary if they do commissioned education or research in addi-
tion to working a full-time week, provided they register their use of time.

External resources: charging fees from lifelong learning?

Education costs may be paid by the state, students and/or employers. Stu-
dents do not pay for ordinary higher education, except in private institutions. Stu-
dents may be expected to pay for general continuing education that will be useful
not only in their present job, but in the labour market or for personal development.
Employers may be expected to pay for specialised continuing education taken by
their employees (cf. Human Capital theory). The tension between these principles
is ever-present. From a resource dependency perspective (Pfeffer and Salancik,
1978) it is important that continuing education courses bring in fees from the partic-
ipants or their employers. These fees may supplement or substitute for govern-
mental funding for students in ordinary education. In the 1980s, the Norwegian
government gave signals that the institutions could earn more money from the mar-
ket, but this policy was not so explicit and strong as for instance in the United
Kingdom. After the Hernes Commission on Higher Education in 1988 and the White
Paper in 1989, institutions were allowed to charge fees for commissioned education
courses and continuing education courses lasting not longer than one semester (ten
credits). Institutions have argued that these restrictions handicap them in the mar-
ket. After the Buer Commission on Lifelong Learning in 1997 and the White Paper in
June 1998, institutions are now allowed to charge fees for courses lasting up to three
semesters or 1.5 years (thirty credits).

It is questionable whether buyers will be willing to pay the full cost for courses
(including development costs for courses not attracting enough participants), or
whether an institution will need to subsidise some of the “overhead” costs from its
basic funding. The Norwegian government has given extra start-up money only for
pilot projects in distance education, not for other types of continuing education.

Continuing education in universities and colleges may be seen as subject to
conflicting internal and external pressures – internal pressures from academic and
administrative concerns, external pressures from varying demands in the market.
Which pressures are stronger will influence how the education is organised (Berrel
and Smith, 1996). To escape restrictions for public institutions to charge fees, an insti-
tution may set up a non-profit foundation for continuing education. The Norwegian
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School of Economics and Business Administration (NHH) was the first in our country
to do so, in 1952 for management courses and consulting, then in 1959 for part-time
education and specialised continuing education. In the 1990s, almost forty years
later, several universities and colleges followed this model and set up foundations
for continuing education.

The advantages of higher education institutions as providers of lifelong learning

There is no official quality control or recognition of most continuing education
courses in Norway. For employers and employees it is a trial-and-error process,
depending on the “grapevine”. It is assumed that market mechanism ensures that
the providers with the most relevant courses will win the competition. Marketing is
far more important for continuing education than for ordinary education. In a study
of Norwegian employee education, certification was becoming more important for
both employers and employees. Several firms gave their employees grants for rel-
evant part-time studies, provided that examinations were included. Universities
and colleges can offer high-quality courses for professionals at low costs compared
to more commercial providers (Brandt, 1991). Higher education institutions are
suited to provide continuing education to employees, instead of firms and public
services setting up costly “corporate colleges” (Brandt, 1995).

Another guarantee is that a study programme must be officially recognised for
students to obtain loans and grants from the State Educational Loan Fund in Nor-
way. This has been a screening device against low-standard programmes from
national private colleges and foreign institutions (Brandt, 1998).

The division of work between higher education institutions and other provid-
ers was the main theme for the OECD project “Recent Developments in Continuing
Professional Education” with participation from 16 countries in 1991-92. In a com-
parison of the reports from France, Germany, the Netherlands and the United
Kingdom, the conclusions were: “higher education institutions in general lack the
flexibility to be adequately responsive to rapidly changing short-term demands.
The expertise of their staff and their ethos are knowledge-based rather than
experience-based. But they are in the best position to take a longer range
approach, to develop modular programmes which are both coherent and flexible,
and to offer cross-disciplinary programmes providing the breadth which is increas-
ingly recognised as an essential part of professional competence” (Lynton, 1992). In
the Norwegian study for the OECD project, we saw a trend towards more “tailor-
made” commissioned courses for a firm, especially to increase competence in inter-
personal skills (managers, service and sales occupations). Some universities and
colleges did this, but other providers were better suited since such courses were
often connected to consulting practice (Brandt, 1991).
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Institutions have a pool of specialised courses in undergraduate and graduate
study programmes which may be developed into intensive continuing education
courses with optional examinations. This has been a success in Norwegian univer-
sity-level engineering education, with a minimum fifty hours of lectures and exer-
cises during two one-week periods, adding lecturers from firms to professors. Short
up-dating courses of a few days are left for professional associations to provide
(Brandt, 1991).

For continuing professional education, universities and colleges can and
should provide a significant counterbalance to the current overemphasis on narrow
technical training (Lynton, 1992). This last statement is shared by others. Higher
education institutions should offer reflective, critical continuing education and not
narrow technical training, even if that is what some employers say they want
(Lerner, 1992). To what degree institutions, in Norway and other countries, in the
late 1990s have this normative view on their continuing education mission is a cen-
tral question for studies and discussions.

Response to new opportunities

Governmental policies have given Norwegian higher education institutions
more autonomy in the market for lifelong learning during the last decade. But the
institutions still do not compete on equal terms, they are more regulated than other
providers. This is the case not only for the question of fees, but also for the approval
of new study programmes – where one would expect that the institution was a guar-
antor of quality. It is still difficult for institutions to operate flexibly in the market.
We may say that the policy process has been “two steps forward by commissions
and one step backward by governments”, in giving the institutions better possibil-
ities to be active in lifelong learning.

Nevertheless, in recent conferences we have heard of many new initiatives in
lifelong learning by institutions. In the Buer Commission’s report, the number of
students in continuing education at Norwegian universities and colleges was said
to have increased, but the data are not too reliable over time. At NIFU we will study
what selected institutions are providing and the institutional policies for lifelong
learning, as part of the comparative projects (see note 1). In autumn 1998 we started
interviews in two universities and two colleges (the HEINE project) and in four uni-
versities (the LILEU project). Thus, in a year or two we will be in a better position
to answer the question how Norwegian institutions have responded to the new
opportunities for providing lifelong learning.
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NOTE

1. Researchers at NIFU participate in a comparative research project “Governmental poli-
cies and programmes for strengthening the relationship between higher education insti-
tutions and the economy” (HEINE) with partners from eight countries; it is partly financed
by the TSER programme of the European Commission. We have analysed policy changes
and we study how selected institutions are active in making education more relevant for
the economy. Continuing education is one of the themes of this project. At NIFU we also
participate in a comparative research project “Lifelong learning: the implications for the
universities in the EU” (LILEU), starting late in 1998 with partners from seven countries;
it is partly financed by the TSER programme.
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ABSTRACT

The Educational Credit Bank System – ECBS – provides open and flexible
access to quality education for adults who wish to attain a tertiary level education.
ECBS formally recognises, through accreditation, diverse forms of learning,
gained from a variety of educational institutions within both the formal and non-
formal sectors. Continuing education serves as the cornerstone for ECBS, since it
provides lifelong educational access to adults, who wish to deepen their educa-
tional experiences, while continuing to fulfil other responsibilities. The following
factors lead to the introduction of ECBS: 1) the existing formal education system
cannot adequately meet the diverse and lifelong educational needs of Koreans;
2) academic or university track learning has been overly privileged, leading to
fierce academic competition among students and the inordinate undervaluing of
other modes of education and training; 3) links between formal and non-formal
educational sectors need to be built in order to diversify educational services and
maximise the utilisation of existing educational resources. ECBS will direct the
activities of both individual ECBS students and the educational institutions and
programmes they attend. By expanding and diversifying educational access,
ECBS is expected to promote an open education system and a lifelong learning
society.

INTRODUCTION

As the pace of social change gains increasing speed with the dawning of the
21st century, it becomes increasingly difficult to predict the future and the eco-
nomic and cultural transformations which will ensue. The next century will play host
OECD 1999



Higher Education Management

32
to a new society in which post-industrialisation, information technology, globalisa-
tion, and plurality will be the chief characteristics. The history of economic and
industrial transformation (from agriculture to light industry to heavy industry) will
continue as heavy industry will be rapidly displaced by an information and technol-
ogy industry. Advancements in communications and information technology are
already altering the economic and social terrain and beckoning the emergence of a
new industrial and economic base. Such social and technological shifts have also
lent further strength and impetus to globalisation, which in kind requires a plural-
istic way of thinking, as well as a deeper understanding and appreciation of other
cultures.

In the face of such change, societies are required to review and renew old
forms of knowledge and adopt new value systems. In terms of education, this is a
challenge not only for the young (i.e., the traditional recipients of education), but
also the old. Adults, in particular, will need to be educationally open and flexible,
since they will have to keep pace with social and industrial change by continuously
renewing their skills and knowledge through training and education. Likewise, edu-
cation providers must procure those educational services and resources which will
actively promote and facilitate lifelong education. Moreover, such discussions
about continuing education require that educational stakeholders broaden their
focus from formal schooling to include many other non-formal modes of education.

Limitations within the existing educational system can be used to further
explicate and justify the benefits of continuing education. Although the present
educational system may have served society well in the past, it has recently proven
insufficient, as it is overly rigid and actively propagates uniformity. First of all, a cen-
tralised system of regulations has kept the entire education system in tight check
through the implementation of a standardised curriculum system, the university
entrance examination system, as well as a variety of other regulations governing
educational administration and school policies. In addition, the concept of “aca-
demic career” has been defined in a highly restrictive and narrow fashion, based
upon a set duration of full-time study in which students are grouped according to
age group. In short, every person follows the same academic path, which begins
with elementary school and concludes with graduation from high school or univer-
sity. Such a rigid system, in which part-time study or adult education is rare, is
clearly incompatible with the future needs of society.

Second, education, in general, tends to be ruled by a logic of academic cre-
dentialism and sectarianism. In short, high social privilege is attached to an elite
group of universities and the students who attend them. Educational goals are thus
organised around the attainment of socially prestigious diplomas, rather than the
supreme value of education. Consequently, education is reduced to serving an
instrumental function in that it becomes the central mechanism for differentiating
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citizens and assigning social and economic status. It is hardly surprising that stu-
dents compete rigorously for university entrance and secondary schools focus their
efforts on guaranteeing that their graduates “advance to the best” universities.

Within this context, students who are socially or economically disadvantaged
are put at a disadvantage. Since they do not have the same social or economic
resources as their peers, their chances of attending university, in the first place, are
very low and if they do not graduate from university, their social status falls even
further. Take into consideration the rigidity of the formal school system (i.e., unifor-
mity based on age and no part-time study) and these people have little chance of
attaining a higher education.

Third, modes of vocational and technical education are conspicuously absent
from the existing formal education system. Instead, school curriculum and related
materials focus almost exclusively on “pure” academic subjects. The main reason
being that education is always defined, at both the institutional and societal level,
as being an academic pursuit (another consequence of the privileging elite aca-
demic universities). Having been thus oriented, education is often out-of-touch
with daily life and the practical requirements of modern society.

In all respects, the genuine purpose of education is to assist students in learn-
ing how to live a good life and thereby guarantee the well-being and progress of
society and humanity as a whole. However, the existing educational system does
nothing of the sort, since it merely injects students with prescribed knowledge and
patterns of behaviour. Such an educational system and its outcomes are no longer
acceptable in the global communication and information age.

Furthermore, adults have now come to realise the necessity of continuing edu-
cation, as a means for upgrading their qualifications and equipping themselves with
new skills and knowledge. Recent and ongoing transformations in the work place
and the nature of work require that adults continuously deepen and expand their
professional arsenal of skills and competencies. In kind, this puts new and unique
pressures on the system of higher education. In particular, there is an increasing
demand for higher education coming from adults who were previously unable to
attend post-secondary school. For these adults, receiving a higher education
degree is essential, since Korean society place severe restrictions on those who
lack university qualifications.

Realistically speaking, however, the formal educational system is ill-equipped
to meet this new demand. Thus, there has been a turn to the non-formal educa-
tional system which possesses more potential.

In 1996, KEDI (Korean Education Development Institute) in collaboration with
the Ministry of Education conducted a survey on the aspirations of adults for higher
education. Among the respondents without university degrees, 87.6% said that they
wished to attain a university education. Of these, 44% wished to attend regular full-
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time studies at a 4 year college or university (although this is impossible consider-
ing career responsibilities), while 56% preferred to attain their degrees through
some alternative method.

Overall, these findings demonstrate that Korean adults possess a keen inter-
est in higher education and want access to diverse forms of non-traditional educa-
tion. According to recent estimates, there are about 2 million adults, ages 25 and
above, who have no university or college education and of these, the majority wish
to undertake post-secondary studies. Obviously, the demand for continuing educa-
tion is tremendous, especially when you consider that a large number of university
graduates also wish to receive additional education in order to meet the changing
demands of work and society.

The Educational Credit Bank System (ECBS) was introduce in May 1996, as
part of a series of reform proposals which sought to build an open and lifelong
learning society. Lifelong learning provides many educational alternatives and may
solve many of the educational problems now facing Korea. Moreover, by actively
promoting continuing education, lifelong learning is tailored to the educational
needs of adult learners. Obviously, traditional forms of education can no longer pro-
vide all the educational answers in a modern society, characterised by post-
industrialisation, information technology, globalisation, and pluralism. In contrast,
ECBS provides educational access for any citizen, whether they be a housewife, a
factory worker, or an adolescent high school drop-out. ECBS can compensate for
limitations in the tertiary education sector, by providing flexible and open access
to lifelong learning and thereby meet the shifting requirements of the competitive
information society.

THE MEANING OF EDUCATIONAL CREDIT BANK SYSTEM

Under ECBS, any form of learning experience, whether formal or non-formal,
will be granted recognition. This national system will also contribute to the realisa-
tion of an open and lifelong learning society by establishing organic links between
all education providers.

Previously, formal or school-based modes of education were given educa-
tional precedence, while the value of non-formal learning and experience went
unnoticed. Consequently, non-formal modes of education have been grossly
under-utilised. Since educational opportunities were limited to the formal sector,
this increased competition among students who might otherwise have explored
other educational avenues.

Viewed from the perspective of the individual, such extreme competition
deepens problems already faced by educationally disadvantaged groups. If stu-
dents leave the formal education system, prior to attaining a high school or univer-
sity diploma, it is extremely difficult for them to re-enter the system. Moreover,
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other modes of education which they may have access to (principally, non-formal
education) are not duly valued. As a remedy to these problems, ECBS introduces a
more open education system in which the importance, richness, and diversity of
individual learning experiences will be given formal recognition.

The meaning of ECBS can be identified as follows.

First, ECBS guarantees people’s right to learn by providing diverse educa-
tional opportunities. Most Korean adults believe that lifelong education institu-
tions attached to universities are the most appropriate institutions for the provision
of continuing education. If continuing education is to be of social value, then it
should be provided by socially accredited institutions, like universities. Attending
a university-associated institution may also provide psychological compensation
for those who wish, but have been unable, to acquire a university education.

There are already many kinds of adult education programmes offered in Korea.
Unlike formal education, these learning experiences are not deemed meaningful and
are not formally recognised under any credit, degree, or qualification systems. Learn-
ers, therefore, feel a great deal of frustration and in the process, important educa-
tional resources are wasted, leading to further educational problems.

We need to pay close and immediate attention to those tasks which will guar-
antee people’s right to lifelong learning and self-actualisation. ECBS must imple-
ment measures which will grant formal recognition to non-formal learning
experiences and allow flexible access to education regardless of time and place.
This is a key issue in terms of human resource development throughout the country.

Second, ECBS provides alternative opportunities for those who wish to bene-
fit from tertiary education, but have been previously denied access. It is essential
that we foster a learning environment in which real life responsibilities, like house
work or career responsibilities, can be balanced with learning. The future of human
resource development and individual actualisation depends upon it. Considering
the fact that Koreans have a great zeal for education and the demand for tertiary
education is extremely high, it is necessary to devise proper measures which pro-
vide alternative methods to meet this demand.

Of course, there have been other alternative tertiary education systems such
as acquisition of degree by self-instruction, air and correspondence universities,
and “open universities”. However the actual capacities of these programmes are
too limited and would be unable to service the educational needs of the estimated
2 million adults who have no post-secondary education. In addition, the rigid stu-
dent administrative systems, as well as entrance requirements for these institu-
tions, are similar to those of regular tertiary institutions and would severely limit
educational access.
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ECBS has been characterised as a vertical and horizontal accreditation system
in which diverse learning experiences and educational institutions are linked in a
meaningful and systematic fashion. In this sense, the implementation of ECBS
marks a radical reform in education, where every citizen’s right to lifelong education
will be guaranteed and recognised.

Third, ECBS maximises educational efforts and outcomes by establishing
close connections between formal and non-formal sectors of education. A serious
imbalance presently exists between these two sectors, which in turn leads to a sig-
nificant waste of educational and human resources. The full potential of non-formal
education has gone unrealised, although this educational sector has, in recent
years, undergone substantial quantitative expansion. The scope of the problem
extends far beyond the domain of non-formal education itself and negatively
impacts on education, in general, and learners’ educational rights, in particular. It is,
therefore, necessary to abandon the narrow definition of education and embrace
the importance of non-formal education.

ECBS, by enhancing the quality and effectiveness of non-formal education, is
expected to set right the balance between formal and non-formal modes and sys-
tems of education. In short, ECBS will mobilise diverse and non-formal parts of the
educational sector and thereby provide a firm ground for expanding opportunities
for individual self-realisation and national competitiveness. In 1995, the Presiden-
tial Commission on Educational Reform presented an innovative vision of educa-
tion rooted in an open and lifelong learning society where each citizen can access
learning regardless of time and place. ECBS is expected to play a vital role in real-
ising this new vision. In this respect, the OECD Examiners Report on Educational
Policy in Korea concurred that ECBS will provide the backbone for the realisation
of an open and lifelong learning society in Korea.

THE STRUCTURE AND ADMINISTRATIVE SYSTEM OF ECBS

The structure of ECBS

ECBS will govern and direct the activities of two educational stakeholders:
principally, students and educational providers. In terms of individual students,
ECBS will allow them to acquire course credits and formal degrees through alterna-
tive methods of study and accreditation. On the other hand, ECBS will also review
and grant curricular accreditation to alternative education providers, their pro-
grammes, and their courses of study.

ECBS students

As a first step, students must apply for registration with ECBS by completing
the “Learner Registration Form” and “Credit Approval Application Form”. Each of
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these forms must be submitted to either the applicant’s local Office of Education or
the Korean Educational Development Institute. The “Credit Approval Application
Form” allows applicants to receive formal credits, towards their degree, on the
basis of past learning experience (e.g., non-formal education and training, and
examination and qualification certificates). Once registered, each student must
seek further approval for all credit hours of study. Each student record and credit
history will be managed through a learner’s account on KEDI’s computer network
system.

After completing the necessary credit requirements (140 credit hours required
for a bachelor’s degree and 80 credit hours for a two-year associate diploma), grad-
uation candidates must submit a “Degree Application Form” to either their local
Office of Education or KEDI. These applications are reviewed by the Screening
Committee for the Academic Credit Accreditation, KEDI. Successful candidates are
finally awarded a degree by the Ministry of Education or, on special occasions and
with special requirements, a university or college. The degrees awarded, under
ECBS, correspond with those granted by regular universities or junior colleges, with
a few exceptions. There are presently 17 types of bachelor’s degree, including BA
and BSc, as well as 13 types of two-year associate diplomas in industrial arts or
agriculture.

ECBS accredited institutions and programmes

ECBS will grant accreditation to both educational institutions and individual
educational programmes. If an educational institution meets the requirements
established and monitored by ECBS, they will be given accreditation as an ECBS
institution offering accredited programmes. Accredited institutions may include:
centres for continuing education affiliated with universities or colleges, profes-
sional development and training institutions, vocational education and training
institutions, and private education institutions. Requirements for accreditation
include such elements as institutional facilities and quality of teaching staff (e.g.,
degrees and professional experience).

Most of the subjects of study, offered by universities or colleges, are to be
reclassified by ECBS. Up to 400 subjects, each with a standard curriculum and
teaching units, are to be developed. The educational programmes offered by each
education institution are compared and evaluated on the basis of standard curric-
ula and teaching units.

Administrative system for ECBS

The institutions involved in the administration of ECBS (Figure 1) include the
Ministry of Education, KEDI, diverse education and training institutions, city and
OECD 1999



Higher Education Management

38
provincial offices of education, universities and colleges, Korea Air and Correspon-
dence University, and certificate awarding institutions.

The Lifelong Education Planning Division at the Ministry of Education, formu-
lates all policies related to ECBS, while the Minister approves the educational pro-
grammes offered by education and training institutions, proclaims standard
curricula, and awards degrees to individual learners.

KEDI performs the following functions with regard to the administration of
ECBS: check each student’s degree qualifications, review and approval of graduation,
examination and confirmation for accrediting educational programmes, formulation
and implementation of evaluation planning regarding educational programmes,
development of standard curricula and teaching units, and establishment of a

Figure 1. ECBS Administration Structure

Source: Author.
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comprehensive ECBS information system. All these operations are supervised by
KEDI’s Screening Committee for the Academic Credit Accreditation. This committee
is composed of approximately 15 members who are drawn from a variety of profes-
sions, including areas like academe, industry, educational administration, and educa-
tion research. KEDI also co-operates with the Offices of Counselling and Resources
which provide advice and access to resources.

Education and Training Institutions provide pre-accredited educational pro-
grammes to learners and collaborate with KEDI in the review and accreditation pro-
cess for educational programmes.

At the level of city and provincial offices of education, offices of counselling
and resources not only collects and forward the “Learner Registration Forms” and
the “Credit Approval Application Forms” to KEDI, but also provide students with
advice and resources.

Universities and colleges offer diverse learning opportunities through part-
time registrations and collaborate with KEDI in credit accreditation. Universities or
junior colleges may also award degrees to those students who fulfil the institutions
academic requirements.

Korea Air and Correspondence University offers degree programmes on the
basis of self-study and work in collaborate with KEDI in credit accreditation.

Certificate awarding institutions confer a variety of certificates and collaborate
with KEDI in the process of credit accreditation.

OUTCOMES AND FUTURE PROSPECTS FOR ECBS

ECBS has been devised as an alternative means for providing adult citizens
with equal and flexible access to education. In doing so, ECBS guarantees the edu-
cational rights of all citizens by satisfying the diverse needs for tertiary education.
If successfully implemented, ECBS will foster the development of an open and life-
long learning society, as well as address many of the chronic and pervasive prob-
lems which presently plague the education system.

The expected outcomes from the introduction and implementation of ECBS
are as follows.

First, ECBS will protect each individual’s right to access learning, beyond the
limits of time and place, and assist in the realisation of a lifelong learning society.

Second, ECBS will assist those, who are unable or cannot afford to attend uni-
versity, to pursue learning and self-development through alternative forms of con-
tinuing education.

Third, under ECBS, organic ties of co-operation will link diverse educational
institutions across both formal and non-formal domains, as well as vertically and
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horizontally. The eventual goal is to build a consensus, regarding educational forms
and outcomes, and thereby maximise the utilisation of both human and educa-
tional resources.

Fourth, by providing alternative paths for degree acquisition, ECBS will facili-
tate reductions in the level of competition among students for regular university
admittance.

Finally, ECBS will foster a social and educational environment in which each
individual’s capabilities and qualifications will be duly acknowledged through
accreditation.

By nature, lifelong learning embodies the ideal that learning and self-devel-
opment should be an integral part of each individual’s life. With this in mind, ECBS
will continue to motivate each individual to actively participate in the lifelong
learning society. At the national level it will also enhance our nation’s competitive-
ness internationally and will extend continuing education opportunities to meet
the needs of the 21st century as characterised by the information society, globali-
sation, pluralism, and an ageing population.

With the founding of ECBS, 2 million adult Koreans will now have the oppor-
tunity to study and acquire a degree without attending regular university or college.
Moreover, it allows 900 000 holders of professional or vocational certificates to
acquire formal credits. It also builds momentum for the eventual demolition of the
walls which not only separate formal tertiary institutions, but also divide the world
of education into formal and non-formal sectors.

Many believe that the success of ECBS lies not with the education system
itself, but with the individual learners themselves. The genuine purpose of ECBS
will be distorted if it degenerates into just another means for acquiring credits or
degrees and thereby deepens the influence of academic sectarianism. Among
other things, ECBS requires and must actively foster a social atmosphere in which
learning is appreciated as goal, in and of itself. This will require a radical change in
attitude within continuing education and training institutions. Success will depend
on the mutual efforts of the learners, education programme providers, and the
government.

Since education and society, as a whole, are bound within a mutually depen-
dent relationship, changes in society must be matched by changes in the education
system. At times, education is also expected to actively promote social change. In
this rapidly changing world, lifelong learning is an unavoidable reality which is nec-
essary for our survival. Considering this current climate, ECBS is believed to be a
meaningful system that can open new horizons for lifelong learning, which will moti-
vate individual learners for continuous learning as well as will lead our nation’s
progress.
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ABSTRACT

Access has been the pivotal focus of higher education policy in the United States
for the past 50 years. Due in part to the GI Bill and the Higher Education Act
of 1965, postsecondary enrolment in the United States has increased almost ten-
fold since 1944. Both domestically and internationally, access to higher educa-
tion has made dramatic increases in the past quarter century.
But access rates remain unequal across various sectors of the population. While
federal and state policies have been successful in increasing the enrolments of dis-
advantaged students over time, gaps in access and success between socio-
economic groups remain large.
The advent of the virtual university and online degree programs hold promise
among some policymakers and educators in terms of reducing these gaps. But
while many of these programs are founded on the principles of “access and oppor-
tunity”, who will ultimately benefit most from these new practices remains
unclear. This article attempts to focus discussion on the nature of these delivery
systems and their impact on access and success in postsecondary education.
If equality of educational opportunity can be established, democracy will be real
and justified. For this is the vital truth beneath its catchwords: that though men
cannot be equal, their access to educational opportunity can be made more nearly
equal (Durant, 1968, p. 79).
Lighting a fire in the student’s heart, role modeling and nurturing may contrib-
ute more to learning than the neatest hyper-linked courseware (Dertouzos,
1998, p. 20).

A burgeoning computer market and the advent of the Internet and World Wide
Web have sparked a rapid increase in the electronic delivery of higher education.
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Technology-based distance education has been around a long time, but its growth
has surged in the 1990s, resulting in an industry that is literally growing by thou-
sands of on-line courses each month. Training through the Internet is becoming big
business worldwide. The “virtual university” is edging its way on to the wide screen
of educators, policymakers, and students. The vision of students collecting a certif-
icate or degree without ever setting foot in a classroom has captured the imagina-
tion of education entrepreneurs and Wall Street investors.

Management pundit Peter Drucker has predicted that the residential univer-
sity campus as we know it will be defunct within 30 years. A better bet is that tradi-
tional higher education will change, not disappear. The question is how it will
change, and the fact is that computer and related technologies are evolving so
quickly – and new providers and brokers of higher education proliferating so
rapidly – that no one knows.

A healthy scepticism is in order when evaluating claims for the transforming
power of virtual instruction. A good deal of hype, from both commercial and non-
profit sponsors, accompanies its marketing. Also, history suggests that the impact
of cutting-edge technology consistently falls short of its proponents’ expectations.
Early in this century Thomas Edison speculated that motion pictures would replace
textbooks as the principal medium of instruction. Fifty years ago many heralded
instructional television as the salvation of classroom teaching.

This said, however, today’s expanding, interactive computer networks possess
a power, promise, and allure that institutions, governments, corporations, the non-
profit sector, and students are responding to in unprecedented ways. This article
reviews recent developments in information technology and distance learning, and
how – along with economic forces – they are fuelling a global market for higher edu-
cation. For the most part we raise questions. The computer-based technologies that
are driving the change are so new that there is very little experience, much less sys-
tematic data, on which to assess the future.

While we write primarily based on US experience, the trends and issues are
not far different in Asia, Europe, and other parts of the world as the forces of eco-
nomic and technological globalization reshape tertiary education everywhere.

We focus especially on the question of access. Will the new technologies
expand opportunities for those who have been traditionally underrepresented in
higher education? Or are they liable to deepen the divide between the rich and
poor, the educational have and have-nots in today’s society?

BUILD IT AND THEY WILL COME

Twenty years ago only 50 000 computers existed on the planet. Today, that
many units are sold every 10 hours around the world. Internet expansion has been
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even more dramatic. In 1985 about 300 000 e-mail users were registered worldwide.
Ten years later, the US alone accounted for over 80 million users (Jones, 1997).

The technological evolution from an industrial society to one dependent on
information and knowledge has forever altered how we learn and do things. Provid-
ers of education and training are harnessing communications technology to com-
plement and sometimes supplant the traditional classroom. Again, distance
education is not new. Today’s virtual instruction has its roots in correspondence
schools. But it has the potential to transcend barriers of time and space in ways
unimagined only a few years ago. Almost anything – text, data, images, video,
audio – can be delivered electronically, almost anywhere in the world, almost any
time and in real time, over the Internet and World Wide Web. Imaging and web-
based technologies are also constantly enhancing the potential for two-way com-
munications between and among teachers and students in remote locations.

The development of this technological capacity has resulted from a push-pull
relationship between providers and the public: technological advances have cre-
ated awareness and appetite among users, while usage has pushed providers to
further develop the technologies. Dolence and Norris suggest a Darwinian element
in this societal shift:

“Society is undergoing a fundamental transformation from the Industrial Age
to the Information Age (…). All people, organizations, societies and nations
are affected, although not at the same pace or to the same degree. Those who
realign their practices most effectively to the Information Age standards will
reap substantial benefits. Those who do not will be replaced or diminished by
more nimble competitors” (Dolence and Norris, 1995, p. 2).

From the student perspective, we must realize that today’s high school grad-
uates are already children of the “information age”, and that tomorrow’s students
will be even more conditioned by electronic media. While only 1.5 million US chil-
dren had classroom access to the World Wide Web in 1996, it is predicted that over
20 million children and 90% of the nation’s public schools will have similar access
by 2002.

Today’s university students increasingly expect to learn with computers and the
latest information technology, not least because an increasingly competitive labor
market demands no less. As Kenneth Green puts it, institutions engage in “a kind
of educational malpractice” if they fail to provide students with technology training
as part of their educational experience (Green, 1997b, p. 9).

TRAINING NEEDS AND TRAINING PROVIDERS

Technological opportunity has converged with economic imperative to
expand the overall demand for higher education and alter its delivery in time and
OECD 1999



Higher Education Management

46
space. Knowledge-based economies require increasing levels of education and
training. In the United States, estimates vary from 70 to 90% on the proportion of
future jobs that will require postsecondary training. Skill and credential require-
ments in the job market show no signs of leveling off.

Economic incentives and pressures are pushing US higher education enrol-
ments to record levels. Rates of participation by 18-to-24 year-olds have never
been higher, and the market for training and retraining of working adults is boom-
ing. Some estimates suggest that almost half of the adult US population engage in
some type of part-time education or training, and part-time enrolments are growing
three times faster than full-time enrolments.

In fact, patterns of enrolment in US postsecondary education are increasingly
complex. The terms “traditional” and “non-traditional” are becoming less useful in
describing today’s students. Many students are stretching out their education,
attending part-time, balancing study with work and family responsibilities, attend-
ing intermittently, and attending more than one institution before graduating. For
growing numbers of students, the postsecondary experience is no longer a straight
shot.

If students increasingly defy categorization, so do institutions. A range of
unconventional providers has entered the postsecondary marketplace, offering
instruction and credentials in new settings, on flexible schedules – and increasingly
by way of the new distance-learning media. A quick search of the Internet reveals
scores of Websites that offer some form of distance education, or information about
such learning opportunities. Competition is intense, and lines blur between public
and private, for-profit and not-for-profit, and a variety of entrepreneurial combina-
tions in between.

Many corporations have been training their employees for decades; they have
essentially brought postsecondary education in house, investing in their own
human capital. Some corporate universities have gone further, taking their educa-
tional services to the broader public. Motorola, for example, estimates that over
20% of its 100 000 students come from outside company ranks.

There is also a new breed of freestanding corporate enterprises that are tap-
ping into a growing market for career retraining and advanced degrees. The Univer-
sity of Phoenix, for example, is far-flung, for-profit, and fully accredited, and in just
20 years since its founding has become the largest private university in the United
States, delivering business and other applied degree programs to 48 000 students
at 50-plus sites nation-wide.

While many of these training opportunities in the corporate sector remain site-
based, on-line and other modes of distance education may be the wave of the
future. Workplace-bound employees of the future may never have to leave their
desks, much less enter a classroom, to access training
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Meanwhile, more and more traditional institutions of higher education are
experimenting with virtual instruction. A US Department of Education survey found
that one-third of accredited institutions offered distance education courses in 1995,
and a quarter of these institutions offered degrees exclusively through distance
education. Penn State (World Campus), the University of Minnesota (Virtual U Min-
nesota), UCLA (Home Education Network), Lansing Community College, and Flor-
ida’s Gulf Cost University are taking a lead in the electronic market.

Institutions are also forming consortia and linking with the private sector to
develop, catalogue, and disseminate courses and degree programs. Non-profit and
for-profit companies provide software, hardware, and consulting services to sup-
port distance education. Denver-based Real Education, Inc., for example, helps
institutions without the technical capacity to develop state-of-the-art courseware
on-line. On its Website, Real Education provides an index of course offerings, orga-
nized by subject, semester offered, and school where the instruction originates.
From the World Lecture Hall, a website organized by the University of Texas, stu-
dents can download multi-media course materials from scores of universities. The
Globewide Network Academy and The Internet University also co-ordinate thou-
sand of online courses.

The nation’s first exclusively virtual university is scheduled to begin operation
in late 1998. Western Governors University (WGU) was formed by the governors of
16 states, along with a number of business partners including Microsoft, Sun Sys-
tems, IBM, and AT&T. It will hire no faculty but will procure its on-line academic
materials from businesses and institutions of higher education in the United States
or other countries. Students anywhere in the world will be able to enroll. WGU’s
mission is to “expand educational opportunities for learners everywhere” and pro-
vide access to a “dispersed population of students who might not otherwise have
access to higher education and to those needing workplace training” (Blumenstyk,
1998, p. A21).

States participating in the WGU are looking for economies of scale in providing
higher education services. Some states hope the WGU will enable them to fend off
political pressures from some communities to build or expand existing brick-and-
mortar campuses. The state of California, however, opted out of WGU because state
leaders decided they had too much invested in California’s 301 colleges and uni-
versities to share with other states. Instead, California has developed its own Cali-
fornia Virtual University, which recently doubled its 700-course catalogue to 1 600.

If some US institutions have ideas of going transnational with their distance
course offerings, so do many others around the world. Our search of the Internet
turned up virtual-learning Websites from Argentina, Australia, Belize, Brazil,
Canada, Costa Rica, Ghana, Israel, The Netherlands, New Zealand, South Africa,
Spain, Sri Lanka, and United Kingdom, among other countries. The UK Open
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University has been a world leader in distance education for a quarter century. Now
it is entering the US market in partnership with WGU, Florida State University, and
campuses of California State University, and it has plans to establish an Open
University of the United States (Marchese, 1998).

WHO WILL REGULATE A GLOBAL MARKET?

Even a cursory tour of World Wide Web distance learning sites is impressive.
But there are many unanswered questions about higher education’s recent on-line
surge. Not least is quality assurance.

The new information technology knows no boundaries and opens a potential
world of possibilities for students. Pronouncements on behalf of virtual instruction
emphasize that it is learner-centered. It takes the classroom to the student rather
than the other way around. The students have more control over where, how, and
when they learn. But how will students distinguish among providers of virtual train-
ing? How will they assess the relative quality and utility of educational opportuni-
ties offered in cyberspace? Also, how will employers evaluate skills and credentials
acquired in the virtual mode? (Barley, 1997).

Issues of accreditation and credentialing are problematic enough in the realm
of traditional higher education. But the wide openness of the new technology
invites educators, entrepreneurs, and students alike to cross national and other
borders, adding a whole new dimension of complexity. Providers – traditional or
non-traditional – have few regulatory barriers to entry.

The Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA), a non-governmental
voluntary association concerned with standards of institutional quality in US higher
education, is currently looking into these issues of “gate keeping” in the new world
of distance education. A new organization, the Global Alliance for Transnational
Education (GATE), based in Washington DC, has also been founded to grapple with
these issues on an international level.

WILL THE NEW TECHNOLOGIES SAVE
OR ADD TO EDUCATION COSTS?

Part of the promise of virtual instruction is to deliver at lower cost. But to do
so it will have to break with history. Most educational technology introduced over
the past 50 years has supplemented and often enhanced – not supplanted –
traditional classroom instruction, thus adding to its cost, not reducing it. Cutting-
edge information technology tends to be expensive and have a short half-life,
straining education budgets, not relieving them.

Nonetheless, the vision of packaging courses with name instructors and mass
marketing them around the world through the Internet is a powerful lure to
OECD 1999



49

The Virtual University and Educational Opportunity: Panacea or False Hope?
providers, especially those that already have substantial investment in the neces-
sary infrastructure. To the extent that students respond and enroll on-line, there
will be money to be made. Companies may profit, and institutions of higher educa-
tion may create new revenue streams. Some institutions even if they do not have
the electronic infrastructure and technical expertise to start with, want to position
themselves in the potential market for distance education and have sought external
grants for courseware development. They are likely to find, however, that on-line
courses are works in progress, requiring ongoing outlays for maintenance, revamp-
ing, upgrading, and staff training (Green, 1997a).

Whether on-line instruction will produce savings for students is also unclear.
Some institutions are actually charging more for on-line courses than for on-campus
instruction. Students who enroll on-line, however, may face lower net costs because
they reduce their travel expense and lost income (Baer, 1998).

WHO WILL BENEFIT?

Are students in fact flocking to on-line educational opportunities? The US
Department of Education reports that three quarters of a million US students
enrolled in more than 15 000 distance education courses in 1995 (US Department of
Education, 1997b). This estimate, however, includes all forms of distance education,
not just on-line learning, and even such an inclusive estimate does not amount to
a significant proportion of postsecondary enrolments.

In truth, we have very little information on how many students or employees
are actually making use of on-line course offerings, and we know less about their
characteristics. As Barley (1997) suggests, without such information we have no way
of knowing whether virtual technology is reaching those who might not otherwise
have access to higher education, or simply accommodating those who already take
advantage of other educational opportunities.

Over the past couple of decades, there have been wonderful examples of dis-
tance education programs extending access to isolated populations. Contact North
in Ontario, Canada, is a prime example, reaching remote villages and towns in the
northern portion of the province. The British Open University has a distinguished
record of making education accessible for those who are home- and work-bound,
using a variety of distances learning technologies, recently including the Internet.

Internet-based technology can surely build on these earlier successes, but
only if providers take care to build quality programs that include technical support
and individualized attention to students, mentoring, and faculty-student
exchanges. The Open University has attached great importance to such interac-
tions, including face-to-face tutorials where possible. Sir John Daniel, vice chancel-
lor of the Open University, warns:
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“Much of the commercial hype and hope about distance learning is based on
a very unidirectional conception of instruction, where teaching is merely pre-
sentation and learning is merely absorption. The Open University’s experi-
ence with two million students over 25 years suggests that such an
impoverished notion of distance education will fail – or at least have massive
drop-out problems” (AAHE Bulletin, 1998, p. 11).

A NEW SET OF BARRIERS FOR THE TRADITIONALLY
UNDERREPRESENTED IN HIGHER EDUCATION?

The Web shatters geographical barriers to educational access but it also may
create new ones. Virtual universities will only help those who have the necessary
equipment and are comfortable with the technologies.      

While computers may seem ubiquitous in today’s society, their distribution is
highly stratified by socio-economic class. By income, race/ethnicity, and educa-
tional attainment, Figures 1-3 illustrate the wide disparities in access to computers
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as well as on-line services in the United States. Three quarters of households with
income over $75 000 have a computer, compared to one third of households
between $25 000 and $35 000 and one sixth below $15 000. On-line access is simi-
larly stratified by income. And white households are twice as likely as blacks and
Hispanics to have access to computers and on-line services. Those with a BA
degree or higher are about four times as likely as those with only a high school edu-
cation to have on-line service.

Likewise, computers are increasingly available in US schools, but again there
are disparities. As indicated in Table 1, 78% of public elementary/secondary schools
had Internet access in 1996. But only two of three schools at the low end of the
socio-economic scale had such access compared to nine of ten schools at the high
end. And schools with less than 6% minority student enrolment had an 84% access
rate compared to 63% for schools with 50% or more minority enrolment.

Students who are from minority or low-income backgrounds are simply less
likely to have been exposed to computers and computer networks at home and
school. And access to the technology is not only about hardware and software.
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Those who use computers on a regular basis are more apt to use them routinely in
problem solving and critical thinking. They use computers just as past generations
used pen and paper. Students with limited computer experience will be handi-
capped in their ability to access knowledge.

Even when computers are available, technological problems – equipment
malfunctioning, Internet congestion and delay – can interfere with on-line learning
and lead to frustration for students and teachers. Internet users know that ability to
“surf” the Web is tied to the speed and reliability of the Internet provider, CPU and
modem speed, and ultimately to the costs of these services and equipment. Tech-
nical difficulties can befall anyone in cyberspace, and usually do at one time or
another, but they disproportionately affect those who have the least ability to pay.

THE PUBLIC POLICY CHALLENGE

The good news in the United States is that more people are attaining higher
levels of education and filling millions of skilled, high-paying jobs in a strong
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economy. The bad news is that the least educated and skilled are getting a smaller
piece of the pie and wealth disparities have reached unprecedented extremes.

Narrowing this gap is surely one of the greatest challenges facing our country.

The virtual campus may widen opportunities for some, but not by and large for

those at the low end of the socio-economic scale who have traditionally been

underrepresented in higher education. Virtual space is infinite, but it does not

promise universality or equity, nor is it appropriate for many students whose expe-
rience with technology is limited – and who might benefit far more form traditional

delivery systems.

Computers and the Internet are nonetheless changing the world as we speak.

Unless special efforts are made to level up technology’s availability and provide

access to all, it won’t happen. The marketplace by itself will not fix the problem.

Table 1. Percentage of public schools and instructional rooms with Internet access,
by selected school characteristics: Fall 1994-97

Percentage of schools
with Internet access

Percentage of instructional rooms
with Internet access1

School
characteristics

1994 1995 1996 1997 1994 1995 1996 1997

Total 35 50 65 78 3 8 14 27

Level of school2

Elementary 30 46 61 75 3 8 13 24

Secondary 49 65 77 89 4 8 16 32

Percentage of students eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunch

Less than 11 % – 62 78 88 – 9 18 36

11-30% – 59 72 83 – 10 16 32

31-70% – 47 58 78 – 7 14 27

71% or more – 31 53 63 – 3 7 14

Percentage of minority students enrolled

Less than 6% – 52 65 84 – 9 18 37

6-20% – 58 72 87 – 10 18 35

21-49% – 54 65 73 – 9 12 22

50% or more – 40 56 63 – 3 5 13

1. Based on the total number of instructional rooms in regular public schools.
2. Data for combined schools are not reported as a separate level of school because there are too few sample obser-

vations for reliable estimates. Data for combined schools are included in the totals.
Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Advanced Telecommunications in US

Public Elementary and Secondary Schools, Fall 1996, 1997 et “Internet Acces in Public Schools”, Issue Brief,
February 1998.
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To its credit, the Clinton administration has placed a high priority on educa-
tional technology and narrowing the “digital divide” between whites and minori-
ties, the wealthy and less advantaged. With Vice President Gore in the lead on this
issue, the administration has called for computers, quality software, well-trained
teachers, and affordable advanced telecommunications services in every
classroom in the country. But the source of revenue to support such an effort has
divided the Congress, and the future of government intervention, like the future of
these learning technologies, remains unclear.
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ABSTRACT

Development of Hungarian higher education (HE) in the 20th century can be
characterised as hectic. Several reorganisations of the system, due to the World
Wars and political changes at the end of the fourth decade, have led to a highly
fragmented system which faced a major expansion in student numbers in the fifth
and sixth decade, but no significant change afterwards. A brief presentation of
historical development is followed by the presentation of those government strat-
egies and measures taken to review the situation and set a clear strategy for fur-
ther development, including recommended solutions and their reflection in the
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) loan pro-
gramme initiated in 1991. One important aspect considered to need significant
improvement was that of interinstitutional co-operation and co-operation with
third parties. The major task of this article is to analyse the evolution in this field
in strong relationship with the implementation of the IBRD programme and
overall effects upon the development of the system.

INTRODUCTION

One major trend in European HE, fuelled continuously by major European
Union (EU) programmes, is to foster the development of the so-called “European
Dimension”. Nevertheless, this terminology introduced to express the
development of the EU lies essentially, at least in very concrete and operational
issues, on co-operation between institutes of HE, student exchange, staff mobility, access
policies, recognition of diplomas, transferability of credit units” (Neave, 1997).
Thus, when dealing with co-operation in HE, one has many choices for analysis.
Different EU programmes “have been a major stimulus for innovation and have
promoted co-operation within and across national boundaries between HE
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institutions and also co-operation with industry” (Commission of the European
Community, 1991).

Although when the emphasis is put on “European dimension” the major co-
operation strand is almost always that of transnational co-operation. These exam-
ples stand for “programme evoked co-operation” as major input in the manage-
ment of different change processes. A similar approach, although of more national
feature, can be found in the Hungarian HE. The latter has undergone some impor-
tant changes in the past decade, fuelled mainly by an IBRD, or Worldbank loan
arrangement, which were finalised after the political changes at the beginning of the
1990s.

The Hungarian HE, which developed for centuries like a traditional Humboldt
type system in a European framework, has undergone major reorganisation due to
the two World Wars: after the first one because of major territory loss, and during
and after the second one, due again to major territory changes. The communist
political take-over at the end of the 1940s shook the system again: traditional multi-
faculty institutions have been divided according to the Soviet model into one spe-
ciality professional schools, firmly controlled by different government branches.
This led in 1953 to 32 institutions supervised by 11 government departments
(Ladányi, 1988), i.e. a highly fragmented system, with low average numbers of stu-
dents per institution.

Similar to processes in other countries, Hungary has later faced a significant
expansion, mainly in the first half of the sixties, materialised not only in the increase
of student numbers, but in that of institutions, too. Consequently, by the beginning
of 1970s, the system was made up of about 60-70 independent institutions, with
delocated 20-30 subsidiaries, that could accommodate about 100 000 students, for
a population of roughly ten million.

Developing the system

After one decade of stagnation, at the end of the seventies, the Hungarian gov-
ernment has initiated a complex overview of HE, with the expressed intent to
develop a strategy for its rational development. By that time, problems amounted
in shortage of resources to supply even the basic needs of the educational and
research process. Research itself was neglected to a certain extent and lacked ade-
quate support. Due also to the changes in the fifties, research still belonged basi-
cally to institutions independent from the HE system.

The comprehensive analysis (Palovecz, 1981) has shown that the Hungarian
HE system is fragmented, with the lowest average student numbers per institution
in Europe. Inter-institutional co-operation was very low, even between schools with
several complementary profiles and/or departments located in the same city. This
study has been followed by a governmental decision aiming to rationalise the
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system and to reduce its fragmentation. The main objective was to raise the level
of teaching-learning process and research, as well as to use training capacities more
effectively. One of the main approaches to be used was to achieve a more organic
co-operation between institutions of HE and research institutes, and to perform
their organisational integration in given professional cases. Consequently, the gov-
ernment has considered integration as the device through which improvement of
operational efficiency in the system was expected. Integration undoubtedly meant
complete institutional merging.

The study expressed also motivation for integration in stating that “generally
speaking, institutions with wider profiles make it possible to better concentrate
intellectual and material forces and to raise the level of educational activity, up to
a certain presumed, but not known, maximum number of students”. Regarding the
highly fragmented system, the statement was that “valid data are not available
regarding the effects of this situation upon both level and efficiency of education,
but it is absolutely obvious that it has negative effects on either aspect and presum-
ably is unfavourable in both cases”.

The need for more efficient use of infrastructure in institutions with higher stu-
dent numbers was a major point of view. The minimum rational full time student
number has been defined as 1 000/institution (although at this time the average was
about 1 300/institution, but some institutions had only a total of 2-300 students). At
the same time, a significant increase in institutional size due to integration has not
been considered as the single element of development.

Some integrative methods were also formulated. Thus the establishment of
“co-operatives of HE”, extensions of educational levels in different localities, the
transformation of some institutions in open type schools or postgraduate centres
were all considered.

Unfortunately, the study does not provide any analysis of educational effi-
ciency. External efficiency is considered to relate to: i) the degree to which educa-
tion meets the needs of society; ii) the support given to graduates for a successful
career, although unbiased methods for this evaluation are lacking.

Some general aspects of management were discussed in detail, too, such as
internal institutional structure, leaders and governing bodies, internal manage-
ment. Recommendation for improvement in these areas were also considered,
although their relationship to integration was almost non-existent and were such
that proposed solutions could be reached without any merging. Another major neg-
ative aspect was the statement regarding the invariance of student numbers, in
case of integration, although the significant underdevelopment of the country in
this area was also recognised.

Summarising, expected integration effects are contradictory in several cases,
primary causes are not known (neither theoretical, nor practical or objective data
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are available, instead the study is based on opinions), however, the supported
opinion is that of integration. Consequently, the then government lacked the nec-
essary power to implement this endeavour and for a decade or so no progress was
achieved. However, when analysing integration related problems one should take
into consideration the above inwardness.

The IBRD loan programme

The integration process has been revitalised through the IBRD loan pro-
gramme issued after the political changes in 1990 (The World Bank, 1991). This was
not a simple loan only, but a complex project for the development of human
resources with a major role for the development of HE and research. The major
goals of the project were, as follows:

– To help the unemployed in job searching and enterprises in acquiring the
adequate work force.

– To offer adequate education opportunities to both young and adults.

– To improve the responsiveness of HE to new technological and management
challenges of market economy.

– To help restructure and enlarge education possibilities for scientific and
technology researchers.

– To improve the level of foreign language knowledge, in order to contribute
to the development of international economic and technology contacts.

The project encompassed two major fields:

– Employment and training programme.

– HE and Research Programme:

• Expansion and reform of HE, mainly through competitive grant funding
(Catching-up-with-Higher-Education-in-Europe Fund – CEF) to promote:
i) greater collaboration and resource sharing among the overly specialised
and fragmented institutions; ii) introduction of new training programmes;
iii) integration of research and teaching through expanding collaboration
between the universities and the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (HAS).

• Significant reform of language education.

• Supporting human resources for and reform of Science and Technology
Research through: i) competitive research funding for young researchers;
ii) refurbishing and management improvement of scientific instrumenta-
tion centres; iii) upgrading the national R&D computer network.

Consequently, implementation of subprogrammes required, among others,
the following government actions:

– Implementation of a system for unemployment monitoring.
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– Establishment of national and regional training councils.

– New tasks for the Ministry of Labour (e.g. supervision of restructuring of voca-
tional education).

– Legislative guarantee for HE institutional autonomy.

– Introduction of normative financing in HE.

– Autonomy for HAS and National Scientific Research Fund.

– Restructuring of scientific postgraduate training (PhD).

– Establishment of a Science Policy Committee chaired by a Minister without
Portfolio.

– Feasibility study on revenue generation and cost recovery in HE, through
introduction of tuition and other fees, facilitation of private funding and fund-
ing by local governments.

– Elaboration of a law on HE.

Summarising, the IBRD complex development programme did not include
integration, at least not in the form of institutional merging present in the national
policies for almost a decade, but envisaged a more co-operative approach. It
emphasises “that past fragmentation in the education and training system has
resulted in bureaucratic vested interests which may try to preserve their spheres of
control and delay implementation”, but there is no explicit reference to institu-
tional merging. The general development of human resources points toward an
approach of more diversified educational provision prepared to face the rapid
changes in society (e.g. life-long learning).

The programme implementation started within the framework of the CEF,
through competitive project proposals, open to all institutions belonging to the
national network, according to priorities set up by CEF. Thus, competitive grant
funding has been partly achieved.

PRIORITIES FOR THE FIRST TWO ROUNDS OF PROPOSALS
(FEFA 1991-97)

First round of CEF proposals

Objectives of CEF

– To increase the efficiency of HE, to encourage regional co-ordination and co-
operation between neighbouring universities and colleges.

– To strengthen co-operation between higher level educational and research
institutions, and the entities utilising their output.

– To increase the number of students in HE.
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– To promote the establishment of an integrated system of HE, including col-
lege and university education and postgraduate research.

– The possible extension of the training form 3+2, keeping in mind the equiv-
alence of Hungarian degrees to the European ones.

– To establish career oriented and consulting services in colleges and univer-
sities, that would help manage the problem of students’ selection according
to the admission system.

Applications had to consider the implementation of the following objectives (priorities)

– The genuine modernisation of education and research taking into account
the economic necessities of structural adjustment, creating conditions for
modernising the direction and management of institutions, promoting
developments that increase the number of students in the respective edu-
cational areas.

– The improvement of co-operation between HE and research institutions, in
order to raise the level and efficiency of education and research, and to uti-
lise the achievements of research.

– The promotion of the integration between university and college education,
on the one hand, and research, on the other hand, contribution to the estab-
lishment of universities with wide-range training opportunities.

Allocated funds: 20 million USD, 1 000 million HUF

Proposals could be submitted only by institutions of HE, joint application of
consortia of HE and/or research institutions, as well as consortia of HE institutions
and enterprises. An institution was allowed to participate in one application only.
Operational costs raised during the implementation of the successful projects had
to be covered from internal resources (reserves and own income) and/or from co-
ordinated financial resources. Accordingly, requests for supplementary state sup-
port would have been the subject of a separate decision.

Second round of CEF proposals

Objectives of CEF (priorities)

– To help the development of a multi-faculty and multi-level HE system.

– To raise the efficiency and throughput of HE, to help the development of
effective regional co-operation co-ordination between HE institutions oper-
ating in the same region (a range of 50-60 km in diameter).
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– To improve the co-operation between HE and research institutions and
organisation which will employ graduates, with special emphasis on PhD
education.

– To help the development of a comprehensive HE system including college,
university and postgraduate training and retraining, as well as research.

– To promote changes for the efficiency improvement of financial management
in HE institutions.

– To modernise HE information systems (correlated with the simplification of
administration).

Allocated funds: 30 million USD, 1 500 million HUF

Proposals could be submitted by institutions of HE, joint application of con-
sortia of HE and/or research institutions, as well as of consortia of HE institutions
including enterprises. Operational costs raised during the implementation of suc-
cessful projects had to be covered from internal resources (reserves and own
income) and/or from co-ordinated financial resources. CEF allocated of
400 million HUF from the total of 1 500 million HUF to support limited operational
costs necessary for project implementation.

CODIFICATION OF PRIORITIES

Codification has been performed, based on objectives of the calls for propos-
als. The objectives of the first round are unclear to a certain extent. The objectives
of CEF and those of the first round are presented separately, however it is unclear
whether CEF objectives can be considered as valid priorities for the whole period
of the programme, consequently for each round of proposals too. The specific pri-
orities of the first round are formulated in a slightly different manner.

According to this, it has been shown necessary to built up a priority list, which
would contain both the objectives of CEF and of the rounds of proposals, as follows:

– Efficiency increase.

– Regional co-operation between HE institutions.

– Regional co-operation between HE and other institutions (research and
thirds parties).

– Increase in student numbers.

– 3+2 training system, i.e. multi-level graduate, postgraduate training and
retraining and research (CEF 2nd round).

– Advisory services.

– Development of education and research infrastructure and content.
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– Development of institutional management (information systems – CEF 2nd
round).

– Efficiency improvement in financial management.

Obviously, differences in priorities evident in the two rounds of proposals can-
not be presented in an unambiguous manner. Therefore, although priorities are
summarised in a single group to avoid misunderstandings, proposals are evaluated
separately for each round.

EVALUATION ACCORDING TO PRIORITIES

Rating proposals against priorities has been a difficult task. Quantitative
expression of apparently obvious issues is quite difficult. Specialised literature
seems to offer little support in this area, therefore the elaboration of specific factors
was considered. This process was performed in accordance with principles
expressed in specialised literature.

Efficiency (priority 1)

As stated earlier, efficiency was a topic of discussion already in the 1980s,
although this does not give enough support to use the principle. Efficiency is usu-
ally tied to production terms, which means product unitary cost. This is extremely
difficult to translate into HE terms. To do so, it should be agreed that the educa-
tional process is similar to a production process, in which the student is the “raw
material” input, while the graduate is the “product” output. Due to the transforma-
tion process, the HE graduate is not only the student who graduates from the first
(college or university) level of HE, but also the one who graduates from any kind of
education offered in HE. In the first two rounds of proposals, mainly PhD graduates
were considered as such, but in some cases specialised training has also been
included.

Therefore, increase in efficiency means increased number of graduates within
the framework of unchanged infrastructure. Infrastructure quality improvement can
also be considered as such, because while enhancing quality of education, student
number can be increased, too. Consequently, an important factor in defining effi-
ciency is the quality of educational and research infrastructure. Another quality fac-
tor is the professional knowledge of the teaching staff, partly measured through
optimal use of infrastructure possibilities, but also by evaluation of general
(national and international) HE context. Research activity is a major contributor.
Research potential or research service performed for third parties is also part of
efficiency.

However, although efficiency may be considered as an important factor for HE,
it is not a central issue for integration, i.e. for institutional merging, with one
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exception: the opinion according to which higher efficiency can be reached through
integration. This is supported by the student numbers that increased in an
unchanged infrastructure only apparently because of institutional merging. Based
on the assumption that the destruction of organisational barriers will lead to more
flexible co-operative attitude, this view implies again that the basic factor, i.e. co-
operation, be analysed.

Co-operation (priority 2 and 3)

The notion of integration in Hungarian HE was first introduced by government
actions in 1981. Similar institutional reorganisation performed later in other coun-
tries, bear different names (mergers – The Netherlands, amalgamation – Australia,
Goedegebuure, 1992). However, independent of name, the process can be defined
as follows: “a merger (i.e. integration, amalgamation, consolidation) in HE is the
combination of two or more separate institutions into a single new organisational
entity, in which control rests with a single governing body and a single chief execu-
tive body, and whereby all assets, liabilities, and responsibilities of the former
institutions are transferred to the single new institution” (Goedegebuure, 1992).

Former studies of similar processes, performed usually within the general
field of organisations, identify separate stages. The starting point seems always to
be “co-operative actions”, which are voluntary in the case of a natural process. The
process is completed by the establishment of a unitary organisational structure.
The higher education merger performed in The Netherlands has been somehow
guided by the scheme developed to support it, as cited by Goedegebuure (1992).
Here the following forms of integration (in increasing strength) have been envis-
aged:

In an integrative process, co-operation has a specific meaning: it can be
defined as the set of tasks performed by participants in a given area, either geo-
graphic or thematic, according to the definition of the programme holder (i.e. the

Voluntary co-operation : ⇒ Administrative merger

⇓ ⇓
Specific task co-operation ⇑ Top management integration

⇓ ⇓
Administrative federation ⇒ : Limited organisational integration

⇓
Full organisational integration
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government). As no constraints are set onto those wishing to participate, co-
operation is voluntary. Further steps incorporate previous ones, therefore each
step means also an enlargement of co-operation. Consequently, administrative
federation wishes to create a mechanism associated with the co-operative struc-
ture, within which the still independent organisations harmonise some of their
operations. The next step will follow in the sense that some harmonised operations
are performed by unitary organisational structures (i.e. administrative merger),
while still maintaining a good amount of independence. Harmonisation of organisa-
tional strategy appears to be a sign for top management integration, enhanced by
the elaboration of a single strategy. Limited organisational integration is achieved
when former independent partners subordinate their actions to the newly created
centre, while still preserving a certain independence. At this stage, the partnership
feature still exists, but interrelations are already very strong. The achievement of
full organisational integration means the almost complete vanishing of indepen-
dence, as well as the subordination of partnership to the centre.

Therefore, the basic issue in integration is co-operation. Operation of an
organisational structure always requires a high degree of co-operation, which also
explains that co-operation is a main priority. However, this means much more: co-
operation, i.e. its spontaneous forms, was always present in HE and research.
Nevertheless, former co-operation never meant organisational integration, i.e. reor-
ganisation of existing institutions through merging. According to governmental
strategy from 1981, the final step in this process is the complete institutional merg-
ing. Rounds of calls for proposals did not specify clearly what degree of integration
was expected when co-operation was set as a major priority. However, if co-opera-
tion is interpreted as first level of organisational restructuring, that also means the
future creation of a new organisation can be described in a specific organisational
way (contracts, establishment of joint units, description of operational procedures,
hierarchies, etc.).

Organisation always means a certain inner dependence, through which the
organisation is achieving its goals. Joint goals, procedures, strategies, plans, etc.,
factors of organisational existence which can be assessed. According to the organi-
sational theory, organisations are: 1) composed of humans, or groups of humans,
who 2) strive to achieve common goals, through 3) work division 4) integrated
through information based decision processes, and 5) performed continuously in
time (Galbraith, 1977).

The framework described above is not necessarily valid only for units located
within the same or close geographic entities, but for big organisations as well, e.g.
multi-national companies. It has been valid in several cases for Hungarian HE insti-
tutions that operated with branches elsewhere. However, documents preceding the
programme, as well as the 2nd round of calls for proposals have clearly established
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the geographic area of co-operation: an area of 50-60 km in diameter. This means
that co-operation may be defined as rational in these cases only.

Co-operation with third parties can also be defined based upon the
1981 study. Co-operation with research institutes was motivated by the increase of
research level in HE institutions, as well as the integration of research institutes
network infrastructure into HE. Therefore, the analysis has been based upon co-
operation and not integration, but co-operation toward integration has been rated
higher.

Increase in student numbers, multi-level education, development of educational 
and research infrastructure (priority 4, 5 and 7)

Evaluation of these priorities seems to be easier, as it can be quantified by
plain numbers. However, these are secondary issues from the point of view of inte-
gration, although, as already stated, they may also be the result of integration (e.g.
student number increase).

Development of institutional management (priority 6, 8 and 9)

The development of institutional management is rather difficult to evaluate.
Institutional management has at least two major aspects. One is organisational
operation that can be described according to different HE models, but is non-exis-
tent from the organisational theory point of view. The other is that offered by the
co-ordination triangle of Clark (Clark, 1983). Here, the system has been pushed,
through parallel changes in society, including autonomy given through the IBRD
programme, from detailed state control toward academic oligarchy and market con-
trol. Underdeveloped market conditions did not offer an adequate framework for
efficient market influence; therefore academic oligarchy control became decisive.
As state control is significantly decreased, the system should become self-
controlled. Development of institutional management may be evaluated within this
framework.

The information technology goal set in the 2nd round is relative simple (Man-
agement Information Systems – MIS) as modern management requires information
based decision systems. However, an up-to-date MIS means much more than the
acquisition and operation of adequate units. The first question arises when trying
to define the term “adequate”. It is not the goal of this paper to present organisa-
tional operation and development of MIS. It should only be mentioned that several
MIS have failed only because they did not fit to the organisational culture for which
they had been developed (Hicks, 1993).

Development of financial management and advisory services requires no
evaluation. Although advisory services may be traced as management units, the
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programme presented them separately, but no institution has considered them as
important (there is only one exception when advisory service is developed without
being a priority!).

EVALUATION PRINCIPLES

Based on the considerations described above, priority classification (rating)
was performed. Each priority was ranked according to the general principles on a
scale of 0 to 5, where 5 represents the highest inner value.

Evaluation was performed based on documents edited by CEF (FEFA, 1996).
As this methodology is rather new, it was used in two cases only. The first concerns
the largest and most important institution in the country, located in the capital,
Loránd Eötvös University (ELTE). This was chosen because at the start of the pro-
gramme it could be ranked as of medium size (8 047 students in academic year
1990/91). ELTE had to face at the same time, all the effects of the transition after the
Second World War, i.e. has been divided, and has shown a desire for co-operation
during the programme implementation. A further reason is that the institution is
located in the Budapest agglomeration, where one could observe an extremely
high fragmentation (36 institutions with approximately 42 000 students in a very
small area – MKM, 1991). An analysis has been performed on each project in which
ELTE was a partner, regardless of its role. The reason was that the nature of partners
is an important indicator: it is a feature of the wish for integration.

The second, a control case, is represented by the group of four institutions in
Szeged, with special emphasis on Attila József University (JATE) and Albert
Szentgyörgyi University Medical School (SZOTE). The basic assumption was that
these would form the nucleus of integration, as, again, they had formed a single
institution earlier in time. At the time of the analysis, the total number of students
in all institutions in Szeged was comparable to that of ELTE (a total of 9 351, 8 810
in applicant institutions).

The evaluation has been performed according to the above classification and
after summarising:

– The essence of objectives for each project.

– The most important statements of the closing reports for each project pre-
pared by applicants, vs. priorities.

– Evaluation files recorded by external peers.

GENERAL EVALUATION

The first observation is related to features of the application procedure in the
first two rounds. In the first round one institution was allowed to take part in one
application only, while in the second round this requirement was dropped. Sources
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available for analysis did not permit to establish the reason for this, but it is not
important for the analysis itself. Thus, in the first round ELTE is present in one
project only, while in the second the number is 16. A similar process can be
observed in Szeged, where the single applicant institution in the first round is the
newly established Association of Szeged Universitas (the analysis did not look into
how this organisation was established). The second round again is more heteroge-
neous, Szeged is present in four projects.

Therefore, it can be stated the “one institution – one project” requirement lim-
ited co-operation and application possibilities seriously. Institutions were forced to
work out big and complex projects, a rather unusual task within the given condi-
tions. Nevertheless, this requirement has set one priority “more equal than the oth-
ers”: organisational restructuring (institutional merging). The first round project of
Szeged is a good example: although partner institutions were and are still indepen-
dent organisations, no other kind of projects, neither co-operative, nor other, was
awarded (available data do not allow to establish what other projects have been
submitted). This happened in spite of the fact that theoretically, any kind of project
was welcome.

This also means, that any other objective of the programme, co-operation
included, has been rated as secondary, creating thus the strange situation that
while the programme is for integration, apparently it is against co-operation at the
same time. In this way the programme simply “skipped” several steps of organic
integration (as compared for instance with the Dutch model). A parallel achieve-
ment was the regained institutional autonomy, another stipulation of the pro-
gramme. Institutions started to make use of it; consequently graduate integration
levels presented above should have been less avoidable.

Each project had a lifetime of three years. The very difficult project implemen-
tation has led participants to express severe criticism toward this kind of huge
project. Obviously, these difficulties could have been solved through massive
organisational restructuring, but this was not an objective of the projects. This
explains why results are poorer in the field of co-operation in the case of the appli-
cant(s) with a real background of fragmentation.

The second round of calls for proposals eliminated the “one institution – one
application” requirement. Consequently, the number of applications accepted and
the fields of co-operation have increased significantly.

CONCLUSIONS

No importance has been given to development of advisory services and
improvement of financial management in both Budapest and Szeged.
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According to the call for proposals it was not possible to evaluate the devel-
opment of content of education and research in the second round, but this point
was included under the item of efficiency increase.

Development of institutional management is the single priority that shows
better results than expected, but this statement is only valid for ELTE. It is interest-
ing to note, that in Szeged, where the big multi-faculty institution had no tradition
and where the first round project was basically of the integration type, develop-
ment of institutional management is not on the agenda, in spite of the fact that this
may be considered the basic requirement for any organisational change.

Co-operation with other non-HE institutions shows differences, too. This is not
on the agenda in Szeged, while 1/3 of ELTE projects do include such partners.

Co-operation has shown the highest intensity loss in priority, from application
to implementation, both at ELTE and Szeged.

There is only one exception in the general loss of importance for all priorities
from application to implementation: increase of student numbers (ELTE). Statisti-
cal data show a major increase during that time (50%, MKM, 1994), not reflected in
project evaluations. The reason for this deviation might be:

– The analysis method had limitations.

– Final reports and evaluations are not consistent with the calls for proposals.

– The application system lacked a specialist approach.

Institutions had accepted in fact only two elements of the programme: devel-
opment of education and research content and efficiency increase mainly through
development of research infrastructure, as well as change in scientific education.

As already mentioned, evaluation of co-operation has also been determined
in terms of geographical relations. In the second round, five projects included co-
operation with partners situated in different localities. Of these, only two complied
with the initial call for proposals. Those that did not comply have been proved to
be formal, at least for further integration. Moreover, within the complicated situa-
tion of the Hungarian HE, in case of integration these “co-operations” would burden
the system even more.

Projects with co-operation complying with calls for proposals are interesting
too. These are in fact of a “cross-co-operation” type, i.e. institutions in the same city
and with close profiles preferred not to co-operate.

The first two rounds of CEF projects did not contributed to the decrease of sys-
tem fragmentation, and experience shows that in the best case they only main-
tained the existing situation.

However, results of these projects comply with the general framework of the
IBRD programme. This is also true for the will to co-operate. When the call for
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proposals made it possible a wide range of combinations were created, although in
some cases their viability is questionable. Several co-operations are well
grounded, although unfortunately none of them reaches beyond a certain restricted
“circle of friends”. Organisational support is sometimes given, but in reality these
are ad-hoc enterprises, which usually end when the generating source is exhausted.

Implementation discipline and peer evaluation are worth to be analysed.
Operational costs are mentioned in both rounds. Institutions were asked in fact to
apply only with projects that can be maintained from their own resources beyond
the project lifetime. However, seven of the 22 applicants have realised at the end
of the project that they are not able to maintain it. This may show some important
problem: institutions cannot take advantage of possibilities, institutional manage-
ment is at a very low level and no development is expected. Neither peer review,
nor self-evaluation reveals this aspect.

In several cases peer reviews are the base of present evaluation. Severe prob-
lems were observed in one case: the external evaluator did not understand the
project, or the situation. In other cases evaluators simply took over the content of
final reports, thus echoing them. In some cases evaluators formulated either criti-
cism (in the case of projects that did not attain even partial results), or are at least
words of caution. Institutions usually did not accepted criticism, but all problems
show that the system was not prepared for the programme, did not recognised it,
has not asked for and was not given help for its implementation.

Co-operation had also a peculiar interpretation. Usually, peers did not consid-
ered it as a decisive factor, except if in joint applications partners were awarded rel-
atively equal amounts of financial resources. This shows that the meaning of the
principle should be reconsidered, too.

Unfortunately, for two projects the objectives were not in line at all with the
programme: there, tasks belonged explicitly to health care.

This analysis has proven that part of the criticisms formulated in recent
reviews (Szigeti, 1996) is well founded, although each factor of the system requires
improvement, both for “shareholders” and “customers”.
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ABSTRACT

This article discusses the way in which leaders are viewed in modern society and

compares this view with research that highlights the leaders’ arduous task of

managing constant short-term, and often contradictory, demands for action.

These difficulties are particularly pronounced in professional organisations, such

as universities and colleges, where the legitimacy of the leader is founded to such

a great extent upon his or her standing as a researcher and educator. There is

also a particular inherent dilemma in that leaders in these organisations are

expected to strike and maintain a balance between control and renewal. The arti-

cle indicates that this dilemma may be expected to vary between institutions of

different ages and sizes. From these starting points, the paper reports the results

of a survey of the thirty rectors of Swedish universities, specialised colleges (other

than those devoted to the arts) and regional university colleges, conducted in

spring 1997. The results are reported both in aggregated form and divided

according to type of institution. Categorisation of the material according to size

and age yields four groups for the analysis: universities, university candidates,

specialised colleges and regional university colleges. The results show that all rec-

tors tend to prioritise renewal above control. When the material is distributed

according to type of institution, the analysis supports the thought that smaller

institutions more often give priority to issues of control, while the larger, more

established institutions are focusing on renewal. The analysis also shows that the

rectors devote more time to control systems than they should according to their

prioritisations, while the reverse is true with respect to renewal.
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THE LEADER AS CONDUCTOR OR MARIONETTE

Today, the need for good leaders is much pointed out in different contexts.
Mass media often emphasise the part played by the leader in the successes and
failures of companies and organisations. When corporate financial results are
reported, they are virtually always illustrated with a photo of the managing director.
It is he or she who receives praise when the company performs well and must step
down when profits fail to materialise. This fixation on leading individuals also char-
acterises contemporary news reporting. Focus is unwaveringly on party leaders,
ministers and other leading actors. The image of the successful, talented leader is
a prominent one in modern society. In this context, our system for higher education
and research is no exception. Ever more frequent statements are heard about the
need for academic leadership and for professionalising the management of aca-
demic institutions.

However, the desire for strong leaders is not what problems, even in general
terms, and is even more difficult with respect to academic institutions. If one first
examines the general aspect, empirical studies of managerial work have shown that
managers have little control over their working days, which is a fundamental prob-
lem. This was made clear in the classic study published by S. Carlson in the early
1950s (Carlson, 1951). He asked a group of managing directors to keep diaries and
found that his expectations of the executives as conductors in front of docile orches-
tras were totally dashed. Instead, they resembled marionettes in a puppet theatre
with any number of different agents pulling the strings. Rather than controlling
those around them, they were controlled. Carlson’s results were later confirmed by
several studies (e.g. Kotter, 1982; Mintzberg, 1973, 1975, 1991 and Stewart, 1967,
1982, 1991). At a seminar held forty years after the publication of Carlson’s study,
Henry Mintzberg asserted that the conclusions for a small group of Swedish execu-
tives in the early 1950s were still valid and also held true in other contexts
(Mintzberg, 1991, pp. 97-98). Another complication of the role of the organisational
leader is that the organisation is quite often part of a larger system. The view of the
leader as the one who directs and has control over the organisation is built largely
upon the notion that organisational systems have distinct borders and that activi-
ties within these borders are controllable. This perspective characterised previous
studies within organisational research, in particular the principles of work organisa-
tion developed by classical scholars such as F. Taylor (1911) and H. Fayol (1916).

Post-war organisational research has, to a progressively greater extent,
emphasised that organisations are open systems, highly dependent upon outside
events. Those who wish to carry this postulate to its extreme go so far as to state
that leaders of organisations are of no real significance. Their opinion is that those
who appear to be successful leaders have quite simply had the luck to be in the
right place at the right time. No connection can be established between their
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actions and the results achieved. This reasoning may appear particularly plausible
when organisations are dependent upon long-term research and investments,
whilst leaders are judged based upon daily share prices or, at best, quarterly
reports.

Yet another complication of leadership is that knowledge about cause and
effect related to management is limited. This leads to strong tendencies to imitate.
Most industries – or organisational fields, as the new institutional researchers call
them (see e.g. Powell and DiMaggio, 1991) – are comprised of a limited number of
units. This makes it possible to first observe and register the actions of others, then
imitate the dominant actors. Events during the Swedish banking crisis are a prime
example (see Engwall, 1994 and 1997).

MANAGEMENT OF ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS

The reasoning discussed above has led some researchers (e.g. Smircich and
Morgan, 1982) to conclude that the role of the leader is to create meaning in the
activities of subordinates rather than to direct their work. This applies not least in
organisations characterised by unclear technology, i.e., when various activities in
the organisation are only loosely connected. This is particularly true for service
organisations, where the staff or "human capital" constitutes essential resources,
and is even more important in organisations that may be designated as profes-
sional, i.e., in which employees make careers out of prominence within their profes-
sions. Classic examples are physicians, lawyers, accountants (Abbott, 1988) and
even academic institutions. Like hospitals, legal firms and accountancy firms, col-
leges and universities demand a special type of leadership because they are
strongly dependent upon the professional competence of individuals. Because
perceived value is contingent upon professional competence, administrative com-
petence will not be appreciated as it is within industrial organisations.

Light was recently shed upon the difficulties entailed in managing academic
institutions by a study carried out by C. Eriksson (1997) on the working conditions
of four department heads at Uppsala University. Using S. Carlson's diary method,
she confirmed that the professional situations of the department heads were very
similar to those reported for executives in the 1950s. Their working lives are chaotic
and they are under constant pressure to make decisions and solve problems.1 She
also found that the demands upon department heads were diverse and incompat-
ible. They were expected to be outstanding in every area: knowledgeable adminis-
trators, established researchers and experienced educators. Simultaneously, they
were to be colleague, servant, adviser and inspirer, but also boss, strategist, diplo-
mat and decision-maker (Eriksson, 1997, pp. 42-43). Accordingly, many considered
the role of department head vague and difficult to manage.
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Carin Eriksson’s study of department heads does more than just support
S. Carlson’s results. It also reports results consistent with previous studies of aca-
demic leadership (see e.g. Middlehurst, 1993). Although the earlier studies concen-
trated mainly on the function of the rector within universities and colleges, the
problem appears to be the same, i.e., the academic leader’s need for broad legiti-
macy in order to carry out his or her task, as well as the tyranny of short-term
demands.

The work of the academic leader becomes even more complex because the
institutions they lead must concern themselves with both quality control and
renewal, which injects significant conflict into their activities. Quality control gener-
ally means compliance with established rules, while innovation requires deviation
from these rules. This is not insignificant today, when the legitimacy of various
organisations is being called into question. The traditional model, in which univer-
sities and colleges were independently responsible for quality control, has become
less readily accepted. Instead, we are seeing a trend towards greater external influ-
ence and outside review of academic institutions. One expression of this in
Sweden, has been that boards of directors for colleges and universities have had a
majority of external members for quite some time; since the beginning of 1998 the
Government has decided in addition to recruit chairpersons from outside the insti-
tution. Another crucial aspect of external review is outside evaluation of research
and teaching. International reviews of research within various disciplines have
taken place for many years (see also e.g. Engwall, 1992 and 1996); for the past five
years, academic institutions have also been under keen scrutiny with respect to
their quality efforts (see e.g. Engwall, 1997b). These reviews bring the issue of find-
ing a balance between quality control and renewal to a head. Formal evaluation
presupposes a norm; it is thus to be expected that the process will lead to regimen-
tation at the expense of renewal. Consequently, managing contradictory demands
for both organisation and renewal becomes a critical task for the academic leader.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN INSTITUTIONS

One important element of organisation theory research, partially reported
above, is that variation, rather than standardisation, should be the guiding princi-
ple of organisation. The sale of loans by banks should not by nature be guided by
the same principles as marketing for a vacuum cleaner manufacturer, since the
bank’s product has to be returned to it. Hospitals and universities differ from indus-
trial mass production units and should therefore design their organisations differ-
ently from e.g. car-makers.

Within the bounds of a particular field, different types of variation may be
expected according to the specific characteristics of the individual organisation.
Naturally, this also applies to academic institutions. We can thus expect that the
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prerequisites for managing the balance between quality control and renewal, as
discussed above, will vary between different types of institutions. In this context,
organisation theory research has indicated size and age as two important variables.
Researchers who work with organisational populations have postulated that
younger companies are more vulnerable than older ones and that the correspond-
ing relationship applies when comparing smaller and larger organisations (see also
Baum, 1996, pp. 79-83 and 101-104). In various contexts, it has also been said that
older, larger institutions have better prerequisites for quality control, while they
may have more difficulty managing renewal, and that the reverse applies for newer,
smaller institutions.

This reasoning can lead us to a rough classification of institutions into four cat-
egories based upon their age and the size of their student bodies (Table 1). The cat-
egories may be illustrated using Swedish institutions. Most regional university
colleges are found in the low age/low population category, while the four university
colleges that sought university status in 1997 (Karlstad, Mitthögskolan, Växjö and
Örebro) are characterised by relatively low age and high student population.
Among the older institutions, the specialised colleges have low student popula-
tions, while the universities are in the high age/high population category.

That various institutions have different prerequisites for managing quality
control and renewal leads to different demands upon management. Accordingly,
this article seeks to highlight how the attitudes of rectors towards management
issues vary with the conditions under which their institutions work. In other words:
how do the views of rectors with respect to their own roles vary according to the size
and age of the institution? Behind this overall question are two general hypotheses
that shall be tested here with empirical data:

– H1: The older the institution, the greater the perceived need for renewal and,
conversely, the younger the institution, the greater the perceived need for
quality control.

Table 1. A classification of Swedish academic institutions

Student population

Age
Low High

Low Regional university colleges University candidates

High Specialised colleges Universities

Source: Authors.
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– H2: The larger the institution, the greater the perceived need for renewal
and, conversely, the smaller the institution, the greater the perceived need
for quality control.

METHOD

In order to study the research question and test the hypotheses, data were
collected within the framework of a larger, international study of the career paths
and leadership of university rectors. That project is being carried out by an English
research team led by Professor Peter Scott, University of Leeds.2 The study
includes rectors in England, the Netherlands, Sweden and the states of Georgia and
California in the USA. The thirty rectors of Swedish universities, specialised col-
leges (except those devoted to the arts) and regional university colleges collabo-
rated in the Swedish part of the study, conducted as a survey taken during the latter
half of the spring 1997 term. As such, the Swedish sub-study is unusually reliable
because the response rate is 100% and because the majority of the responses were
collected through telephone interviews or personal meetings. When the rectors
completed the questionnaires themselves, the responses were followed up with
telephone calls to clarify points when necessary. All of the rectors were allowed to
check the completed questionnaires afterwards and add comments if they wished.

The questionnaire was designed by the English research team. For the
Swedish data collection, it was adapted in certain minor respects to suit Swedish
conditions.3 There are five parts to the questionnaire. In the first part, respondents
are asked for basic information about themselves and their institutions. The ques-
tions in the second part concern the rector's professional qualifications (education,
distinctions, etc.). The third part addresses previous professional experience, while
the fourth refers to the rector's current commitments outside the university, etc.
The fifth and final part includes about ten attitude questions concerning the rector's
views on his or her responsibilities and roles as a leader, in addition to a number of
open response alternatives. With respect to the latter half, it should be kept in
mind that the questions reflect the opinions of the rectors and thus do not measure
their actual priorities, which would require a study of the type carried out by
S. Carlson and C. Eriksson.

For the analysis of the differences between institutions, data on size and age
were obtained from the National Agency for Higher Education. For the purposes of
the study, size was measured as the number of registered students in various
undergraduate courses. When the institutions are divided according to the classifi-
cation presented in Table 1, significant variations are found between them, as
shown in Table 2. The selection includes a range of institutions, from recently
opened colleges to some of the oldest universities in Europe and from specialised
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colleges with a few hundred registered students to academic behemoths, the larg-
est of which has more than 35 000 students.

Based upon the reasoning above, we wanted to make a deeper analysis of the
influence of the background variables size and age upon the opinions of rectors
about control systems and renewal. Because the data material contained too few
observations to allow analysis using multiple variables, we were forced to limit the
analysis to one variable, through cross tabulation, of the separate effects of each
variable. However, one can expect more sophisticated methods to be used for fur-
ther analysis within the framework of the international comparative project. 

One drawback of the chosen method is that it is difficult to make statements
about the individual influence of each background variable ceteris paribus on the
dependent variables. Another is that we were unable to utilise the continual vari-
ables to which we have access, because of the need to categorise the variables.
Consequently, one important question had to do with the borders of each of the
categories, since the results can be sensitive to their placement. However, sensitiv-
ity analyses showed that the analysis leads to the same overall result, regardless of
where borders are set, with some reservation, since the size variable had a some-
what more reliable linearity than the age of the institution. We have therefore cho-
sen to dichotomise our variables based upon that which seemed most logical with
respect to the distribution of the background variables, primarily represented by a
marked skewness in the population for both age and size. Therefore, the median
values were chosen as the criteria for division of institutions according to age and
size. The median age value is 20 years and the median population value is
6 059 registered students. Seventeen institutions were classified as young and 13
as old. Fifteen institutions were designated as small and 15 as large. In order to fur-
ther examine the variations, the smaller and medium-sized colleges were also

Table 2. A classification of Swedish academic institutions

Age Size

Type of institution Number Median
Variation 

range
Median

Variation
range

Universities 6 190 27-520 26 250 17 106-35 301

University candidates 4 20 20-20 9 287 7 120-12 380

Specialised colleges 8 103 20-187 6 157  420-13 002

New regional colleges 12 17 1-25 4 009 1 320-8 336

Median value 74 9 734

Source: Data from the National Agency for Higher Education.
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analysed as a group and compared to the others. Twelve institutions fall into the
former group and 18 into the latter.

A brief look at the characteristics of the rectors shows that their average age at
the time of the study was 56 years; none were younger than 49. Every sixth was a
woman, i.e., five of 30. Slightly more than half of the rectors were qualified as senior
lecturers; of the rest, only one did not hold a doctorate. An overwhelming majority,
87%, were active at the university or college at the time they were appointed as rec-
tor, while 70% had some form of previous professional experience outside the aca-
demic sphere. Slightly more than half had worked in the public sector and just over
one-third in the private sector. A large share, 43%, were or had been board mem-
bers for private companies during their tenure as rector. All except two were mem-
bers in one or more organisations outside of the university, such as unions, learned
societies or state and municipal organisations.

THE RECTORS’ VIEWS ON THEIR ROLES

The questionnaire focused on six different tasks:

– Human resource management: appointing senior individuals and developing
commitment to institutional goals and values.

– Representation, lobbying and ceremonial activities: ensuring the institution reflects
and is respected by its regional/national/international communities; lobby-
ing on behalf of university interests.

– Control systems: designing and implementing procedures to control and direct
institutional activities and monitoring academic/financial performance.

– Entrepreneurship and competitive advantage: positioning the institution within the
higher education sector and engaging in successful competition with other
institutions.

– Strategic planning: creating a clear institutional vision/mission in relation to
present and future developments in its external environment.

– Cultural change: encouraging staff to embrace change and innovation through-
out the university.

The rectors were asked to rank these areas according to their perceived
importance and thereafter according to how much time they spend on each. They
were also asked how they believed each of the six roles could possibly develop, i.e.,
if they would come to be of more, less or unchanged importance.

If one first looks at the importance assigned by the rectors to each of the six tasks,
Table 3 shows clearly that strategic planning is considered a very important issue. Eigh-
teen rectors believe that area to be most important. Only three gave it a rank below 2.
For the consequent alternatives – entrepreneurship and human resources manage-
ment – more than ten believe that those tasks should be put in one of the two first posi-
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tions; about the same percentage placed the alternatives on the opposite end of the
scale. Among the other alternatives, two in particular are related to the discussion
above concerning quality control and renewal. Of these, it proved that control systems
were considered the least important. A large, two-thirds share (20 rectors) consider it
least important, just over one-fifth (7) as next least important and only one-tenth (3) as
somewhat important. None of the rectors ranked the control system as most important,
next most important or even relatively important to their roles.

The second response alternative connected to the main question of this arti-
cle, cultural change (encouraging staff to embrace change and innovation through-
out the university), was assigned clearly higher importance than control systems. A
high percentage of the respondents, almost half, considered cultural change to be
next most important (5 rectors) or relatively important (9) to their roles as leaders.
However, a greater number considered cultural change to be least important (4),
next least important (8) or only somewhat important (4).

The rectors ranked representation between cultural change and control sys-
tems. None considered it most important, but nearly one-third placed this task on
the positive end of the scale. However, the centre of gravity is firmly on the other
side, indicating that this role is of lesser importance.

The results reported here provide a first indication that the rectors tend to
give priority to renewal over control. Further information about how the rectors
viewed their roles may be gathered from the responses to questions about the rec-
tors’ views on academic institutions as organisations, as well what type of leader-
ship they considered necessary for such organisations. The rectors were given four
alternatives for describing how they look upon their institutions:

– A complex organisation: institutions of higher education are complex organisa-
tions: the rector's leadership role is to manage this complexity to ensure that
the institution survives and flourishes.

Table 3. The rector’ views on the importance of six different leadership tasks

Tasks 1 2 3 4 5 6 Total Mean

Strategic planning 18 9 1 1 1 0 30 1.6
Entrepreneurship 7 6 8 6 0 3 30 2.8

Human resource management 5 6 7 9 3 0 30 3.0

Cultural change 0 5 9 4 8 4 30 3.9

Representation 0 4 5 7 11 3 30 4.1

Control systems 0 0 0 3 7 20 30 5.6

Note: 1 = most important ; 6 = least important.
Source: Authors.
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– A company: institutions of higher education are managerial organisations: the
rector's leadership role is to create a clear sense of corporate purpose and
direction.

– A creative organisation: institutions of higher education are creative organisa-
tions: the rector's role is to create an ethos and environment that stimulate
innovation.

– A collegial organisation: institutions of higher education are collegial organisa-
tions: the rector's leadership role is to protect the procedural integrity of her/
his institution and to build consensus.

The rectors' responses to this question support the earlier results concerning
focus on renewal rather than control. Almost 60% (17 rectors) chose the third alter-
native, i.e., that institutions of higher education are creative organisations.
One-fourth (8), chose the first alternative, which is more characterised by a control
perspective. Only four rectors saw their institutions as companies and only one saw
it as a collegial organisation.

That the rectors focus primarily on renewal does not mean that they renounce
the role of leader and decision-maker. When asked if they consider it to be the rec-
tor's role to formulate clear objectives and make resolute decisions, 47% (14)
agreed strongly and nearly as many (40%/12) agreed. Only one rector disagreed with
the statement entirely. Another statement that the rector's role is to build consen-
sus between different groups (educators, researchers, students, politicians, repre-
sentatives of business and industry) yielded a very different result: about half (16)
agreed completely or partially, while about one-fourth were neutral and one-fifth
disagreed.

The results reported in Table 3 refer to the rectors' evaluations of the impor-
tance of the various tasks. The studies of executives referred to earlier in this paper
may lead to suspicion that the rectors cannot fully control their organisations,
thereby not allowing them to spend the most time upon what they consider most
important. Analysis of their responses to the question about how much time they

Table 4. The rector’s ranking of time spent upon six different tasks

Tasks 1 2 3 4 5 6 Total Mean

Strategic planning 8 8 6 2 5 1 30 2.7

Representation 7 6 7 5 3 2 30 2.9

Entrepreneurship 7 4 5 6 3 5 30 3.3
Human resources management 5 5 5 7 6 2 30 3.3

Cultural change 1 4 5 5 5 10 30 4.3

Control systems 2 3 2 5 8 10 30 4.5

Note: 1 = most important ; 6 = least important.
Source: Authors.
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devote to the various tasks provides some support for this opinion (see Table 4).
We can state that the rectors spend the next most time upon representation, nearly
in the same class as strategic planning, even though they consider the former to be
the next least important task. Strategic planning is still given the highest priority,
but not nearly as prominently as the importance that the respondents assigned to
the task would admit.

Control systems were ranked higher than cultural change when ranking was
based upon the time spent upon the task. Certainly, one-third (10) stated that con-
trol took the least amount of time, while at least one-fourth stated that the control
system took the greatest amount of time, next greatest or a relatively great amount.
The opposite relationship seemed to apply for cultural change, which was said to
take nearly as little time as the control system, even though the respondents had
previously stated that this task filled a significantly more important function than
the control system.

The results indicate that there is a discrepancy between how important the
respondents considered the control system and cultural change to be, on the one
hand and how much time they spent on each task, on the other hand. This is even
more clearly apparent when one compares the responses to the questions. One
sees that the rectors tend to spend significantly more time on the control system
than is justified by its importance (Table 5). Of those who consider the control
aspect to be the least important of the roles (20), as much as 55% (11) spend more
time on it than can be considered justified based on its importance to the organi-
sation. An equally large share of those who consider it to be the next least impor-
tant, 57% (4/7), spend more time than they say that the task is worth. All of those
who consider it to be somewhat important (3/3) spend more time on it than they
consider it to be worth. The analysis generally indicates that the rectors perceive
the time spent on control systems as being greater than can be considered justified
based on its significance to the organisation.

The opposite relationship applies with respect to the difference between the
importance of cultural change and how much time is spent on the task (Table 6). Of

Table 5. The rector’ ranking of the importance of and time spent on control systems

Importance
Time

Total Mean
1 2 3 4 5 6

4 2 1 0 0 0 0 3 1.3
5 0 1 1 2 2 1 7 4.1

6 0 1 1 3 6 9 20 5.1

Total 2 3 2 5 8 10 3 4.5

Note: 1 = most important ; 6 = least important.
Source: Authors.
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those (5) who consider cultural change to be the next most important aspect of the
rector’s role, 40% (2) devote less time to the task than can be considered justified
by its importance, while 20% (1) spend more time. Of those who consider it to be
relatively important (9), 56% (5) spend less time than they consider justified based
on its importance and only 11% (1) spend more. All of those who consider it to be
somewhat important (4/4), spend less time upon it than they would like. It is only
when we reach those who consider cultural change to be next least important or
least important (8 and 4, respectively) that we find a few more rectors who spend
more time than they would like upon this role (2 more and 1 more, respectively).
Here as well, there seems to be a discrepancy between perceived importance and
time spent, in the opposite direction in this case. The time that the rectors spend
on cultural change tends generally to be less than can be justified by how important
they consider it to be for the organisation.

The third way of gaining an understanding of the rectors’ view of the six tasks
was to ask them how important they thought the tasks would become in the future
(Table 7). Of the six alternatives, the control system was once again ranked last,
while cultural change was ranked in parity with strategic planning. One-third of the
rectors thought that the importance of the control system would increase, while
almost half believed that its importance would remain the same and the remaining
fifth that it would decrease. With respect to cultural change, over half of them
thought that its importance would increase, one-third that it would remain the same
and only one-tenth that it would decrease.

On the whole, the analysis indicates that the rectors rank strategic planning
and entrepreneurship highly with respect to importance, time spent and expected
importance in the future. However, the time they devote to these activities does
not match the importance they assign to the tasks. On the other hand, representa-
tion and control systems were ranked higher for time spent than for importance.

Table 6. The rector’ rankings of the importance of and time spent on cultural change

Importance
Time

Total Mean
1 2 3 4 5 6

2 1 2 1 1 0 0 5 2.4
3 0 1 3 1 2 2 9 4.1

4 0 0 0 0 2 2 4 5.5

5 0 1 1 3 0 3 8 4.4

6 0 0 0 0 1 3 4 5.8

Total 1 4 5 5 5 10 30 22.2

Note: 1 = most important ; 6 = least important.
Source: Authors.
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With reference to the main question of this article, this means that the rectors seem
to spend more time than they consider justified upon control and less than they
consider necessary upon renewal. However, we have put forth two hypotheses
which say that focus on control and renewal may vary according to size and age of
the institution. The analysis from this point on will be devoted to closer study of
these hypotheses.

VARIATIONS BETWEEN TYPES OF INSTITUTIONS

When the material is divided according to median age and student population
and the nature of the institution, there seems to be support for the hypotheses pre-
sented above. Upon comparison of the average rankings in the various groups (see
Table 8), it appears that the young institutions (5.4 < 5.8), small institutions
(5.3 < 5.9) and small/medium-sized university colleges (5.2 < 5.7) assign greater
importance to control systems. This is even more true for their assessments of the
time requirement. The difference between importance and time requirement
seems to be particularly marked for the size variable.

If one studies the responses concerning cultural change in the same way
(Table 9), one finds that the larger institutions and those that are not smaller and

Table 7. The rectors’ views on the importance of the tasks in the future

Task Increase = +1 Stable = 0 Decrease = –1 Total Mean

Entrepreneurship 18 11 1 30 0.57

Strategic planning 16 12 2 30 0.47

Cultural change 17 10 3 30 0.47
Representation 15 13 2 30 0.43

HR management 12 17 1 30 0.37

Control systems 10 14 6 30 0.13

Source: Authors.

Table 8. The rectors’ average ranking of the importance and time requirement
of control systems within various groups of institutions

Institution Young Old Small Large Sm/med
Not sm/

med
Total

Importance 5.4 5.8 5.3 5.9 5.2 5.7 5.6

Time requirement 4.4 4.6 3.7 5.2 3.7 5.0 4.5

Total 17 13 15 15 12 18 30

Note: 1 = most important ; 6 = least important.
Source: Authors.
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medium-sized university colleges rank cultural change higher than do the others.
Conversely, younger institutions consider the change task to be a bit more impor-
tant than older institutions do, but older institutions rank the change task higher
based upon the time requirement.

When we look at the rectors’ views on the changes in importance in the future,
the results are somewhat ambivalent (Table 10). Rectors of young institutions cer-
tainly believe that the importance of control systems will increase, while rectors of
the larger institutions also believe that control systems will become more impor-
tant, as opposed to their colleagues at the smaller university colleges.

Table 10 clearly shows that rectors of older institutions expect the importance
of cultural change to increase in the future more than do others. There are no differ-
ences based on size. The data do provide some indication that the rectors of
smaller and medium-sized university colleges are more prone than others to
expect cultural change to become more important in the future. However, this does
not in itself contradict the proposed hypotheses, but rather may be interpreted as
an insightful view held by respondents with far-reaching ambitions for growth.

Table 9. The rectors’ average rankings of the importance and time requirement
of the change task within different groups of institutions

Institutions Young Old Small Large Sm/med
Not sm/

med
Total

Importance 3.8 4.0 4.0 3.8 4.2 3.6 3.9

Time 4.6 3.9 4.6 4.0 4.7 3.9 4.3

Total 17 13 15 15 12 18 30

Note: 1 = most important ; 6 = least important.
Source: Authors.

Table 10. The rectors’ average evaluations of the future importance
of control systems and cultural change

Institutions Young Old Small Large Sm/med
Not sm/

med
Total

Control 0.18 0.08 –0.07 0.20 0.08 0.17 0.13

Change 0.29 0.69 0.47 0.47 0.50 0.44 0.47

Total 17 13 15 15 12 18 30

Note: Increase = +1 ; Unchanged = 0 ; Decrease = –1
Source: Authors.
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When it comes to the rectors’ views on academic leadership, it was evident
that a majority saw their institutions as creative organisations, i.e., that they pressed
for change. When this question is also analysed in light of the characteristics of the
institutions (Table 11), there is an indication that rectors at younger institutions are
more likely to promote a view of academic institutions as creative organisations
that require leadership orientated towards creating a climate that stimulates inno-
vation. This result contradicts the previously formulated hypothesis H1. On the
other hand, analysis with consideration given to size supports hypothesis H2. Rec-
tors of larger institutions and those that do not lead smaller and medium-sized uni-
versity colleges tend more than others to advocate a view of leadership that is
orientated towards creating a climate that stimulates innovation, rather than tradi-
tional management alone.

These study results, as well as those shown in Table 9 to a certain extent, indi-
cate that size could be a more important factor for an institution’s views on control
and renewal than its history and age. Closer analysis also shows that there are five
institutions, 80% of which are university candidates, which deviate in these tables
between columns 1-2 (young/old) and 3-4 (smaller/larger) in that they are younger
than the median age but larger than the median size. The majority of these (4/5),
preferred the definition orientated towards stimulating innovation – even though
none of them is older than 20 years. However, all are large organisations and there-
fore may have just begun to feel the first symptoms of oncoming sluggishness.

CONCLUSIONS

The study results indicate that rectors of Swedish academic institutions gen-
erally consider the need for renewal to be more important than the need for control
systems. On the whole, the rectors believe it to be more important that they, as
leaders, inspire their staffs towards innovation and change than that they design

Table 11. The differences in view upon academic leadership
between various type of institutions

Institutions Young Old Small Large Sm/med
Not sm/

med
Total

Complex organisation 4 4 5 3 4 4 8
29 % 36 % 2 % 23 % 40 % 27 %

Creative organisation 10 7 7 10 6 17 17

71 % 64 % 58 % 77 % 60 % 73 %

Total 14 11 12 13 10 15 25

Source: Authors.
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and implement control systems for evaluation of academic and financial results.
The same holds true with respect to their views on academic institutions as organ-
isations and the type of leadership they require. Nearly two-thirds of the rectors
see their institutions as creative organisations in which the rector’s role is to create
a climate that stimulates innovation. Only one-third consider academic institutions
to be complex organisations that demand leadership concerned primarily with tra-
ditional management. Despite this, the rectors spend significantly more time on
control systems than they consider justified, and less time on cultural change than
they would prefer. The rectors seem also to generally believe that cultural change
will become even more important in the future, while the importance of control sys-
tems will remain unchanged.

These statements are only true when Swedish academic institutions are
treated as a homogenous group. However, there are several factors that can affect
the need of organisations for quality control and renewal, of which the most appar-
ent differences consist of the wide variations in age, size and direction of Swedish
institutions. Deeper analysis seems to support the hypotheses initially presented
that the younger and smaller the institution, the more important control systems
become and that, accordingly, it is more important for smaller and medium-sized
university colleges than for universities, university candidates and specialised col-
leges. With respect to the importance of cultural change, the prioritisation is rela-
tively similar between younger and older institutions, but there seems to be a clear
tendency for rectors of larger institutions to consider cultural change more impor-
tant. This observation is also supported by the responses that show that cultural
change is considered more important by rectors of institutions other than smaller
and medium-sized university colleges. Rectors of large institutions also tend more
than others to advocate a view of leadership based upon creating a climate that
stimulates innovation, rather than a conventional view of leadership as manage-
ment. This is supported once again by the same tendency for institutions other than
smaller and medium-sized university colleges, although the age variable once
again yields vague results. As a whole, the analysis points to size as a stronger indi-
cator with respect to the balance between quality control and renewal that can be
considered most important to Swedish academic institutions. This is also well illus-
trated by the rectors for a relatively large subgroup of institutions, comprised pri-
marily of university candidates. Due to their size, they consider renewal to be the
more important of the two aspects, even though all of them are young.

With respect to the time rectors devote to each of the roles, there is a weak
tendency for the rectors of younger institutions to use more time on control sys-
tems, as well as a strong tendency for rectors of smaller institutions to spend more
time on control systems than others. There is also a clear indication that the rectors
of older and larger institutions devote more time than others to cultural change.
The difference between ranked importance and time spent could thus be derived
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from the background variable of age. Rectors of older institutions tend to use more
time than they consider justified on control systems, while those at younger insti-
tutions say that they spend less time on cultural change than what is motivated by
ranked importance.

The rectors’ expectations about the future do not provide an equally clear pic-
ture. There are certain indications that the importance of control systems should
increase more for young institutions than for older institutions. Accordingly, there is
a certain tendency that control systems could be of greater importance for small
and medium-sized colleges than for other types of institutions. Conversely, the
analysis contradicts the hypothesis that rectors of smaller institutions would
believe more strongly than those at larger institutions that control systems will
become more important in the future. This may perhaps be partially explained by
the possibilities of hedging on this question in the survey. Rectors of older institu-
tions tend more than others to believe that the importance of cultural change will
increase in the future, while the size variable in this instance shows no influence.
There is, however, some indication that the rectors of smaller and medium-sized
university colleges have a greater expectation that cultural change will increase in
importance in the future.

The analysis shows that the rectors tend to give priority to renewal above con-
trol. When the material is divided according to type of institution, the analysis sup-
ports the idea that smaller institutions more often give priority to the control issues,
while larger, established institutions focus more extensively on renewal. The anal-
ysis also shows that the rectors spend more time on control systems than they
should according to their own prioritisations, and that the reverse is true for renewal
and change. To further study these relationships using more sophisticated methods
within the scope of the international comparative project will be an important task
for future research.

NOTES

1. These conditions led Cyert and March (1963, section 6.2.2) to compare organisations to
fire brigades.

2. Peter Scott is the former editor in chief of The Times Higher Education Supplement. He is pres-
ently the rector of Kingston University.

3. E.g. the question asking whether the rector had been raised to the peerage was omitted.
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A Case Study of a University
in Transition in New Zealand
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University of Canterbury Christchurch, New Zealand

ABSTRACT

This is a case study describing the responses of a university to institutional
changes in higher education in New Zealand. These reforms resulted in reduced
government funding to universities and substitution of a loan scheme for univer-
sal student allowance. Typical response of New Zealand universities was to adopt
corporate models of governance with establishment of middle management roles.
The university described in this study has resisted such ideas while being success-
ful. The case study is based on a yearlong fieldwork consisting of interviews with
42 members of the university. The interviews were conducted in the context of a
leadership transition. The findings present the rationale for an alternative to the
corporate model in university governance.

INTRODUCTION

This paper is based on a study of a university that was about to experience a
leadership transition. The focal organisation in this study is a university in New
Zealand, where the incumbent vice-chancellor was to retire in 1998. In late 1996, the
university initiated a process to appoint a new vice-chancellor. The authors, who are
part of the academic staff, saw this as an opportunity to study the discourse within
this organisation about leadership and change. Our purpose was to identify the dif-
ferent perspectives that informed the conversations on leadership and change in
the university of Canterbury. Apart from helping us to identify various perspectives
on the future direction of the university, we also expected that the findings of the
study would give insights into the kinds of models of governance that were consid-
ered appropriate.

We believed that our status as “insiders” (both of us being staff at the Univer-
sity) was extremely useful in carrying out a study of this nature where we relied
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entirely on the views of other staff in the university, which would not have been
readily accessible to outsiders. Our initial objective was to obtain members’ views
on the system of administration, the university’s strengths and weaknesses and the
features to be preserved and to be changed when a new vice-chancellor took over
at the University of Canterbury. We believed that a study of such a sensitive nature
could only be conducted by a flexible qualitative research design as we were not
interested in adopting a positivistic stance focusing on tangible aspects such as
structure, strategy and systems. We also believed that a pre-structured hypothet-
ico-deductive or a positivistic mode would have been totally inappropriate for a
study of this nature. We needed an open-ended, unstructured methodology which
would accommodate every respondent’s view, as well as a framework that would
take into consideration the researchers’ own understanding through different
stages of fieldwork.

METHOD

We were encouraged in our choice of a qualitative methodology when we con-
sidered the framework of Bryman (1989) consisting of five distinguishing character-
istics:

– Adopting the stance of an insider, which we were, being full time staff mem-
bers of the University.

– A strong emphasis on context and on subjects’ interpretation.

– Emphasis on the process – the unfolding of events in time. While we relied
almost exclusively on in-depth interviews, as insiders to the organisation, we
were also aware of the changes that the university was going through and
were familiar with the selection process for the new vice-chancellor.

– Unstructured research process. We had no predefined hypotheses and very
little theoretical orientation; and finally

– Multiple sources of data, which are normally varying degrees of participant
observation, interviews and document analysis. We relied more on inter-
views, transcript and document analysis.

Our research design is qualitative in nature with elements of ethnography,
which is a research methodology with emphasis on insiders’ stance. With its focus
on understanding the culture underlying any given community, ethnography
emphasises viewing the culture from its members’ point of view, rather than impos-
ing the researcher’s understanding of it (Burgess, 1985; Woods, 1985; Pollard, 1985;
Hill Burnett, 1987; Mouly and Sankaran, 1995). The most common method for col-
lecting ethnographic data is participant observation (Bogdan and Taylor, 1975). As
participant observers, researchers “immerse” themselves in the setting. A partici-
pant observer experiences being both an insider and an outsider simultaneously.
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In the following section, we present the changes in the tertiary educational
sector in New Zealand.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

The University of Canterbury is one of seven universities constituting an
important part of the tertiary sector education in New Zealand, providing courses
of study and research programmes across a wide range of disciplines. It has
38 departments, seven faculties and three boards of studies. It offers both under-
graduate and masters’ degrees in addition to the PhD and postdoctoral fellowships.
The University had 11 352 students as of 31 March 1996, with a steady growth over
the last four years. The student population includes 49% female, 2.5% overseas, 15%
postgraduate, 5.3% Maori, 1% Pacific Islanders, and 19% mature students. There are
460 EFT (Equivalent Full Time) academic staff (including 18% female) and 690 EFT
general staff (including 47% female).

The tertiary educational sector in New Zealand has undergone significant
institutional and legislative changes in the past few years. Demands for higher edu-
cation have increased steadily in New Zealand through the 1980s and 1990s.
105 690 students were enrolled in seven universities in 1996 (Annual Report of the
New Zealand Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, 1996). The proportion of school leavers
progressing directly on to university increased from 11% in 1980s to 25% in 1993-94.
In New Zealand, these changes have taken place against a background of funda-
mental economic reform based on market liberalisation and free trade, a reduced
role for government, a strict monetarist policy, a deregulated labour market and fis-
cal restraint. As a consequence, although the subsidy from government has
increased, university funding per student has steadily decreased over the years
(Table 1). 

In 1994, the Government appointed a committee to review the proportion of
tuition costs that students should pay. The committee recommended that the Gov-
ernment should pay 75% of the cost of tuition and the student 25%. It was estimated

Table 1. University Funding 1992-96

Year
Government subsidy

($ million)
Number of students

Funding per student
($)

1992 615 68 521 8 979
1993 637 72 142 8 833
1994 642 75 702 8 480
1995 655 77 976 8 406
1996 659 79 311 8 302

Source: University of Canterbury, Annual reports 1992-96.
OECD 1999



Higher Education Management

98
that the Government was paying on average 80% of the cost in 1994. So it was
decided to reduce the contribution by 1% per year between 1995 and 1999. The
Education Amendment Act of 1990 removed the University Grants Committee,
which had been a buffer between Government and the universities. From 1990; uni-
versities were to negotiate their funds directly with the new Ministry of Education.
The new legislation also required universities:

– To develop a charter setting out the broad goals of the university.

– To develop a statement of objectives.

– To submit annual bids for funding based on the number of students a univer-
sity thinks it can enrol in the following year.

A performance management system was introduced which required universi-
ties to report at intervals and at the end of the year on how they performed in com-
parison to the funding provided. Under-performance was penalised in the following
year but over-performance was not rewarded. The Education Amendment Act of
1990 also established an organisation called the New Zealand Qualifications
Authority (NZQA) to approve educational programmes in the tertiary sector. The
universities mounted vigorous action through the legislative process and were suc-
cessful in retaining their role in approving their own programmes. The Education
Amendment Act also designated vice-chancellors as “chief executives” of their
universities.

The Government also proposed a charge for the use of capital assets, such as
land and buildings. The rationale behind the proposal was that the management of
these assets would be more efficient if the real costs of capital were taken into
account while making capital decisions. The universities opposed this proposal and
the Government was unable to muster enough support to enact it as legislation.

The threat of reduced funding coupled with changes in the process of funding
evoked a variety of responses. All the universities, other than Canterbury, intro-
duced changes in their structure and functioning. Prior to 1990, most universities
had a centralised management structure. They began to devolve decision making
to middle-level positions that were newly created. Vice-chancellors sought to exer-
cise management control and direction through assistant, deputy and pro vice-
chancellors. Many of the universities established new positions titled Directors of
Divisions. The existing positions of Deans were held accountable for their individ-
ual areas. These positions were designated as senior management whose job was
to advise the vice-chancellor on policy and strategic issues. Thus, although decision
making was decentralised, a hierarchy of authority and responsibility emerged in
almost all the universities. In some universities, departments were merged and
some staff was made redundant. In two of the universities that underwent changes,
structural re-organisation coincided with the appointment of a new vice-chancellor.
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The University of Canterbury was no exception in terms of experiencing
changes. Its student enrolments increased slowly but steadily over the last ten
years. While staff numbers remained almost static, there was a steady increase in
salaries and wages. There was almost a ten-fold increase in tuition fees, which went
from about $280 in 1988 to $2 400 in 1997. Unlike other universities, the University
of Canterbury did not change its structure. Its management structure continued to
remain relatively flat and simple. Figure 1 shows the structure.

Within the university structure, departments had considerable autonomy
relating to their own functioning. The university structure was predicated upon the
assumption that academics should be making major managerial decisions. How-
ever, the university was not laissez-faire or free-wheeling in that critical decisions
relating to recruitment, selection, promotions, capital allocations were centralised.
While the vice-chancellor was ultimately responsible for these decisions, he sought
inputs from committees specially established for these purposes.

The university was subjected to a process of external audit over a period of
June-December 1996. The audit panel interviewed about 240 people during this
time and reviewed the University’s procedures, documentation and activities (New
Zealand Universities Academic Audit Unit, 1997).

Figure 1. University of Canterbury – Management Structure

Source: Authors.
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The major findings of the audit report are that “while enjoying the contribu-
tions of a large number of overseas visitors, CU (Canterbury University) is a conser-
vative, rather insular university, with a tenure and research culture, and
departmental autonomy. While there are positive aspects of all these, there are
also negative ones…” (p. 1).

The report goes on to say that while departmental autonomy has several
strengths, it also has several weaknesses, most striking one being the lack of com-
mon guidelines in administration across departments.

According to this report, “a first impression of CU could be that there is a com-
plete lack of planning” (p. 3). The report adds that a closer look reveals a flexible and
informal process of adapting to change. However, it is a paradox that “CU has not use
this flexibility to react rapidly and appropriately to the changing environment” (p. 3).
There were also views that “CU is administered rather than proactively managed”
(p. 4), and that over the years, “CU has become very inward looking” (p. 5).

While the University experienced change (in terms of increasing numbers of
students and increase in fee structure which reflected all the New Zealand univer-
sities, it went through internal changes as well in the form of moving to a new cam-
pus in 1976 and introduction of new disciplines), the administrative structure per se
remained flat, with a very lean management of a vice-chancellor assisted by two
deputy vice chancellors (and a part time Chancellor). Canterbury had a unique sys-
tem where the vice-chancellor was in direct contact with the 38 Heads of Depart-
ments although there are Deans of Faculty.

To summarise, the institutional environment of the university had changed
significantly since 1990. Education was now viewed partly as an individual good
rather than a public good. It was contended that there were institutional pressures
on New Zealand universities to become more entrepreneurial, do more “relevant”
research, and adopt a corporate model for management and governance. The cor-
porate model involved creation of middle management positions and emphasis on
strategic planning, consistency and efficiency. Under this model, which was widely
adopted by Australian universities and some New Zealand universities, small
departments were seen as “inefficient”. On the other hand, the Canterbury model
was quite different from the corporate model. Its features were seen as a flat struc-
ture, conservatism, reactive rather than proactive stance, innovation at the depart-
mental level and performance of administrative tasks by academics.

FIELDWORK

Our main mode of data collection was semi-structured interviewing. We
decided to start at the top because our project relied on sensitive information relat-
ing to perceptions/views on the style of management. We were convinced that
those initial interviews would enable us to formalise our questions and select our
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respondents. Thus we started our fieldwork by interviewing the management team
of chancellor, vice-chancellor and the deputy vice chancellors, registrar, and so on.
The initial set of questions we had for our interviews were centred across the fol-
lowing issues:

– Demographic data with emphasis on respondents’ association with the uni-
versity, length of tenure, career highlights, positions held, major responsibil-
ities, and so on.

– The major changes the university has gone through.

– The strengths and weaknesses of the present administrative structure as well
as the current vice-chancellor.

– Any major opportunities that the university missed because of its present
structure.

– Some of the qualities of the current vice chancellor they would want to pre-
serve and the features they want to change in the new vice-chancellor.

– The immediate priorities of the new vice-chancellor and what would be some
of the challenges the university was going to face in the coming years.

We concluded our interviews by asking each respondent to suggest names of
individuals who would be willing to contribute to our project, and also asked them
if there were any questions that we might have overlooked.

We interviewed 42 staff in this manner over a period of eight months. The
interviews normally lasted 45 to 60 minutes and in case of three respondents we
asked for an additional hour of interview time.

While we did not tape record any interview, we both took elaborate (verbatim
most of the time) notes which were compared in order to fill in the gaps. These
fieldnotes were immediately typed and analysed for the common themes that
emerged. We also compared our themes with the literature on change. Following
the qualitative research practice of critical subjectivity (Reason, 1994), we also used
self-reflections as a part of our data. This involved comparing our notes, noting,
articulating and discussing similarities and differences.

THE CANTERBURY WAY

In one of our interviews early in the study, one of our respondents used the term
the “Canterbury Way.” The term caught our attention because it seemed to capture
the distinctive features of the university. In subsequent interviews, we asked respon-
dents if they had heard the term and, if so, what it meant for them. Based on their
responses, we identified five features that characterise the “Canterbury Way”:
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A flat management structure

Unlike other universities, Canterbury has no middle-level management. All
the departmental heads have direct access to the vice-chancellor. Deans of facul-
ties do not have formal authority over the departments. The deputy and pro-vice-
chancellors do not mediate the relationships between the vice-chancellor and the
departments. A feature of the lean structure is the low administrative overhead
costs. Canterbury has probably the lowest administrative overhead costs among all
the universities in New Zealand. The academic staff of the university performs a
number of administrative tasks. The following quotes capture the views of some of
our respondents:

“(We) don’t need a collection of people taking fat salaries.”

“I don’t know any one who wants big-layered management structure”

“I am definitely a proponent of the flat management structure.”

Departmental autonomy

Departments have a great deal of autonomy in conducting their activities.
They design, plan and organise their teaching and research within the broad guide-
lines set by the university. A number of decisions such as allocation of grants for
research and for attending conferences are delegated to the departments. Although
decisions relating to selection and promotion of staff are centralised, the staffing
committee is strongly influenced by the recommendations of the departments.
Departments are expected to set their own direction for growth and development.
The following quotes illustrate this aspect:

“Key decisions need to be made by academics”;

“One of the things I like about the place in there is very little interference from
outside”.

Collegial decision making

Within the departments, the decision making structure is collegial rather than
hierarchical. Academic staff members are elected to act as heads of departments for
a fixed tenure, usually three years. Although the terms of contract for the academic
staff require them to work under the direction of the head of department, in prac-
tice, few heads of department exercise this formal authority. Decisions are made by
consensus and staff is expected to act responsibly. One of our respondents put it
as follows:

“one operates with collegial approach to seek co-operative arrangement. You
are expected to work in harmony. Fiercely competitive aggressive approaches
are not welcome.”
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Low degree of formalisation

A distinctive feature of the university in the past has been the lack of written
policies, rules and procedures. As stated earlier, the report of the academic audit
unit noted the lack of formal administrative guidelines across departments. The
current level of formalisation is a relatively recent phenomenon, most of which was
done in preparation for the audit. As some of our respondents observed:

“Organisation is run by a sense of what is good practice.”

“No precedent, no written rules. (The university has the) notion that manage-
rialism is most distasteful.”

“There is resistance to adopt more methodical accounting procedures.”

Conservatism

Most of our respondents described the university as conservative. What
makes this a distinctive feature is that conservatism is valued as a positive trait. In
this context, conservatism was equated with traditional role of the university with
emphasis on excellence and scholarship. The following quotes about the university
illustrate this aspect:

“University is conservative. I applaud that”.

“Conservative and traditional – that makes it a comfortable place”.

“Conservative in a positive sense” (“I enjoy the conservatism”).

“Conservative campus” (“There is a lot of strength in that”).

We noted from our interviews that respondents reacted differently to the
Canterbury Way. While most felt positive about it, viewing it as a virtue, there were
also a few that were critical and regarded it as a dysfunctional system. On analysis
of our fieldnotes, we found that those who valued it constituted the dominant per-
spective within the university while those who did not value it represented a minor-
ity view. The two perspectives differed on three aspects: a) attitudes towards the
university; b) perceptions of present leadership and c) an agenda for change. We
refer to this dominant perspective as Preserving the Canterbury Way while the other
perspective is called Challenging the Canterbury Way. We describe these perspectives
in the following sections.

PRESERVING THE CANTERBURY WAY

This clearly represented the dominant perspective within the university.
Respondents belonging to this perspective valued the Canterbury Way highly. They
felt very positive about the university, were appreciative of the present leadership
and desired to see only incremental changes within the system. We illustrate these
three aspects below.
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Attitudes towards the university

The two sentiments that stood out for from the interviews were gratitude and
contentment. The university was described as a “satisfying place to work”, “comfort-
able, warm place”, “true university”, “congenial pleasant place with good colleagues”,
“good university”, “healthy”, “relatively democratic”, “the only authentic university”.
Gratitude was a common emotion for a large number of respondents. We repeatedly
heard the phrase “this university has been good to me”. One respondent said, “I feel
lucky that I have been at the best university in New Zealand”. Another said that it was
“a privilege to be part of this university.” This was a sentiment that was echoed by
many others. It was described as “a place where I feel comfortable”, “a very vibrant
campus”, “intellectually very alive”, “enjoyable”, “an institution that has great integ-
rity”, “very comfortable, familiar environment”, “a very pleasant environment to work
in”, “relatively stress free compared to industry” and as a place that “can hold its own
in international terms”. One respondent saw their job as “the best job I could have
had in the world”. Another saw it as “challenging, intellectually satisfying”. A respon-
dent who had worked in another university described the previous job as an “appall-
ing experience”. Someone who had moved to Canterbury from another country
described their previous organisation as “an infuriating bureaucratic mess”.

Respondents within this perspective felt positive about conservatism. As
stated earlier, conservatism equated with emphasis on traditional academic values
of scholarship and inquiry. According to the respondents, conservatism meant:

Valuing “higher learning and scholarship”.

“Traditional, solid, reputable”.

“A campus that has got a clear vision of commitment to excellence” ( “stable is
a good word”).

Having “stuck to its knitting. I am not sure if that’s a bad thing”.

“A university that has not rushed to make changes”.

“Stability of senior staff” (“have been here for 25 years. My perspective is a
conservative one”).

Canterbury having “much more emphasis on pure research than applied
research”.

Trying “very hard to preserve what is important”.

However, one respondent felt that conservatism in practice had made the uni-
versity “an elitist institution” with an “orientation in the past.”

Some of the respondents were critical about the academic audit report. One
of them described its as “an ill-considered document containing cheap shots.” It
was felt that the report implied “some model of management (…) that they reckon
is good management.” One of the respondents found it “hard to believe” that the
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university was insular given that “we bring in a multitude of visitors.” Another
respondent said, “All I can see coming out of it is more paperwork.”

Perceptions of present leadership

The current incumbent took over as vice-chancellor in the late seventies. The
previous vice-chancellor was described as unyielding, non-consultative, rigid, for-
mal, unbending, autocratic, aloof, snob, shy and gracious but a people-failure. The
present vice-chancellor was seen as a breath of fresh air. He introduced a great deal
of democracy and autonomy. He set up a number of committees to decide on uni-
versity-wide issues. Although the final decision rested with him, he rarely went
against the recommendations of the committees. Authority and resources were
devolved to departments. Funding for departments was made on the basis of a
clear formula rather than on arbitrary bases. A consequence of his leadership was
that there were no cliques or politicking.

Respondents within this perspective were uniformly positive about the
present leadership. He was described as “very hard working, articulate and well-
respected with sound governmental knowledge.” He was also described as “well-
informed, good memory, accessible, honest” and as a “very good advocate for
Canterbury.” It was felt that “(…) the man has done brilliantly” and had “set the
place financially very well”. One respondent said that his “financial management is
without parallel”. One respondent, however, felt “uncertain about the massive
amount of money spent on buildings.”

Some respondents felt that promoting a favourable image of the university
through public relations and fostering interactions with the community outside the
university were not strengths of the present vice-chancellor. However, almost all of
the respondents within this perspective agreed with the view that “We have been
extraordinarily well served by the vice-chancellor.” It was felt that “He will leave
behind a great legacy”.

Agenda for change

All the respondents within this perspective favoured continuity rather than
change. This was reflected in the qualities they desired in the new vice-chancellor.
They wanted a person who was “academically sound”, “financially prudent”, “simi-
lar to the present vice-chancellor”, “accessible”, and one who favoured “continuity
rather than dramatic changes.” It was felt that “no radical changes (were) needed.”
They wanted the new vice-chancellor to demonstrate a “collegial leadership style.”
Many respondents named a vice-chancellor that had been recently appointed to
another university in New Zealand. They felt that he had forced changes upon that
university and said that they did not want someone like him. “I want a vice-
chancellor who makes an argument, not one who lays down the law,” it was said.
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Most respondents wanted the new vice-chancellor to be similar to the present one.
We were told that the new person “Must have the qualities that (the present VC)
has got” and “(…) Should be able to operate the way the present chap does.” The
respondents wanted someone who “values academic freedom”, “(is) not per-
suaded by economic arguments” and “(is) not into corporatisation of education.”

Many respondents referred to the changes that had taken place in other uni-
versities in New Zealand such as creation of executive deans, merging of depart-
ments and so on. They were opposed to such changes within Canterbury. Some of
the respondents felt that departments similar to theirs in those universities were
now “badly off”. Doubts, fear and scepticism were evident in their assessments of
changes in other universities. One respondent said, “I don’t think any of those solu-
tions would be better. They would be more costly.” Respondents within this per-
spective were overwhelmingly in favour of preserving departmental autonomy. “We
don’t need a new vice-chancellor dictating what the departments ought to be doing
… Growth and development (should be) left to the departments… It is vital that
each department has a plan of where it wants to go”, said one respondent. Similarly,
all the respondents wanted to preserve the flat management structure although
many felt that “some modifications” to the structure were inevitable. Some felt that
such changes were necessary. They were especially concerned about enormous
pressures on the registry staff and wanted see an increase in the number of support
staff to cope with these pressures.

However, many respondents within this perspective wanted changes in one
aspect of the university. This related to the image of the university in the outside
community. “We lag behind in promotion and public relations”, said one of the
respondents. “Canterbury has never sold itself”, observed another. These two
statements seemed to capture the sentiments of many of the respondents within
this perspective. Not surprisingly, most of the respondents wanted the new vice-
chancellor to play a more active role in the community.

A few respondents within this perspective talked about the increasing pres-
sures on staff as a result of increasing student numbers. We were told that the
“place has become much more complex.” In some departments “workloads have
increased out of sight.” The students were seen to be under incredible strain as a
result of increasing student fees and curtailing of student allowances. It was felt that
students were under great pressure due to continuous assessments. We were told
that “students have become more consumer minded”. These respondents were
concerned that a small number of staff was under increased burden of having to
perform administrative tasks. It was felt that such managerial or administrative con-
tribution remained invisible due to the university’s unwillingness to acknowledge
and reward these contributions. There was also lack of training of deans and heads
of departments for academic management. Consequently, most academic staff
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tended to avoid administrative work. One of the respondents said, “I am not against
increasing the load of administration across more senior people who command
respect… (I) would like to see a few more people in the university doing part-time
administration.” One respondent wanted the new vice-chancellor to explicitly
address the issue of staff development.

Some of these respondents were also concerned about the lack of a forum
within the university to discuss policy issues. Under the previous vice-chancellor,
only professors could become heads of department and a Professorial Board dis-
cussed and decided on policy for the university. With the devolution of authority
and ushering in of democracy under the present vice-chancellor, the Professorial
Board was converted into an Academic Board. The Education Amendment Act fur-
ther eroded the power of academic staff to contribute to policy. There was concern
about the lack of participation of academic staff in university-level committees.

A very small number of respondents felt that the Canterbury Way and the role
of the university were under threat in a changed institutional environment. One of the
respondents talked about the “substantial changes in the attitudes toward organisa-
tion and finding of education”. “What gives me nightmares is what the government
might do… In the last few years they have re-classified several subjects as a different
cost category… I am now concerned with the environment for science in New
Zealand… Universities are the last home for scientific research,” we were told. This
person said that, “We will see, by one means or another, a continued withdrawal of
funding from universities”. This respondent also saw a “steady erosion of critic and
conscience role” and felt that “structural reform (was) ultimately suppressive of free
speech”. Another respondent spoke about the “relentlessness of change in a climate
of economic rationalism”. This was seen as a global phenomenon. Consequently, they
wanted to see in new vice-chancellor qualities of “valuing of higher learning that is not
predicated on its utility” and “willingness to do battle”. In this context, the new vice-
chancellor was expected to be “someone who has a critical understanding of these
global processes” and “someone who can articulate a vision of where we want to be
and what we want to do”. In this context, vision related to the ideal of a university that
was dedicated to critical thinking and excellence.

CHALLENGING THE CANTERBURY WAY

This was clearly a minority perspective articulated by a very small number of
respondents. They differed from other respondents in all the three aspects men-
tioned earlier.

Attitudes towards the university

The respondents within this perspective also experienced gratitude and con-
tentment. They described the university as a “congenial pleasant place with good
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colleagues” and said, “I have enjoyed working at the university”. However, they
were also critical about the university. One respondent pointed out that the univer-
sity had grown from being the second biggest in New Zealand in 1968 to being the
second smallest in 1997. The university was described as “insular”, “Very slow mov-
ing. Very difficult to change things”. It was like “hitting your head against a brick
wall”. They university was described as “Regional/provincial. Stuffy”. Its self-image
was described as feeling “Proud, snobbish, of high quality”. There was a feeling of
“smug self-satisfaction that we are awfully good” within the university. One respon-
dent said, “Canterbury almost prides itself on being backward. It actively alienates
other agencies from interaction”. Another said, “We don’t take risks. We are aca-
demics because we are risk-averse.” One of the respondents noted that, “You never
feel threatened. It is easier to be mediocre in this environment and get away with
it”. Another was critical about the extent of departmental autonomy and said, “No
one cares for the university as a whole anymore but are just selfish about their own
departments”. One respondent said that, “(at Canterbury) you don’t talk about
managers, teams and strategies. (These are) no-no words”. Another felt vexed that
the university viewed “explicit quality control procedures” as “tedious expressions
of managerialism”. It was felt by one respondent that a lot of administrative work
was done by “willing amateurs”, who “take work home”. This respondent com-
mented that the “university is riding on the back of some willing horses”.

Perceptions of present leadership

While the respondents holding this perspective acknowledged and appreci-
ated the contributions and capabilities of the present vice-chancellor, they were
also equally critical of him. He was seen as “well informed, honest, affable, gregari-
ous”, keeping “an open-door policy”, and being “genuinely democratic”. He was
also seen as “a benevolent autocrat”, an “enigma” and “surprisingly indecisive”. He
was described as being “firm and fixed in his views”. We were told that, “He doesn’t
like doing difficult things… He is not good at fronting people with hard comments…
He hides behind committees”. He was seen as being “courteously disdainful” of
any opposition. His style was described as “laissez-faire management”. He was also
described as being “allergic to planning”. Some respondents felt that the present
vice-chancellor had centralised power in the last few years and complained about
the lack of consultation. One respondent said, “The vice-chancellor introduced
great deal of democracy and autonomy. That worked beautifully for a long time and
we should be thankful to him… (but) his style has had its day”. One respondent
described him as “never been one to articulate a vision/plan/problem” and “being
good at playing games with the government”. His failings were seen as “not promot-
ing the university”, “failing to sell the university to community and overseas” and
“lack of strategic partnering”.
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Agenda for change

Unlike the previous perspective, this perspective favoured change rather than
continuity. As one respondent observed, “The whole competitive element has made
things different… We need to be proactive rather than reactive… If we don’t change
soon, we will be in trouble”. However, compared to the respondents within the dom-
inant perspective, respondents within this perspective had much less in common
with one another in terms of the specific changes they wanted. One respondent
wanted the new vice-chancellor to “develop, articulate and lead the university in a
clear strategic direction”. This respondent also wanted the university to “differentiate
itself in the market place”, provide “right incentives and drives” and “ensure a much
better relationship between itself and the community”. Another respondent saw the
New Zealand University system as grossly under-funded. According to this person,
“Financing is inadequate for what we want to do”. Whereas other universities had
developed positive strategies to cope with this situation, Canterbury was seen to lag
behind. According to this respondent, “Lot of young staff (are) very unhappy…
Careers (are) not fostered… Our existing model needs more radical structural
reform… We must be much more outgoing. We are part of society and we have a vital
role to play. (We need to) give society observable outputs”. Another respondent
hoped that the “new vice-chancellor will come with more modern ideas”. One respon-
dent wanted the new vice-chancellor to examine the management structure, evaluate
whether the existing number of faculties was appropriate, decide on the fate of small
departments, take a close look at the requirements of senior managers and get rid of
non-performing staff among them. Another respondent wanted the new vice-
chancellor to develop a vision that was more consumer-oriented in terms of serving
the students and community and initiate procedures for strategic planning to attain
the vision. This respondent also wanted the university to develop common proce-
dures across faculties and departments.

Compared to the dominant perspective uniformly positive of the current sys-
tem, the minority perspective seemed much less unified. Nevertheless, it repre-
sented a contrary view in that it preferred change to continuity. Our fieldwork and
on-going analysis helped us to identify the organising logic that shaped the univer-
sity’s structure and culture university and the perspectives that flowed from it. What
were the practical implications of our findings for the university?

CONCLUSION

Czarniawska and Sevon (1996, p. 2) define change as “the periods during which
people begin questioning things that were previously taken for granted”. The con-
text of our study, an impending leadership changes, provided an opportunity to
raise questions about an organisational form that is referred to as the Canterbury
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Way in this paper. How does one address claims about organisational forms? What
are the practical implications of the Canterbury Way?

As the fieldwork progressed, we realised that our own understanding of the
system in which we operated changed from time to time. At different stages of field-
work, we liked, disliked, approved or disapproved the Canterbury Way. We also
experienced gratitude, contentment and, occasionally, frustration with this system
of functioning. When we shared our findings with other staff in the university, they
too reacted in predictable ways. Some defended the system while others criticised
it. In doing so, they aligned themselves with one of the two perspectives discussed
above. The central issue behind these perspectives was the questioning the rele-
vance of the organising logic of the university. The dominant perspective saw the
Canterbury Way as being appropriate for the university given its role in fostering
inquiry, scholarship and critical thinking. The minority perspective did not have a
unified view of what the university should be but saw the Canterbury Way as a bar-
rier to change.

What are the practical implications of these two perspectives for change within
the university? We think there are four implications. First, these two perspectives
represent distinct paradigms (Donaldson, 1995). Therefore, incremental changes
that operate within a paradigm are more likely to be accepted than radical changes
that seek to replace one paradigm with another. Second, the Canterbury Way is more
than just an organisational form. It is a culture consisting of shared values and,
therefore, a source of identity. The modernist perspective in management (Donald-
son, 1995), which views organisations as tools to achieve specific purposes, fails to
acknowledge this cultural aspect of organisations. Therefore, at best, it can only
lead to sporadic or incomplete change. At worst, it can generate a lot of negative
emotions, which would be framed as “resistance to change”. Third, the Canterbury
Way can be used as a tool for understanding the university. It offers an explanation
for why members of this organisation act in ways that are seemingly different from
other universities and yet have avoided many problems (faced by other universi-
ties) such as funding crises resulting in redundancies and voluntary retirements.
Fourth, both perspectives are necessary to comprehend and facilitate change in
organisations because both contain salient insights. The challenge for the univer-
sity is to integrate these insights in a meaningful way. Ultimately, as Cznariawska
and Sevon (1996, p. 8) note “change is a result of blend of intentions, random
events and institutional norms”. More importantly, this case study offers a rationale
for a non-corporate model of governance within the New Zealand context.
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ABSTRACT

This article discusses long-term trends in recruitment to the top university post
set in the context of a growing preoccupation with managerial leadership in
higher education. It explores temporal changes in the educational, career and
demographic profiles of UK vice-chancellors using data describing the period
1960-1996. These data provide little support for the hypothesis that the shift
from academic and administrative, towards executive and managerial, interpre-
tations of university leadership has produced major changes in the career prepa-
ration and professional profiles of those occupying the top institutional post. The
senior academic hierarchy remains the overwhelming source of recruitment,
although those working in the former polytechnics/new universities are highly
unlikely to find their way to the top leadership posts at Oxford or Cambridge, any
of the ancient institutions or the old universities. The findings emphasise an
enduring pattern of vice-chancellor profiles despite the scale of recent transforma-
tions in the shape, size, structure and funding of higher education.

INTRODUCTION: NEW MODELS OF UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP

The reconfiguration of state-university relationships has focused attention on
governance and managerial processes and on those who provide executive leader-
ship at institutional level (Bargh et al., 1996). Vice-chancellors are expected to pro-
vide the vision and strategic direction necessary to (re)position their institutions
nationally and, in some cases, internationally within a globalised learning commu-
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nity. They must engage to maximum institutional advantage with ongoing debates
about how to re-skill the nation and region, how to reinvigorate and sharpen the
competitive capacity of the national and regional economy and how to extend the
chances of individual enlightenment and social inclusion. As the National Commit-
tee of Inquiry into Higher Education (the Dearing Committee) concluded, the task
facing UK higher education (and by implication those who lead and manage) is to
ensure that institutions become world-class in all levels of learning and research
with a responsibility, individually and collectively, for sustaining a learning society
(Dearing, 1997).

Questions about the university’s role in knowledge production and dissemi-
nation, its relationship with the nation state and the wider polity, its very place as
a time-honoured macro-societal institution (Wittrock, 1993; Shumar, 1997), justify
the focus on those individuals who occupy the top leadership posts. Accordingly,
this article attempts to probe more systematically (and historically) than hitherto
some of the empirical evidence which might support the notion of a shift from aca-
demic and administrative, towards executive style leadership in higher education.
Specifically, it focuses on the changing profiles of individuals who have made it to
the top institutional jobs in UK higher education during the period since 1960. Our
analytical approach enables us to ask a series of questions about the development
of the vice-chancellorship which have not been asked before. To what extent have
there been major changes in the career preparation and professional development
of vice-chancellors in this period of change? Can we identify, in effect, the creation
of a new, more diverse, class of executive leaders? If this has happened, then what
are the typical “avenues of mobility” to the top university job and have these
changed in any obvious or significant way over recent decades? To what extent have
the career profiles of those who make it to the top really changed since the 1960s?
From which recruitment grounds are vice-chancellors typically drawn? And what
evidence is there to suggest that broad differences between old (pre-1992) univer-
sities and the former polytechnics or new (post-1992) universities demand different
types of experience and attributes in their vice-chancellors?

Underlying these questions, of course, is the general hypothesis that a new
model of executive leader has emerged in UK higher education. It is beyond the
scope of the present article to explore more than one dimension of the complex
issues raised by this hypothesis. Further research data currently being analysed by
the authors will afford a more comprehensive view of changes in the social practice
of executive leadership in UK higher education. However, by focusing initially on
temporal changes in the profiles of those entering the top university job we can at
least test a key element of the broader argument. The specific hypothesis tested
here is that the shift from academic and administrative, towards executive and man-
agerial, interpretations of university leadership has produced major changes in the
career preparation and professional profiles of those who make it to the top.
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VICE CHANCELLORS AS AN ELITE GROUP?
ISSUES AND PROBLEMS

Previous analyses of UK vice-chancellors have been sited largely within the
socio-historical literature of elites and power. What we know about them as mem-
bers of an elite group has tended to be overshadowed by the theoretical polemic
and conceptual ambiguity traditionally surrounding the study of elites and power –
“a sea of ineffable confusion” as Giddens once described it (Giddens, 1974, p. ix).
The problem derives from the wider focus of elite studies on the structuration of
society and on the relationships between elites, classes and the system of power.
Nevertheless, some of this literature, particularly the empirical research of sociolo-
gists and social historians, provides a clear, if now dated, profile of vice-chancellors
as a social and professional group (for examples, see Collison and Millen, 1969;
Perkin, 1978-79; Halsey and Trow, 1971; Wakeford, 1974).

By the late 1960s the social and educational backgrounds of Britain’s vice-
chancellors had changed only slowly since the 1930s. Vice-chancellors, like other
members of the more meritocratic elite groups, were disproportionately drawn
from the middle class, those without capital and connections and those who rise
“by sheer talent” (Rubinstein, 1987, p. 193). They were also disproportionately
drawn from Oxbridge backgrounds. It was these men (there were no women vice-
chancellors during these years; there is only a handful today) who steered the
nation’s universities into the post-war era and into a new set of arrangements with
the state, a period in which the higher education system was progressively enlarged
and participation increased.

After a flurry of research activity in the 1960s and 1970s the study of vice-
chancellors has remained relatively dormant. However, a recent article examining
the professional and social backgrounds of vice-chancellors in post during the
1990s provides an updated benchmark (Farnham and Jones, 1998). The authors con-
cede that university vice-chancellors and principals (UVCPs) of the 1990s remain an
organisational and social elite, but argue they are a far more heterogeneous elite
than in the past. They conclude that the present generation of top higher education
postholders in the UK demonstrate both similarities to and differences from the
characteristics highlighted by earlier researchers. On balance, however, they stress
that “the differences are probably greater than the similarities” on the grounds that
the institutions themselves have changed in size, scale and complexity, as has both
the authority of vice-chancellors and extent of change in the higher education sec-
tor generally (Farnham and Jones, 1998, p. 54).

Our analysis focuses primarily on the nature and patterns of recruitment to the
elite position of the vice-chancellorship. In trying to understand the recruitment
process we need to consider the structures found within the higher education hier-
archy and their role in the distribution of individuals to the top institutional posts.
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Giddens has suggested that elite positions across a range of institutional categories
need to be interpreted within a more complex differentiation than a simple distinc-
tion between elite and non-elite. Instead, he distinguishes between three sorts of
structures: the “elite”, a “secondary structure” and the “non-elite”. Of these, the
secondary structure is a key influence on the nature of elite recruitment in any insti-
tutional category. Within the secondary structure two types can be distinguished.
One, an administrative apparatus, services the occupational elite and is, in effect,
an administrative stratum. The other, a recruitment stratum, is the “pool” of individ-
uals out of which those in elite positions are directly drawn. However, Giddens sug-
gests that in some occupational groups the elite may also be drawn from the
administrative stratum; in others it is not (Giddens, 1974, pp. 13-14).

In describing recruitment to the top university posts during the early 1970s,
Giddens placed professors and heads of department in both the administrative stra-
tum and the recruitment stratum (Giddens, 1974, p. 15). In Giddens’s scheme, the
overlap between each stratum in the higher education system was complete, since
vice-chancellors (and Masters of Oxbridge Colleges) were recruited from the ranks
of professors and heads of departments. However, the system of higher education
within which Giddens located his analysis has subsequently been transformed in
size, shape and structure. In order to understand changes over time in recruitment
patterns we need to establish whether there have been any corresponding shifts in
the parameters of the secondary structure and to portray its operational as well as
conceptual features. In particular, we need to establish whether changes in higher
education have affected the degree of overlap between the administrative and
recruitment strata. Our intention, therefore, is to shed further light on the relation-
ship between the elite, the secondary structure and the non-elite as well as deter-
mining changes over time in what Giddens terms the “channels” through which
recruitment takes place. Our analysis has two primary objectives. The first is to try
to identify the typical “avenues of mobility” to the top positions in the institutional
sphere of higher education during the period since 1960. The second is to compare
our data with previous studies in the field.

DATA AND METHOD

The data on which this article is based were collected as part of a wider
research project funded by the Leverhulme Trust investigating the emergence of
new approaches to executive leadership in UK higher education. One aim of the
research was to chart international differences between the United Kingdom,
Sweden, the Netherlands and the states of Georgia and California in the United
States. For the UK element, our research design included construction of databases
of biographical information of all vice-chancellors appointed since 1960. The com-
pleted data comprise 341 separate cases in two independent but linked databases.
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The first database contains up to 77 numeric variables per case detailing the
characteristics of the vice-chancellors appointed since 1960. These variables are
grouped into three main descriptive categories. First, the demographic characteris-
tics of vice-chancellors such as age and gender together with the honours and titles
they hold; second, the principal features of their previous educational, career and
recruitment paths; and, third, their participation in the life of the university sector
and wider public and private sector organisations. The second database comprises
nine tables of qualitative data which provides greater insights into the latter
category.

These databases have been constructed mainly from data drawn from succes-
sive editions of Who’s Who. Although these data may be incomplete in some cases,
overall they provide the only accessible and comprehensive social profile of this
elite occupational group. At the time of writing, our database has only 32 “missing”
cases of vice-chancellors known to have occupied office since 1960. However, the
tail-end categories used in the longitudinal data for the 1950s and 1990s are not
representative of the total population of vice-chancellors during those decades
since the former includes only those in post in 1960 and the latter those in post up
to November 1996. Analysis was conducted using SPSS.

Wherever possible we have tried to ensure that the categories of analysis in
the biographical databases are compatible with those of Collison and Millen’s
(1969) study. This will enable us to comment on longer-term temporal variations in
the social profile of vice-chancellors. We compare also our results with those of
Farnham and Jones, who present data for the period 1990-97 (Farnham and Jones,
1998). The questions addressed (and methods adopted) by Farnham and Jones, in
particular, although similar to our own research, are limited in their longitudinal
view and statistical validity. Their conclusions, therefore, are somewhat tentative in
evidential force. By extending the analysis from 1960 to the 1990s the present arti-
cle explores longer term temporal variations in vice-chancellors’ characteristics and
introduces much greater statistical force in testing the hypothesis outlined above.
However, unlike Farnham and Jones (1998), we have not attempted to replicate pre-
vious analyses of the social origins of vice-chancellors based on analysis of the type
of schools attended. Data on schooling was collected, but was not analysed
because of the problem of identifying changes in the categorisation of schools over
the long-term. Although technically feasible such a task demanded time and
resources beyond the scope of the research project.

PREVIOUS POSTS AND EXPERIENCE
OUTSIDE HIGHER EDUCATION

In our data, vice-chancellors appear to have been recruited overwhelmingly
from a single occupational environment. Over 90% of those appointed since 1960
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were previously career academics who, typically, have progressed through the
ranks. In the UK, the preponderance of career academics in the ranks of vice-chan-
cellors has been entrenched since at least the 1930s (Collison and Millen, 1969). If
we examine our results by decade, the proportion of career academics recruited
drops slightly below 90% for those vice-chancellors recruited during the 1960s at
88% (the same percentage as Collison and Millen’s 1967 figure). The results confirm
that the vast majority of vice-chancellors continue to rise to the top through the aca-
demic hierarchy. This pattern is replicated in progression to the equivalent top post
(president or rector) in other countries, notably the United States and Australia
(Green, 1997, p. 137).

Analysis of vice-chancellors previous position immediately prior to post (see
Table 1) suggests that one quarter had been either pro-vice-chancellor (14%) or
deputy directors (11%), i.e. senior institutional managers. Another quarter were uni-
versity professors and of this quarter 44% were also holding academic managerial
positions such as dean, head of department or other administrative posts such as
bursar, registrar and director of research.

A further 10% of vice-chancellors had made direct horizontal career moves
from vice-chancellor at a different institution, while 17% had been recruited after
leadership experience as head of an Oxbridge college, old university college, or
other HE institution. In total, almost 80% of vice-chancellors have been promoted
from the ranks of professors or higher managerial posts and over half have come
immediately from positions as head or deputy (or their equivalents) in higher edu-
cation institutions.

Expanding our investigation of previous experience beyond the post immedi-
ately prior to taking up a vice-chancellorship provides a slightly different perspec-
tive. At some time in their careers a third of vice-chancellors (34%) had experience
of the public sector (including the civil service), 20% had experience of salaried
employment in the private sector (including the holding of a non-executive direc-
torship post) and 16% had experience of both the public and private sectors. Just
less than a third (30%) had no public or private experience. Given the propensity of
universities to recruit overwhelmingly from a single occupational group, evidence
that many vice-chancellors can claim wider experience justified further investiga-
tion.

Differences between the leaders of old universities and the former polytech-
nics/new universities in terms of previous experiences outside higher education
were explored. When salaried and non-executive/directorships are conflated then
there are only minor differences between the old and new university leaders in
terms of experience in the civil service or public sector and the private sector. How-
ever, when using a narrower definition of the private sector (to include only salaried
posts) then the vice-chancellors of polytechnics/new universities are nearly twice as
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likely to have such experience than their counterparts in old universities. Impor-
tantly, there is no evidence to suggest any major change over time in this pattern of
experience, although those in post during the 1950s and 1960s were more likely to
have some experience of the civil service than in later decades.

The holding of non-executive directorships during incumbency of the vice-
chancellorship provides an interesting insight into the salience of outside experi-
ence. While polytechnic/new university vice-chancellors are more likely to have
held salaried positions in the private sector, their counterparts in old universities
prove more likely to hold non-executive directorship posts. In our data set, one-in-
three vice-chancellors of old universities have been non-executive directors in pri-
vate companies, compared to just one-in-eight of vice-chancellors in the polytech-
nics/new. This finding needs to be tempered by the possibility that some of these
“private” directorships will be in enterprises established by the universities and as
such vice-chancellors may be ex-officio members of the board. However, our initial
analysis provides evidence of directorships held in a wide range of industries and
sectors including IT, petro-chemicals, power generation, banking and insurance and
a wide range of media organisations.

Table 1. Vice Chancellors’ Immediate Previous Position

Previous Position N % Sub-Total % Total %

Vice-chancellor old university 16 4.7

Vice-chancellor new university 9 2.6

Head non-UK HE institution 10 2.9 10.2
Pro-Vice-chancellor old university 47 13.8

Deputy Director new university 36 10.6

Deputy Director other HE institution 2 0.6 25

Head Oxbridge college 17 5.0

Head college of old university 6 1.8

Head other HE institution 34 10.0
Head other educational institution 5 1.5 18.3 53.5

University Professor 89 26.1

Other academic post 23 6.8 32.9 86.4

Civil Service 17 5.0

Other public service 10 2.9

Private sector 12 3.5
Senior post in HE researsch/funding council 7 2.1

Other 1 0.3 13.8

TOTAL 341 100 100

Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.
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The holding of non-executive directorships whilst in post as vice chancellors
rose fourfold, from 11% in the 1950s to 40% in the 1980s. Those appointed to vice-
chancellorships in the 1990s seem less likely to hold such directorships (26%)
although obviously this proportion may increase over time. It is worth noting also
that the proportion of vice-chancellors holding multiple directorships has risen
over time. During the 1960s only 6% of vice-chancellors held more than one direc-
torship. By the 1980s this proportion had risen to 22%.

Despite these findings on non-executive directorships, the research found
that vice-chancellors’ involvement with external organisations has been typically
focused on educational and academic or professional bodies. Almost half have
been or are involved in bodies relating to their own academic/professional back-
ground, providing some corroboration that the role of vice-chancellor remains
rooted in the provision of academic leadership. Over time, however, involvement
in other types of organisation has increased. This is most conspicuous in the case
of health related organisations, particularly during the 1990s when the numbers of
vice-chancellors involved had increased twofold over any of the previous decades
examined. In addition to these interests, a substantial minority of vice-chancellors
have combined university leadership with membership of one of the funding bod-
ies/agencies (21%) and research councils (33%). In the case of funding body/agency
membership the proportions involved appears to have risen slightly over the
period, from a sixth of before the 1970s to around a quarter in each decade since.
Research Council membership has risen by a similar margin over the period.

Finally, we examined vice-chancellors’ with experience of acting as a direct
ministerial/departmental advisor or employee and those with experience of mem-
bership of government advisory bodies. The proportion of those in the former cat-
egory shows no clear pattern over time and has hovered around 18%. The
proportion on government advisory bodies has shown a decline over the decades,
from around a third in the 1960s to only 13% in the 1990s.

HIGHER EDUCATION AS A RECRUITING GROUND

Analysis of the location of posts immediately before appointment provides
some indication of the extent of cross-sectoral movement between the former poly-
technics (after 1992, the new universities) and the old universities (those formed
before 1992). In itself, this data does not provide a complete account of cross-
sectoral movement since there may be considerable inter-sectoral movement at
lower career levels. However, bearing this caveat in mind, the differences found in
horizontal movement patterns between the new and old sectors is quite marked.
The most obvious characteristic is that there seems to be almost no movement from
new to old institutions – only one (0.5% or 1 in 200) of the vice chancellors in the old
sector was recruited from a new university (polytechnic at that time). The new
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sector is also characterised primarily by intrasectoral recruitment – 78% of new uni-
versity vice chancellors were from the new universities. However, movement from
old to new is much more prevalent than new to old with just over one in five vice-
chancellors in the new universities being recruited from the old sector.

From the data, it is possible to monitor the propensity of institutions to make
internal appointments. Two thirds of vice-chancellors were appointed from a differ-
ent institution. Recruitment of this kind is typical of the model of academic CEO
found in the USA and Canada and, to a lesser extent, Australia (Green, 1997). The
remaining third of vice-chancellors in our data were appointed from within the
ranks of the same institution, a pattern more in line with the model of elected rector
found in many European higher education institutions. Of this internally recruited
group, 25% can be accounted for by Oxbridge college heads taking up their
rotational vice-chancellorship and heads of higher educational institutions being
in post when their institutions acquired polytechnic status. The remaining 75% of
vice-chancellors appointed via internal recruitment were previously pro-vice-
chancellors, deputy directors or other academic postholders. Internal promotion to
the top job has been more prevalent in the new sector (43%) than the old (32%).

In the old sector, two thirds of vice-chancellors were previously either profes-
sors (41%) or pro vice-chancellors (25%). Of these, three-quarters were recruited
from within the sector, but not their own institution. This pattern of progression in
the old sector is not replicated in the new. There is a strong tendency in the new
sector for vertical recruitment from within the same institution – most such appoin-
tees being previously deputy directors. Nearly half of the vice-chancellor appoint-
ments in the new sector were filled by deputy directors and over half of these were
from within the same institution.

Generally, vice-chancellors making horizontal career moves (that is, from vice-
chancellorship to vice-chancellorship) tend to remain within sector. In the old sec-
tor, only one out of 15 moved to the new sector; while in the new sector only one
out of eight crossed to the old sector. This latter inter-sectoral crossing represents
the only move from the new to old sector throughout any of the career levels imme-
diately prior to appointment.

These data suggest that there is virtually no cross-sectoral movement, either
sideways or vertically, from the new sector into the top job in the old (accepting that
we are limiting the investigation to respondents’ immediate preceding post). The
finding itself may not be very surprising, but it is nevertheless rather stark in the
sense of its consistency across all the career levels immediately prior to appoint-
ment. It suggests that although the binary divide between the two sectors has been,
or is being, eliminated, in terms of inter-sectoral leadership recruitment, the gap
between old universities and the former polytechnics remains wide and significant.
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UNIVERSITY EDUCATION: THE IMPORTANCE OF OXBRIDGE

Undergraduate experience

Attendance at one of two universities, Cambridge or Oxford, has been a facet
of the undergraduate education of just over a third of UK vice-chancellors
appointed since 1960. Of the 34% of vice-chancellors with an “Oxbridge” first
degree, 18% had been to Cambridge and 16% Oxford. These “Oxbridge” undergrad-
uates have been widely recruited throughout the sector (with the exception of the
new Welsh universities), accounting for 37% of old, 22% of new, 41% of London prin-
cipals and all of the open university vice chancellors. After “Oxbridge”, the next
largest group of vice-chancellors (31%) experienced their first taste of university life
as undergraduates at English old universities, far more numerous, of course, than
the Universities of Cambridge or Oxford. A breakdown of the type of university
attended by vice-chancellors as undergraduates is shown in Table 2.

Although not directly comparable with the earlier Collison and Millen (1969)
study, these results do afford some measure of comparison. In both 1935 and 1967
Collison and Millen found that Oxbridge was the “principal source of vice-
chancellors” providing 66% and 59% of vice-chancellors respectively. However, they
point out that the importance of Oxbridge may have been exaggerated in their
study by having included all the Oxbridge colleges thereby making Oxford and
Cambridge the largest categories in the study (Oxbridge colleges represented 61%
of their sample in 1935 as opposed to only 5.3% of our overall sample.)

Like Collison and Millen, we found that Scottish undergraduates were also
widely recruited throughout the sector being the fourth (third after combining
Oxford and Cambridge) largest proportion of vice-chancellors. Since 1960 there has
been a marked, although slightly lessened, nationalistic or internal recruitment fla-
vour to both the old Scottish universities and Welsh colleges. Over 60% of the Scot-
tish old university vice-chancellors and 43% of Welsh principals were
undergraduates in their respective sectors.

Postgraduate experience

Many vice-chancellors, even if they were not “Oxbridge” undergraduates, have
undertaken postgraduate study or have been employed in an academic position at
one of the colleges. Almost half of those appointed since 1960 (45%) have had post-
graduate or teaching experience at one of the colleges. When the two sets of figures
(undergraduate and postgraduate/academic) are examined against the type of
institution, we get a more comprehensive account of institutional recruitment pref-
erences for Oxbridge experience.
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Table 2. Undergraduate university attended  by vice-chancellors appointed since 1960

Undergraduate
university

Old Polytecnic Cambridge Oxford
London
College

Scottish Old
Wales

College
Foreign Eire Old

College
of

technology
NI Old

Eire College
technology

Total
%

Oxbdg
U/Gs

%

Oxbdg
PG/Teachg

%

Difference
 %

Type of Institution

Old N
%

36
26.5

1
.7

31
22.8

21
15.4

15
11.0

15
11.0

7
5.1

8
5.9

1
.7

0 1
.7

0 136
40

38.2 51.5 +13.3

New N
%

50
53.8

3
3.2

10
10.8

10
10.8

9
9.7

3
3.2

4
4.3

1
1.1

3
3.2

93
27.4

21.6 23.7 +2.1

Cambridge N
%

2
20

6
60

2
20

10
2.9

80 100 +20

Oxford N
%

1
12.5

6
75

1
12.5

8
2.4

87.5 100 +12.5

London
College

N
%

4
23.5

6
35.3

1
5.9

2
11.8

2
11.8

1
5.9

1
5.9

17
5.0

41.2 50.0 +8.8

Scottish old N
%

3
8.3

2
5.6

6
16.7

1
2.8

22
61.1

1
2.8

1
2.8

36
10.6

22.3 43.2 +20.9

Wales,
College

N
%

2
14.3

5
35.7

1
7.1

6
42.9

14
4.1

35.7 57.1 +21.4

Open
University

N
%

1
50.0

1
50.0

2
0.6

100 0 –100

NI
old

N
%

2
25.0

2
25.0

1
12.5

1
12.5

1
12.5

1
12.5

8
2.4 37.5 50 +12.5

Scottish
new

N
%

2
40.0

1
20.0

1
20.0

1
20.0

5
1.5

20 0 –20

Welsh
new

N
%

2
50.0

2
50.0

4
1.2

0 0 0

London
University

N
%

1
14.3

2
28.6

1
14.3

1
14.3

2
28.6

7
2.1

42.9 85.7 +42.8

Overall Total 
1960-97

N
%

104
30.6

4
1.2

62
18.2

54
15.9

30
8.8

46
13.5

21
6.2

12
3.5

2
.6

3
.9

1
.3

1
.3

340
100

34.1 45 +10.9

Total
Pre 1981

N
%

52
27.1

1
.5

39
20.7

33
17.6

16
8.5

24
12.8

13
6.9

5
2.7

1
.5

3
1.6

1
.5

0 188
100

38.3 49.7 +11.4

Total
post 1981

N
%

52
34.2

3
2.0

23
15.1

21
13.8

14
9.2

22
14.5

8
5.3

7
4.6

1
.7

1
.7

152
100

28.9 39.1 +10.2

Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.
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Table 2 shows that when postgraduate and academic experience is taken into
account the percentages of vice-chancellors with Oxbridge background increases,
in most cases quite considerably. For example, over 40% more London University
vice-chancellors had an Oxbridge background when postgraduate and academic
experience are taken into account. Under this wider classification, it would seem
that an Oxbridge background is more important that had previously been indicated
(by undergraduate university) for the Scottish old universities and the Welsh col-
leges in particular, but also the old universities in England and Northern Ireland.

Temporal variations in the importance of an Oxbridge background are
revealed by using 1981 as a dividing line. Both indicators – undergraduate and
postgraduate/teaching experience reveal a 10% decline after 1981. Pre 1981 (includ-
ing 1981), Oxbridge undergraduates constituted 40% of vice-chancellors appointed,
while almost 50% had Oxbridge postgraduate or teaching experience. After 1981,
these proportions decrease to 30% and 40% respectively.

Figure 1 shows temporal variations in the undergraduate experience of vice-
chancellors. From the 1980s, the proportion of vice-chancellors with an Oxbridge
undergraduate background has declined steadily (the postgraduate dimension fol-
lows the same pattern though in greater extremes). In contrast, the prevalence of
undergraduate experience in one of the old universities has risen steadily over the
same period. Nevertheless, the decline in importance of Oxbridge educational
experience has been gradual. As a factor in achieving the top institutional post, an
Oxbridge background has remained disproportionately represented among vice-
chancellors throughout the period since 1960. The study by Farnham and Jones con-
firms the continued importance of Oxbridge in the profiles of the 1990s vice-
chancellors, particularly those leading the ancient institutions, civic universities
and “other” university institutions (Farnham and Jones, 1998).

QUALIFICATIONS

The importance of a successful career in academia reinforces the view that as
an occupational group vice-chancellors have remained consistently highly merito-
cratic. Nearly a sixth (16%) are registered as having a first class honours degree. This
proportion is constant between sectors and between the pre- and post-1981 eras.
However, our data does suggest that there have been a number of changes in the
academic backgrounds of vice-chancellors.

The indicator used for academic background was the discipline in which they
obtained their first degree. This range of disciplines was then reclassified (using
HESA codes as a guide) into four categories commensurate to those used by
Collison and Millen: Science, Technology, Social Science and Arts.1 The results
(shown in Figure 2) indicate clearly that those with science backgrounds account for
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nearly a half of all vice-chancellors in the period. The remaining half are split fairly
evenly between those with arts, technological and social science degrees.

The academic backgrounds of vice-chancellors in the old and new sectors dif-
fers somewhat ( Figure 3). In both sectors, those with scientific backgrounds have
been in greatest evidence (49% old and 42% new). Those with arts degrees were the
second largest group overall. However, when ranking the disciplines by sector, this
remained the case only in the old universities where a quarter had arts back-
grounds. In the new sector, those with arts degrees were the minority, while those
with technology backgrounds constituted the second largest group (23%). More-
over, in the new sector those with social science backgrounds were nearly equal in
number (21%) to those qualified in a technological discipline. In contrast, social sci-
entists were the least represented in the old sector, at only 11%. Academic back-
grounds of vice-chancellors, therefore, summarise quite neatly the diverse origins
and academic missions of the former polytechnics and old universities.

Comparison with Collison and Millen’s study of an earlier period is illuminat-
ing. Their figures for 1967 suggest that arts backgrounds were still dominant
(although their importance had declined slightly since 1935). However, there had

Figure 1. Undergraduate institution by decade

Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.
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Figure 2. Academic discipline (first degree) of vice chancellors

Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.
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Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.
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Figure 3. Academic background by university sector

Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.

PercentagePercentage

Old universities New universities

Science Technology Social science Arts
60

0

30

20

10

40

50

60

0

30

20

10

40

50

49

15

11

25

42

22 21

15

Figure 3. Academic background by university sector

Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.
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been a significant increase in those with a scientific background (from 19 to 41%), no
doubt reflecting the War and post-war rise in the importance of science and tech-
nology. In our own study (Figure 4), those with arts backgrounds were still predom-
inant in the 1950s, although in the following decades the scientists came to the fore,
remaining the largest category through to the 1990s. Technologists and social scien-
tists have increased in the 1980s and 1990s due no doubt to the influence of the new
sector.

Data on the postgraduate studies of vice-chancellors presents a more confus-
ing picture. On the one hand, it is evident that possession of a postgraduate degree
is an important though not a necessary qualification to become a vice-chancellor.
Over a third (40%) did not posses a masters degree, and a similar proportion (36%)
could not claim a doctorate. A significant difference was found between the two sec-
tors: old university sector vice-chancellors were more likely than new to possess a
Master of Arts (55 and 38% respectively), whilst new sector vice-chancellors were
more likely than old sector to possess a Master of Science (17 and 8% respectively).
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Figure 4. Academic background by decade

Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.
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In the case of doctorates there were no major differences between types of univer-
sity, with over two thirds of vice-chancellors possessing doctorates since the 1970s.

Vice-chancellors with professional (as distinct from academic) qualifications
are not in great evidence (20% held a professional qualification in engineering, 6%
in law, 4% in medicine, and 10% in management). However, as a group vice-
chancellors are much more likely to be recipients of various academic honours.
Nearly two thirds (60%) of those appointed since 1960 possess UK honorary
degrees, while a quarter had non UK honorary degrees. Vice chancellors with both
UK and non UK honorary degrees were far more likely to be in the old rather than
new sector. Only a few obtained the prestigious honours of Fellows of the British
Academy (5%) or Fellows of the Royal Society (14%).

AGE AND PERIOD OF APPOINTMENT

The average age at appointment for the entire population of vice-chancellors
in the study was 52 years (with a range of 27 years the youngest being 38 and the
oldest 65). Vice-chancellors of “old” universities tend to be older on appointment
than their “new” university counterparts (an average age of 53 in the old compared
to 50 in the new). Figure 5 shows changes in average age at appointment over the
decades in the old and new sectors.

Since average age at appointment does not reflect accurately recruitment pat-
terns in these sectors over the decades we have examined recruitment ages by cat-
egories. The results (presented in Table 3) reveal that the age of appointment in old
universities is greater in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s than the earlier decades of
1950s and 1960s. In the new universities the table merely corroborates that the age
of recruitment has decreased in the 1970s and 1980s and then risen again in the
1990s. The lowest age range (50 or under) accounts for the greatest proportion of
vice-chancellors in every decade apart from the 1990s.

It might be expected that the age of vice-chancellors on appointment will
show a marked decrease over time as there has been a change of emphasis from
the role of academic administrator, which is a prestigious “end-of-career” post, to
one of chief executive, a role which may not necessarily be considered an end of
career to which younger candidates may be appointed. Our data did not reveal any
distinct longitudinal pattern of age of appointment decreasing over time.

Over the period as a whole, vice-chancellors have stayed in office for an aver-
age of 9 years in both the old and new university sectors (9.1 years for old universi-
ties and 8.9 years for new). In the old sector, the greatest proportion of vice-
chancellors before 1960 held office between 11-15 years. The average period in
office declined gradually over the decades: in the 1950s it was 16 years, the 1960s
11 years, the 1970s eight years, 1980s seven years and the1990s less than five years.
In the new universities, a similar decrease in period of office has occurred. Again the
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average period in office declined from 10 years in the 1960s and 1970s to seven and
four years in the 1980s and 1990s respectively. Periods in office are getting shorter
in both old and new sectors. This finding supports, but does not prove, the asser-
tion that in recent years there has been a shift towards the modern business prac-
tice of appointing chief executives, including vice-chancellors, for fixed terms,
typically of five-years (Sarch, 1997, p. 31).

Table 3. Longitudinal recruitment patterns of age at appointment by type of institution

Decade 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s

Type of Institution Old
university

Old
university

New
university

Old
university

New
university

Old
university

New
university

Old
university

New
university

Age %

50 or under 67 38 42 25 79 19 63 22 30
51-55 28 39 35 42 21 34 29 52 55

56-65 6 23 23 34 0 48 9 26 15

Total            N 18 56 26 53 19 65 35 46 20

Source: Compiled by authors from data published in successive editions of Who’s Who.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Our research data demonstrate some remarkably enduring characteristics in
the career, educational and demographic profile of UK vice-chancellors. Vice chan-
cellors are typically males in their fifties. In recent years a handful of women have
been appointed to the top job, but over the period as a whole women remain mas-
sively under-represented in the ranks of vice-chancellors. There is little evidence
to suggest any marked change in age at appointment, male or female, over time.
Old university vice-chancellors, however, tend to be slightly older at appointment
than their new university counterparts (53 and 50 respectively).  The average period
of office for the entire population of vice-chancellors appointed since 1960 is just
under eight years, but over time the periods of appointment are getting shorter in
both old and new universities. The vast majority, over 90%, are career academics
appointed to their post after successful ascent of the higher education occupational
hierarchy. Prior to taking up their posts they had been mostly university professors,
pro-vice-chancellors in old universities or deputy directors in new universities.
Only a small proportion were recruited from industry or the civil service. Few, only
12%, made horizontal career moves from being a vice-chancellor or principal at
another higher education institution (this figure includes those whose horizontal
move from one vice-chancellorship to another has included an intervening period
in another job).

Nearly a third of vice-chancellors have no history of previous employment out-
side higher education whether in the private sector or other parts of the public sec-
tor. It is reasonable to conclude, therefore, that for a significant minority of those in
the top university post wider experience of modern business practices and man-
agement processes is limited. Significantly perhaps, the proportions of those vice-
chancellors with career experiences outside higher education have not changed in
any major way over time. However, the data reveal that those leading the former
polytechnics/new universities are nearly twice as likely to have experience of
employment in the private sector than their old university counterparts and that
there has been an increase in those vice-chancellors with non-executive director-
ship experience.

These findings indicate considerable continuity, even conservatism, in the
recruitment of UK vice-chancellors. According to Farnham and Jones, however, the
vice-chancellors of the 1990s now constitute a wider, more pluralistic elite which is
more educationally and socially representative than earlier ones (Farnham and
Jones, 1998, p. 57). Evidence for this conclusion is gained largely from their investi-
gation of vice-chancellor’s compulsory schooling and their division of higher educa-
tion institutions into six distinct categories of analysis: ancient, civics, plate glass,
ex-CATs (colleges of advanced technology), new and others. Our own results
present a picture not just of continuity but of much greater homogeneity than sug-
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gested by Farnham and Jones in at least the educational and career profiles of vice-
chancellors (we have not examined social origins based on schools attended). To a
considerable extent, this homogeneity corresponds to our method of classifying
institutions into two main groups, old and new universities, and examining total
percentages against the occupational group as a whole. However, the extensive lon-
gitudinal view offered by our data provide a rather different perspective on the pro-
cesses of change. Despite the turbulence and rapidity of policy developments
associated with the transition from an elite towards a version of mass higher educa-
tion, our evidence confirms the evolutionary character of the vice-chancellorship
and the embeddedness of traditional pathways and preparation for the top post.

Our results certainly confirm both the importance of higher education as a
source of recruitment and the role of the academic hierarchy, from professors and
deans, to pro vice-chancellors and deputy vice-chancellors, as the typical “avenue
of mobility” to the top university post. However, those working in one of these key
recruitment stratum posts in the former polytechnics/new universities are highly
unlikely to find their way into the elite posts at Oxford or Cambridge, any of the
other ancient universities or, indeed, any of the old universities. One of the starkest
results from our analysis is that there has been almost no movement from new to
old universities. Recruitment from the recruitment stratum at “Oxbridge”, the other
ancients or old universities into the leadership post at a former polytechnic/new
university has been more prevalent, but not much. Amongst vice-chancellors of
former polytechnics/new universities, one in five had come from the recruitment
stratum in the old sector.

The binary divide and its legacy constitutes, in Giddens’s terms, the source of
an important divide between a recruitment stratum and an administrative stratum
within the broader secondary structure of higher education (Giddens, 1974). The
recruitment stratum represents the reservoir of individuals out of which are directly
drawn university leaders. As we have suggested, in higher education the recruit-
ment stratum comprises (in the main) the range of senior management positions in
new and old university sectors. Those occupying these posts also constitute
(together with a number of other senior, but non-academic, administrative
postholders) the administrative apparatus of the universities. In Giddens’ (1974)
classification, there is a considerable degree of overlap between these recruitment
and administrative strata, with professors and heads of department constituting
both strata. However, our empirical investigations suggest the internal differentia-
tion of these strata is more ambiguous.

For the purposes of finding executive leaders for old universities (including
“Oxbridge” and the ancients), it seems that those responsible for institutional
appointments will make extensive use of the recruitment stratum located in the old
sector, but hardly ever that located in the new. Conversely, those appointing to new
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university leadership can and do make use of the recruitment stratum in both the
old and new sectors (although, as we have indicated, there is much less movement
from the old to the new sectors). The degree of overlap, therefore, between differ-
ent types of institutions in terms of the recruitment and administrative strata varies
considerably. In the old sector the recruitment and administrative strata overlap
completely. In the new, there is a pool of individuals out of which some may make
it to the top rung of leadership in their own type of institution, but not to the top
post in old universities. In this sense the administrative apparatus of new universi-
ties is not the source of those recruited to the old, although this may change in the
future. Meanwhile, the corollary conclusion is that although the binary divide has
been formally abolished, the nature of the elite post of vice-chancellor continues
to bear the scars of a binary past; a conclusion reinforced by the existence of various
internal sub-groupings within the ranks of the vice-chancellors’ own organisation,
the CVCP (Commitee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals).

Those in the recruitment/administrative stratum, especially in the old sector,
with experience of an Oxbridge education/training remain much more likely to find
their way to the top post (in their respective sectors) than those without such expe-
rience. Once ‘the principal source of vice-chancellors’, our examination of longer
term trends in appointments suggests that Oxbridge influence has declined slightly
but remains prominent. Nearly a third of vice-chancellors appointed since 1981 had
previously been Oxbridge undergraduates. When postgraduate and academic/
teaching experience is taken into account Oxbridge influence increases still further
to nearly 40%. It is important to remember, however, that this advancement may be
primarily meritocratic and is not necessarily indicative of the social background sta-
tus of elite position-holders (Rubinstein, 1987). Since higher education is an insuf-
ficient indicator of privileged social status we cannot necessarily infer that many of
the vice-chancellors have indeed come from an elite social class. Our findings about
the continued importance of Oxbridge influence in recruitment processes, there-
fore, do not necessarily contradict Farnham and Jones’s contention about the wid-
ening educational and social base of vice-chancellors. Indeed, these findings may
be interpreted as concurring with their distinction between the “old” Oxbridge elite
mainly linked with ancient and civic universities and the “civic” elite linked espe-
cially with the new universities.

Our analysis provides scant support for the initially presented hypothesis that
the shift towards more executive interpretations of the post of vice-chancellor has
produced major changes in the career preparation and professional profiles of
those who make it to the top. The “construction” of those at the very top of the occu-
pational apex shows remarkable continuity across the decades, their preparation
and professional development seemingly more in tune with the leadership
demands of a previous generation than those of the present. Despite consistent
calls for better and more professional management of academic institutions, this
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recruitment pattern has remained largely undisturbed since the 1960s, if not from
earlier decades. Other research into the extent and nature of management devel-
opment programmes in higher education also reveals a lack of resources and lack
of commitment from vice-chancellors (and other senior academics) to the introduc-
tion of systematic management development. Only half the institutions surveyed
ran any form of management development programmes, and there is no clear con-
sensus on how management development should be promoted and organised
(Bone and Bourner, 1998). That the majority of previous and present vice-
chancellors at earlier moments in their academic careers should have gone without
formal professional development as university managers is a reasonable supposi-
tion based on these separate research findings.

Despite the emergence of a different model of institutional leadership, with
the vice-chancellor increasingly perceived as chief executive at the head of a senior
management team, our research suggests that the importance of shared educa-
tional and career experiences, a similarity of outlook or “life-space”, has been a
remarkably enduring facet of recruitment to the vice-chancellorship. Our evidence
would appear to sustain the notion that certain institutions function as “switch-
boards” in the distribution of individuals to elite positions. Certainly in the case of
vice-chancellors it would appear that higher education in general and Oxford and
Cambridge in particular, offer the kind of socialisation and formation of social con-
tacts necessary for successful career advancement to the top of the academic peck-
ing order. In this, vice-chancellors may be no different today than they were in the
1960s and, even 1930s. Like career civil servants who reach the top, it would appear
that these early educational and career experiences are crucial in securing succes-
sive promotions from the non-elite through the secondary structure prior to even-
tual entry into the elite.

NOTE

1. It is not possible to determine whether our own categories are comparable with Collison
and Millen’s since the earlier study does not provide a full breakdown of categories.
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