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CHAPTER 6

The Changing Roles of Academic Leaders: 
Decision-Making, Power, and Performance

Lars Geschwind, Timo Aarrevaara, 
Laila Nordstrand Berg, and Jonas Krog Lind

IntroductIon

Most chapters in this book focus on specific aspects of organisational life, 
governance, and management and thus follow the famous recommenda-
tion by sociologist Howard S. Becker, to study activities rather than  people 
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(Becker 2008). The contribution of this chapter, though, is to comple-
ment the other themes in the book by focusing on academic leaders in 
relation to these activities. Following the lines of New Public Management 
(NPM; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011), there is now high pressure for there 
to be strategic action (Thoenig and Paradeise 2016), accountability, and 
performance in academia. With more formal autonomy, higher education 
institutions (HEIs) have become strategic actors competing for reputation 
and resources in a global market (Krücken and Meier 2006). This devel-
opment has also put more focus on academic management and leadership 
(Paradeise et al. 2009), and extensive earlier research has shown that the 
power, responsibilities, as well as expectations of leaders have increased in 
the last decades. This has been described as a ‘managerial revolution’ 
(Amaral et al. 2003) or a ‘managerial turn’ (Krücken et al. 2013).

But what do we actually mean when we talk about academic leadership? 
Much of the earlier research has focused on formal leaders and their per-
sonal traits, experiences, and qualifications: vice-chancellors (Goodall 
2009), deans, and middle managers such as heads of department (Meek 
et al. 2010). Traditionally, disciplinary-based departments were chaired by 
the leading professor (or one of the leading professors; (Pechar 2010). 
This model has now, in many HEIs, been replaced by professional manag-
ers who are not primarily in these positions based on their academic cre-
dentials but rather based on their management skills and experiences. 
There has also been a transition from the classic rotating system—where 
the members of the ‘community of scholars’ (Nybom 2007) took turns in 
office, elected by their colleagues—to organisations with line manage-
ment—where managers, from the unit level to deans and vice-chancellors, 
are appointed (Haake 2004). This has transformed how we think about 
academic leadership in a fundamental way (Degn 2018).

Furthermore, there are also a number of other positions without line 
management responsibilities but potentially have great influence on every-
day academics’ lives, including but not limited to directors of studies, pro-
gramme directors, and research leaders. Evermore structured education 
programmes with demands on coherence, progression, and constructive 
alignment have proliferated in the last decade, not least since the imple-
mentation of the Bologna Process (Witte 2006). Programme directors 
have become key individuals in this development with large responsibili-
ties for staff, students, and quality in the provided courses. On the research 
side, we have experienced a development towards bigger programmes, 
centres, platforms, and other initiatives that require leadership and 
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 management skills (Hansson and Mønsted 2008). In both education and 
research, external stakeholders also play important roles whilst holding 
universities accountable for their actions (Benneworth and Jongbloed 
2010). Last but not least, new professional support staff have been hired 
in order to tackle all the demands of and opportunities from the university 
management and from external stakeholders (Karlsson and Ryttberg 
2016). This complexity in terms of responsibilities, reporting, account-
ability, power relations, and line management has become part and parcel 
of academic life. These complexities seem to have been strengthened in 
many countries due to NPM, and with many other leadership roles that 
have emerged as well. In the PERFACAD project, all these leadership 
roles have been discussed and recognised.

In this chapter, we study to what extent higher education reforms over 
the last decades have changed academic leadership. The following main 
research question is asked: how can the roles of academic leaders be under-
stood in the light of recent reforms? Our analysis is based on classic aspects 
of management and leadership, all reflected in the themes of the rest of the 
volume: notions of power and responsibilities, strategy formulation and 
follow-ups, and the evaluation and assessment of performance. Before 
turning to our findings, we discuss our key concepts.

AcAdemIc LeAders Between ProfessIonALIsm 
And mAnAgerIALIsm

The dominant critique paving the way for NPM reforms stressed the idea 
that equity, freedom of choice, and the ability to prioritise in the interest 
of society instead of one’s own individual interests, to produce expected 
results and to accept external control, were not met through professional 
bureaucracies in universities (Carvalho and Santiago 2016). Following 
this criticism, the assumption was that collegial and professional bureau-
cratic structures should be replaced by new types of decision-making 
structures to make public organisations more flexible. By altering these 
sectors through reforms, universities were expected to become ‘complete’ 
organisations through decentralisation, delegated autonomy, and the uni-
fication of structures and decision-making channels (Krücken and Meier 
2006). Consequently, one core aspect of NPM is managerialism, or ‘new’ 
managerialism (Deem and Brehony 2005), emphasising the management 
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of public sector organisations through rational structures, standardised 
procedures, and clearly defined responsibility and accountability.

Earlier research has shown how practices from the private sector have 
challenged and transformed the public sector (Flynn 2002). In studies of 
the higher education sector, this development has been contrasted with 
professional, collegial ideas of leadership (Deem 1998). Lately, a growing 
discussion on ‘leaderism’ has developed, described by O’Reilly and Reed 
(2010, 960) as ‘the belief that many core aspects of social life can and 
should be co-ordinated by one or more individuals who give direction 
and/or purpose to social activity conducted by themselves and others’. 
There are indeed differences between managerialism and leadership related 
to the concepts of ‘management’ and ‘leadership’, respectively, where the 
latter is more positively connoted, but it is common for these NPM-related 
trends to place an increased emphasis on individuals in management posi-
tions. This has also fuelled critical management studies, questioning ideas 
of a ‘strong leader’ with masculine features (Alvesson and Spicer 2012). 
A recent example of this research is an article by Ekman and colleagues 
who have shown how managerialism and leaderism discourses have played 
out in Swedish state inquiries on higher education. The state committees 
have continuously questioned the current status of academic leadership, 
and there are frequent calls for stronger leadership and more managerial 
power in a deregulated higher education sector (Ekman et al. 2017).

A way to explore the different connotations of academic leadership is to 
apply the approach of institutional logics with a focus on the symbols and 
practices that guide actions in organisations (Thornton et al. 2012). Such 
practices and symbols are institutionalised and taken for granted. Different 
logics can work side by side in an organisation and bind the work of dif-
ferent professionals together, yet logics are often conflicting and competi-
tive (Greenwood et al. 2011). The traditional logic in the university sector 
has been professional logic based on collegiality. Professional logic is 
rooted in the platform of knowledge acquired from education and train-
ing in the actual profession or academia (Abbott 1988). The work of pro-
fessionals relies on discretion, trust, autonomy, and collegiality, and 
decision-making is consensus-oriented, collegial, and bottom-up. The cri-
teria of selection are based on professional skills, and the best amongst 
peers are selected (Sahlin and Eriksson-Zetterquist 2016). Different types 
of professionals advocate distinct ideas on how to practice management 
(Abbott 1988; Freidson 1994). There is a strong focus on preserving the 
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interests of the profession that cohere with the priorities, identities, and 
values of the professional group.

As a means to change the perceived ineffectiveness of this professional 
logic, ‘managerialism’, inspired by market logic, was introduced by NPM- 
inspired reforms, and the idea was to strengthen the managerial role. 
A role is viewed as an external attribute and is linked to social positions 
within the social structure, and there is an expectation that the role will 
influence the identity of the academics. The identity is viewed as internal, 
consisting of ‘internalized meanings and expectations associated with a 
role’ (Stryker and Burke 2000, 289). The strengthening of the managerial 
role is done by altering managerial structures and by introducing new 
institutional logics with more focus on efficiency, budgetary discipline, 
and cost reduction. Following this, there is more attention on the man-
agement of resources and performance, and therefore different types of 
controlling systems as assessment, metrics, and management by objectives 
have been introduced (Christensen and Lægreid 2011; Pollitt and 
Bouckaert 2011; Flynn 2002).

In this new role, there is an emphasis on the division of labour and 
hierarchical relations (Rost 1993). Rational planning and the distribution 
of tasks from the leader to the follower are seen as crucial processes 
(O’Reilly and Reed 2010, 2012). The manager is loyal to the organisa-
tional objectives and has to be able to develop new strategies accordingly 
as well as adapt to changes in the environment. Managerialism is system- 
oriented in the sense that the managers try to influence the followers by 
formalised controlling systems (Ladegård and Vabo 2010). Decision- 
making is top-down with an emphasis on hierarchy and line management. 
Managers show loyalty and identify with the organisation. Increased 
accountability is one of the solutions to achieve improvements (Christensen 
and Lægreid 2011; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011) along with a strengthen-
ing of the managerial role. Technologies, such as metrics and assessments, 
that discipline the behaviour of actors, are also a means to direct the 
organisational attention and focus (Cantwell and Taylor 2013). This could 
be done by translating the institutional strategy into a set of goals 
reflected in performance measures that make success (but also failure) 
more concrete for everyone (Melnyk et al. 2004). In this way of man-
aging, the aim is to shift focus from input and bureaucratic rules and 
procedures to the output through goal-setting and the use of performance 
information (Hvidman and Andersen 2013; Christensen et  al. 2007). 
Performance- based funding is believed to incentivise institutions (and 
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individuals) to improve or maintain their level of performance in exchange 
for higher revenue (Dougherty and Reddy 2011).

Based on the discussion earlier, we analyse cases in relation to how 
perceptions of the managerial logics co-exist with, complement, or 
come into conflict with the professional logic. The consequences of 
 university reforms, made with the aim to make universities in these four 
countries more ‘manageable’ or ‘well managed’, will then hopefully 
come to the fore.

method

The chapter is primarily based on qualitative data in the form of semi- 
structured interviews and quantitative survey data from Denmark, Finland, 
Norway, and Sweden (a more detailed description of the methodology 
and data is found in Chap. 1). The interviews and the survey included the 
following themes:

• Goal specificity and the degree of autonomy
• Decision-making and strategy
• Control and evaluation
• Support structures
• External stakeholders
• Trust/accountability
• Incentives/recognition (career, HR, dialogue, etc.)

These broad themes were addressed in all interviews (total number 93) 
with academic staff, administrators, and managers. The themes were also 
useful concepts for analysing the data using the NVivo software. The 
interviews included at the top level, senior leaders from central university 
management; from the mid-level, deans, or their equivalent; and lastly, at 
the academic level, units, departments, groups, or programmes. The 
interviews were undertaken at two universities in the respective countries, 
one of which is referred to as the ‘flagship university’ and the other as the 
‘regional university’.
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the roLe of mAnAgers: decIsIon-mAkIng, Power, 
And PerformAnce

National Reforms and Systems

We start with a short description of the current systems and regulations in 
the four respective countries. In Denmark, the reform introduced in 2003 
led to dramatic changes. Following earlier attempts at strengthening the 
management at universities, the government finally gained support for 
radical changes that effectively abolished the collegial governance model. 
The aim was to make universities more competitive, among other things, 
by strengthening the power of managers at various levels. The reform had 
two key elements: the first was the establishment of a board of directors 
with an external majority and where the chairman also had to be from 
outside the universities. The second was replacing the former elected 
managers with appointed ones. This introduced a line management 
model, where the board hired the vice chancellor, the vice chancellor 
hired the deans, and the deans hired the head of departments (Degn and 
Sørensen 2015).

In the early 2000s, there was an increased autonomy implemented in 
Finland by the performance agreements between the universities and the 
Ministry of Education. These agreements also emphasised efficiency, 
effectiveness, and performance management. By 2006, university-steering 
reforms were implemented with defined performance-management sys-
tems using data from national university databases and financial state-
ments. These steering instruments increased the need for internal university 
performance management. The Finnish universities of the 2010s have a 
strong administrative and financial autonomy. The level of institutional 
autonomy has become more complicated with more focus on external 
funding, institutional profiling, and less collegiality in university gover-
nance. This has strengthened the role of line managers in performance- 
management issues. At the same time, lower-level leader roles maintain 
strong in setting academic priorities (Aarrevaara et al. 2011). However, 
their role in these universities is not strong in performance management, 
as academic units, such as research groups and educational programmes, 
are not performance units. This role is reserved for appointed middle 
managers at the faculty level.

A central reform regarding the governance of the Norwegian higher 
education sector was introduced in 2003 (St meld nr 27 2000–2001). The 
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aim of this reform was to increase university autonomy (Stensaker 2014) 
but also to increase the capacity to react to external changes by centralis-
ing and speeding up decision-making (Torjesen et al. 2017). As for leader-
ship, the universities were allowed full autonomy in how to organise and 
govern at the level below the rector/board, and two leadership models 
could be chosen (Stensaker 2014). The ‘standard model’, with a vice- 
chancellor elected by the staff, could continue, but now it would be sup-
plemented by an appointed director responsible for administrative matters 
in a dual leadership model (Gornitzka and Larsen 2004). In this model, 
the vice-chancellor was the chair of the board. A model referred to as the 
unitary leadership model (Berg and Pinheiro 2016) was also offered as an 
alternative model (this was preferred by the government). In this model, 
the vice-chancellor was appointed by the board for a certain period and 
had the full responsibility for both academic and administrative matters, 
and the law did not demand an administrative director in this model. The 
appointed vice-chancellor could not be the chair of the board, but an 
external member of the board would be appointed by the Ministry of 
Education for that role. The board would consist of 11 members: four 
elected by academic staff, one elected by administrative staff, two elected 
by students, and the remaining four appointed by the Ministry of 
Education. The autonomy in choice of leadership structures has resulted 
in a hybrid system within many institutions, as there might be both 
elected and appointed leaders—still most vice-chancellors are elected 
(Stensaker 2014).

An important reform in Swedish higher education is the so-called 
Freedom Reform from 1993, which increased the formal autonomy of 
HEIs in a fundamental way. A new funding system was introduced based 
on the admission of students (input) and graduation (output), and univer-
sity managers were also made more autonomous in issues regarding the 
hiring of academic staff and which programmes to provide. The increased 
freedom for HEIs was accompanied by a national evaluation system devel-
oped during the 1990s. Strong academic leadership was requested, and 
the ultimate role of the vice-chancellor as the institutional leader was 
emphasised. The government strengthened academic individual leader-
ship by explicitly pointing to the vice-chancellor as the institutional leader, 
and, without directly arguing against the traditional collegiate model, the 
government expected a more corporate management-like style of internal 
governance (Askling et al. 1999). The idea with external stakeholders in 
the university boards has a long history in Sweden, emanating from the 
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great higher education reform in 1977. In 1997, it was decided that there 
should be an external person acting as chair rather than vice-chancellor 
(Benner and Geschwind 2016).

The next reform affecting leadership and management specifically was 
the so-called Autonomy Reform introduced in 2011. One of the main 
novelties introduced was the increased freedom to create academic posi-
tions and career tracks, apart from senior lecturer and professors, whose 
positions remained centrally regulated. Also, the governance and steering 
regulations changed. Collegial bodies like the faculty board were deregu-
lated and made non-mandatory. As a consequence, many HEIs have made 
collegial bodies advisory rather than decision-making organisations. As in 
Norway, the reforms have not been compulsive and mandatory, which 
means there is significant variety in terms of, for instance, appointed or 
elected leaders and recruitment patterns. An overall pattern is that the 
older HEIs harness the collegiality and traditional primus inter pares 
model, but there is variation also within universities (Engwall 2014).

Results from the Survey

In the survey, we asked managers a general question regarding decision- 
making power in relation to four themes: budgetary matters, staff recruit-
ment, strategies, and performance indicators. The results are summarised 
in Table 6.1.

Question: Does your current position include decision-making in the 
areas stated below?

As we see from the table, strategy is the area in which managers’ 
decision- making power seems most prevalent, with Sweden on top with as 
much as 88% of managers responding positively. In some categories, there 
are significant differences across countries, most notably for budgetary 

Table 6.1 Managers’ decision-making power represented as the percentage who 
responded with a 4 or 5 on a 5-point Likert scale

Budgetary matters Staff recruitment Strategies Performance indicators

Denmark 48 50 78 61
Finland 66 69 79 69
Norway 47 57 84 58
Sweden 76 71 88 62
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matters, where three-thirds of the Swedish managers and two-thirds of the 
Finnish managers report having decision-making power, whereas not even 
half of the managers in Denmark (48) and Norway agree or strongly agree 
that they have decision-making power. Also, regarding staff recruitment, 
the differences are remarkable: only half of the Danish respondents indi-
cated a 4 or 5 on the 5-point scale, whereas in Finland (69) and Sweden 
(71), this was more common. Generally, a comparison across the four 
countries shows that the Danish managers responded that they have little 
power in these categories. In contrast, Swedish managers’ responses 
included the options ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ to a much higher degree.

Results from the Interviews

 Denmark
It was a general experience among the Danish interviewees that the hier-
archical steering from roles such as vice-chancellors and department heads 
has been strengthened significantly. Reflecting on the difference from the 
old system before the 2003 reform, one top manager said, ‘One of the 
negative aspects of the old system was that it was hard to do strategic ini-
tiatives on the university level. Actually, almost impossible’ (Flagship, 
manager, DK). This has proven to be easier after the reform, especially in 
terms of being able to attract extremely large private donations, which was 
only possible with central institutional support. The hierarchical model of 
steering is felt all the way down at the bottom level, where there is a con-
cern about the lack of employee influence on decisions. However, at this 
level, collegiality is also still alive. As one academic said:

Well, everybody in these systems [universities] has this knowledge that, if we 
[the academic staff] won’t bother, then nothing will happen […]. That is, 
we need to feel up for it. We will accept being pressured and many other 
things, but if there is something we really don’t want, then nothing is going 
to happen. (Flagship, academic, DK)

However, the degree of real hierarchical steering is quite different 
between universities. In the regional university, the hierarchical model 
seems very ingrained and (sometimes reluctantly) accepted. However, in 
the flagship university, some of the collegial culture seems to have survived 
(as the quote above indicates). It is harder to get things done if there is 
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 opposition from below (be it subordinate managers or academics) and 
decisions, once taken, are also easier to revisit and change.

Managers have quite strong authority over resources and budgetary 
matters, at least on paper. General university funds can be spent rather 
freely. However, most of these funds are invested in the salaries of steadily 
employed professors, making a change in priority somewhat difficult. In 
addition, there is the growing amount of external funding. Managers have 
very little means of influencing research based on external funding, which 
means that directing through external funding is very much delegated to 
the academics themselves, who decide what they want to apply for funding 
for, and to funding agencies and other funders, who make decisions on 
funding based on own criteria (see Chap. 5 in this volume). Finally, 
performance- based funding systems also pressure managers in budgetary 
matters since these models pressure managers into following the national 
model internally—to some degree at least (see Chap. 4 in this volume). 
These conditions could be part of the explanation for why the Danish 
managers scored low in the survey, compared to the other countries, on 
decision-making power over budgetary matters. This means that one of 
the most effective ways of steering performance is by hiring and firing.

Although there are assessment and hiring committees involved in the 
process, managers generally feel that they have substantial influence on 
who is hired. This is the way managers can most easily enact the strategy 
for research they have for the department—not by steering research 
directly. As one line manager put it:

Well, I cannot control what people want to do research on. And you should 
not. People need to be engaged in what they do. If they do not, forget it. 
But I do get some [researchers] who knock on the door and say: Could you 
hire me? I would like to go to [the regional university]. And then I will look 
at their research profile. So, we have actually gotten, I guess, 3–4 people in 
this way. Because they are strong researchers, and they have a research pro-
file that I can see fits. (Regional, manager, DK)

Hence, hiring is one of the most important instruments for managers 
who want to manage performance. It is more mixed when it comes to fir-
ing. In one department, at the regional university, management fired sev-
eral people who were not performing well on research (this was phrased as 
‘cleaning up’). Here, firing was seen as an effective performance manage-
ment tool. In the flagship university, this was more unusual. Hiring new 
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staff was most often only possible when someone resigned or if there was 
new funding—not by firing.

As the survey results suggest, managers feel they have quite substantial 
decision-making power over strategies. Managers generally feel that strate-
gies are important. They spend considerable time on planning the pro-
cesses for shaping strategies. Sometimes they are quite top-down, at other 
times they are organised to involve a range of internal and external stake-
holders. Lower-level managers generally do not feel too restricted by 
upper-level strategies. A typical quote on the question of the coupling 
between strategies was ‘They are coupled [everybody laughs]. They [the 
strategies] are not integrated, yet they are not completely free-floating in 
the sense that I have looked at the faculty strategy’ (Flagship, manager, 
DK). As a managerial tool, though, most researchers do not find that the 
strategies mattered much for work ‘on the ground’. Here, performance- 
management instruments, like performance indicators, are much more 
important.

Managing performance is practised by all managers to some degree. It 
does, however, depend on local conditions if the management is mostly 
‘soft’ (i.e., no or small incentives, hiring new personnel only when natural 
vacancies occur, managing by employer development conversations, etc.) 
or ‘hard’ (i.e., firing researchers who do not perform, using bibliometric 
research indicator [BRI] metrics as a goal-setting tool, giving bonuses for 
publications, etc.). Managers were given a new performance management 
tool when the BRI was introduced in 2010. Although it only distributed 
a small fraction of total funding for research, management at the regional 
university viewed it as a powerful tool for improving the research perfor-
mance of the university. Managers used it as a tool by demanding that 
researchers within a two-year period scored points on the BRI scale (which 
means publishing in at least one of the journals on an authorised list). 
Hence, introducing the indicator in the budget model had a very disci-
plining effect all the way down to the researcher level (although mostly in 
the social sciences faculty). However, at the flagship university, the BRI 
was not used as extensively as a performance-management tool, and when 
it was used, researchers did not see it as very disciplining. Instead, manag-
ers use mandatory employee development conversations (which are also 
mandatory in other public sector workplaces) to talk about goals, achieve-
ments, and so on. But these mostly feel like conversations to help the 
individual progress, and less like a method for controlling the performance 
of individuals. These are also used at the regional university. Monetary 
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incentives were not used in any of the departments among our cases. 
However, there are departments in Denmark that have linked BRI publi-
cation directly to bonuses. Although we do not know the full extent of 
this practice, it is not merely a curiosity (Opstrup 2014).

 Finland
In the two case universities analysed in this chapter, academic leaders are 
still most often selected internally, although some recruitment of academic 
leaders from other universities has also occurred. The expectations for aca-
demic leaders are still collegial, although practices of performance man-
agement have strengthened the status of leaders since the University 
Act of 2010:

At this moment, the power system is still the same in that our department 
head is really far from us. This is a large social institution, I do not even 
assume that the department head will know about the work of 300 staff, or 
by no means can you expect to get congratulations when you get on a ram-
page. (Flagship, academic, FI)

[The academic] leaders have to work more than before, and leadership work 
has probably tripled over the last ten years. I’ve been here almost ten years 
in this job, so I’ve seen the entire chain. (Regional, academic, FI)

We used to have about 200 academic leaders in this university, and now the 
number is less than 30—of course, this group has become smaller and each 
one has had more power than in the previous time. (Flagship, academic 
leader, FI)

The management thinking is different from what it used to be, very differ-
ent from the traditional academic leader. This is also reflected in the reform 
of university regulations, and more power is concentrated in a particular 
leader. (Flagship, academic leader, FI)

Tools for strengthening this position have also come from other 
reforms, such as the salary system reform, which has provided managers 
with performance- management tools. However, managers with 
performance- management tools only exist at the faculty level and at the 
institutional level since academic leaders lack these tools at the academic 
level of research groups or educational programmes. This means that per-
formance management and the responsibility for achieving results are to 
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be found at the top level. At the academic level, in turn, it is quite hard for 
academics to define how they are evaluated in terms of performance man-
agement and how they can influence work conditions. Managerialism in 
the 2010s seems to mean more centralised management systems, and that 
the division of labour between academics with performance-management 
tools is not successful:

Of course, we, as researchers, are hoping for different performance evalua-
tions to better know how to allocate resources, but it is a bit of a slight step 
forward with a little impact. (Flagship, academic leader, FI)

Academic leaders at the two Finnish universities have a dualistic atti-
tude towards performance management. Some interviewed leaders see the 
tools as clearly supportive of work and as valuable tools to enhance trans-
parency. Performance management was also seen in some of the interviews 
as an essential tool to combine institutional-level strategy and academic 
activities: ‘Performance is a realisation of a strategy’ (Regional, academic 
leader, FI). For the leaders of the academic units, however, there is a lack 
of performance-management incentives for the unit-level functions com-
paring to the mid- or top levels. In the academic units, incentives are often 
directed at individuals, and decisions are confirmed at institutional levels. 
This has changed the nature of academic leaders’ work:

Units are not rewarded, and our reward is that we are doing a good job, and 
we still have a prospect on the balance sheet. But individuals are rewarded. 
(Flagship, academic leader, FI)

A change seems to have taken place in the 2010s in Finnish universities 
as the institutional-level indicators have begun to direct work in academic 
units. These indicators are not chosen by academics, but leaders play a key 
role in tracking indicators. The indicators monitor the conversion of 
results, above all in terms of education and research. Tracking is focused 
on the results of the work, such as qualifications, the accumulation of 
credits, and manager discussions on these factors. Similarly, research is an 
indicator of performance, and, in particular, performance is measured by 
the number of publications according to the national publication forum. 
When there is a lack of performance-management tools, key indicators are 
of great importance. In this chapter, indicators are found first of all as 
management tools, but they can also be valuable for the academic staff to 
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define the content of work. The indicators do not cover all dimensions of 
work, as indicated in following quotes:

In my opinion, there are clear indicators for degrees and graduates, and in 
my own work, I think first of all about the quality of the research. (Flagship, 
academic leader, FI)

For me, effectiveness is things like that, that I’m pretty moderate and wait-
ing for if all this work, and I wait to see if all this work will be done, and I 
always say yes to all interview requests and lectures. I have never refused. 
That is probably part of performance. (Flagship, academic, FI)

While there is a lot of criticism for the performance indicators, the 
interviewees also stressed the indicators’ benefits in academic work. This is 
reflected in how academics determine performance and how they describe 
their relationship with the indicators. Some of the interviewees considered 
a very positive starting point to be measuring performance by when their 
work becomes visible and can be compared to other academic units. This 
starting point is reflected in two quotations, which also describe the inter-
viewees’ estimates of the most valuable indicators:

I always found [that performance is] performing as well as possible as well as 
possible all the tasks you received, and sometimes [you] fail, and sometimes 
[you] succeed, but the goal is to produce according to your promises. 
(Flagship, academic leader, FI)

The result [of performance] is scientific publishing and competitive interna-
tional research. (Flagship, academic, FI)

 Norway
The managerial role has been strengthened over the last few years in the 
Norwegian HEIs hierarchically, not least by the use of strategies and 
action plans. Still, it seems like the role of the head of a department has 
been weakened (hence the term ‘facilitator’). This could be tied to the fact 
that this role is seldom attractive for senior professors, and attending pro-
fessors often see this as their duty for a few years. The role is thereby often 
undertaken by junior academics with a temporary contract and as a part- 
time job. The department head position works as a stepping stone into 
academia for juniors who do not have the same legitimacy as a professor.
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Findings from the Norwegian part of the survey shows that only around 
one-third of the managers have a high degree of influence over budgetary 
matters, staff recruitment, and performance indicators. It seems like they 
have the most influence over strategies, as more than half of the managers 
reported this. Many findings from the interviews also revolve around the 
development of strategies, and it seems like this is an important tool for 
the managers. One expressed:

The strategies have a four- to six-year range and are operationalised into 
yearly action plans within the hierarchical units. These strategies seem to 
have gained increased importance the last years and are a tool for the daily 
work of managers. (Flagship, administrator, NO)

There is a general trend that suggestions for overall strategies at the 
universities are developed by the vice-chancellor, who is thereafter open 
for hearings and the broad involvement of all employees. The chosen 
strategy is expected to be reflected in the strategies within the hierarchy. 
At the faculty level, the process to develop strategies seems to be the same, 
while at the levels of departments, there are more variations. Some leaders 
use the same approach—to shield the academics from administrative 
tasks—while others use a more democratic and collegial approach and col-
lect input at an early stage of strategy development.

The agenda setting in strategies relates both to signals in steering docu-
ments from the Ministry of Education and from initiatives within the 
universities:

We had strategies earlier also, but they were often put on the backburner[…] 
Now, it is expected that we use the strategy. When we make action plans for 
next year, there is an expectation from the Ministry of Education, which 
permeates the action plans within the university. But, we consider these 
according to our strategic goals, and we try to make it as adherent as possi-
ble. (Flagship, manager, NO)

The strategies seem to be used as an overall framework for academic 
work, but leaders across levels do not severely interfere with the work of 
individual academics. A department manager described the leadership role 
as minimal and more like a facilitator:

The influence from the managerial role is tiny—management is totally over-
rated. My task is more like a facilitator. That means, first of all, to protect the 
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academics from all kinds of administrative bull and nonsense and reporting 
issues, to structure teaching, research. (Regional, manager, NO)

The leaders also had low impact on the content of the teaching curricu-
lum, as this had to be aligned with a programme. Still, the individual aca-
demic has the freedom to influence curriculum and teaching methods. 
Managers and academics from the social sciences were critical towards new 
managerial tools regarding teaching quality, and they expressed their frus-
tration from dealing with such systems:

You have this definition of quality that is cut out of New Public Management 
… student satisfaction, primary applicants. Things like that, it isn’t about 
quality at all! It is all about the labour market … blah, blah, blah. (Flagship, 
manager, NO)

Managers do not interfere with the research of the individual academ-
ics, who have considerable freedom to choose whether they want to apply 
for internal or external funding in addition to the amount of research time 
they have available in their position. Still, the close ties between strategies 
and funding seem to be an organising principle that steers the focus of the 
academics too, as one manager illustrates: ‘The researchers are opportu-
nistic, so when the money and incentives are tied in one direction, the 
researchers head that way’ (Regional, manager, NO). Another leader dis-
cussed academic freedom and the risk for dilution as the professional work 
has to adjust to plans and strategies but also pointed to the advantages that 
follow: ‘At the same time, I can see that those who actually chose to fit 
into the profile are getting a boost, so it seems like there are two answers 
out there’ (Flagship, manager, NO).

A manager from the administrative hierarchy pointed to the tension of 
logics between academics and the administrators. One example was a pro-
fessor who had not filled up the classroom and had room for more stu-
dents, and the administrators who wanted to follow the procedures of 
admittance: ‘They do not quite understand why we are doing things this 
way’ (Flagship, administrator, NO). Conflicting demands not only came 
from within the institutions but also from external stakeholders regarding 
content in research, financial issues, and, particularly, ownership of the 
product: ‘There are still discussions in each project agreement regarding 
the ownership of rights and what time you are allowed to start publishing. 
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The postponement of publications is always up for discussion’ (Regional, 
manager, NO).

Strategies are also used to guide the recruitment of new employees. A 
manager told how they use their discretion to strengthen areas important 
for them: ‘As to be expected, recruitment must be done according to the 
strategies. And this means that we are trying to enhance our strengths or 
areas we find worthy to continue’ (Regional, manager, NO).

Performance indicators have become an important tool to assess per-
formance within the universities and to follow up with managers. Yet, 
performance indicators are still employed to a low degree at the individual 
level in assessing academics. Annual appraisal meetings between the leader 
and the employees were used to follow up on progress in their work and 
plans for the year to come, and most professors in managerial positions 
implement such meetings. Some of the departments were publishing pub-
lication points at an individual level, while others just kept track at the unit 
level. The metrics were not used to punish academics with low publication 
rates, and so on, but discussing this was a theme in the annual meetings. 
Such metrics were sometimes connected to an incentive system, where 
extra funding could follow from finalising master or PhD students or pop-
ular science disseminations. The extra funding could, for example, be used 
for sabbaticals or going to conferences. The Norwegian managers were 
careful not to use the data in an offending way, particularly towards aca-
demics with few publications. Instead, they use the information from the 
metrics to map what to facilitate for a higher level of publication from 
those who needed help or a push:

We can see that there are things we can facilitate, and we have been able to 
make people publish who have not done that before. But of course, people 
are different. Some of them are publishing regularly, while others are like a 
bottle of ketchup: They have a project and nothing and nothing and noth-
ing is coming, and then suddenly it is flushing out. And we have a couple 
who are at the point of not getting a sabbatical, and then they just need a 
small push. (Regional, manager, NO)

 Sweden
More than half of the managers in Sweden noted in the survey that their 
current position includes a high degree of decision-making powers about 
strategies, budgetary matters, and staff recruitment (Table  6.1). Their 
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power to make decisions about performance indicators is a bit more lim-
ited. As in Norway, strategy is the area over which the managers seem to 
have most influence, where 88% of the managers claimed to have a degree 
of decision-making power 4 or 5 on a Likert scale.

More generally, it is noticeable from interviews that it is important who 
is in charge. Many interviewees, at both universities, discussed changes 
that occurred when a new vice-chancellor took office. It seems like the 
vice-chancellor has become increasingly important, and that employees 
notice large differences between vice-chancellors, although it is not really 
clear what the effect will be on the everyday operations of the academics:

Every time there is a new vice-chancellor, there is kind of a new agenda. […] 
And, in particular, in a smaller place, it is more obvious than at a big univer-
sity. (Regional, manager, SE)

Reflecting upon the role of the vice-chancellor, one interviewee stressed 
the power the position now is characterised by:

Well, [there are] those who think the leader is unimportant because [they 
are] pinioned and only a pencil pusher; no, a vice-chancellor has a lot of 
formal and informal power. And if the vice-chancellor wants to use that 
formal or informal power and the power over money, a lot can be influenced 
in the current system. (Flagship, manager, SE)

More emphasis on management and an increased focus on manage-
ment roles were also more generally discussed in the interviews. Ever 
higher demands require designated management skills in the higher edu-
cation sector. The pool of potential recruits needs to be as big as possible 
since the role has become so challenging and demanding, in particular, 
due to the trend towards bigger multidisciplinary departments:

But, I think we work a lot with leader development. I am curious about 
leadership. It is so important when we have big departments to get the right 
people as well. Because they affect employees, and one should engage peo-
ple, so I think there should be more focus on those issues. (Regional, 
manager, SE)

As for budgetary matters, it has become increasingly common that the 
vice-chancellor sets aside strategic funds in education and research. This 
money could be used for strategic recruitments or research programmes,  
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for instance. This is usually done in close dialogue with deans and  
faculty:

And then the vice-chancellor has strategic funds in education and research, 
and faculties know that money is not supposed to pile up but rather be used 
for strategic efforts jointly agreed. These are usually a professor programme, 
more female professors, more post docs etc. (Regional, academic, SE)

Some of the interviewed managers also thought they needed more dis-
cretion over decision-making and resources:

In regard to research, we would want discretion over money, so to say. 
When I say ‘we’, I mean the management, not necessarily university man-
agement, but also faculty or department management, someone who can 
steer funding, so to say. (Flagship, manager, SE)

The tension between line managers and research leaders also came to 
the fore in the interviews. One department head discussed how power 
over money is crucial for everyday business:

Because, if you look at research, it is rather those who are referred to as 
research leaders who have the greatest influence; i.e., the professors and 
disciplinary leaders who have the possibility to steer. What I can do is a kind 
of steering by management, steering by money. To steer what I decide to 
fund. Now, the research budget is not exactly expanding and gigantic but 
rather very scarce, and most of it is locked in fixed expenditures like doctoral 
students and supervision. Mostly that. So, the means with which I can steer 
is not particularly much. Having said that, I can also govern indirectly 
because we discuss this a lot in the Head of Department group together 
with the dean. […] So, I can’t steer by making orders, but I am around, 
that’s how I would put it. (Regional, manager, SE)

One senior manager referred to the then-recently presented Leadership 
Inquiry (SOU 2015: 92), proposing more power to managers and stron-
ger universities:

I think a lot is in line with what’s written in the Leadership Inquiry, that 
academic leadership needs to be strengthened. You need management who 
dares to make decisions, prioritise decisions and so. And it has been a bit 
problematic sometimes because of the character of these assignments. They 
are fixed term, and perhaps you have an academic position as a base, which 
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makes it difficult to make hard decisions and so on. But it feels like it increas-
ingly resembles the private sector. [It] goes in that direction, that one dares 
make tough decisions and prioritise. And you also have to—well, it is really 
important with leadership, it affects so much. It affects the work environ-
ment; it affects many issues. (Regional, manager, SE)

The same interviewee also discussed the complex character of academic 
leadership, in comparison to other kinds of organisations:

You can’t run things like that in a university. You might do that in a private 
company, what do I know. Because, I mean, you have pretty simple goals in 
a private company. They are a bit more complicated in a university. (Flagship, 
manager, SE)

In particular, at the flagship university, a collegial way of leadership was 
referred to:

And the current management is very much into [the idea] that this is a col-
legial issue, everything needs to be anchored in academic leadership, and we 
have a particular body, which is, in a way, the core in these decisions, the 
strategic decisions. And that is the vice-chancellor’s leadership council, com-
prising the vice-chancellor, the pro vice-chancellors and so on, and all the 
deans. (Flagship, manager, SE)

The more general discussion about the allocation of funding above is 
also closely related to performance when it comes to deliveries. Again, one 
of the interviewed managers thought that current managers were not 
tough enough:

OK, we have all the others making priorities for us, research councils and 
others, but we cannot escape from the fact that we ourselves set priorities. 
But then, we also need to be a bit tough, to dare to say that this type of 
activity is not good enough because nothing has been produced. And that is 
related to performance: you haven’t published anything, you haven’t done 
anything in two years, now this will be closed down. And I think we need to 
improve regarding this. We haven’t been particularly good at that histori-
cally. (Regional, manager, SE)

What roles do managers play when it comes to following up on indi-
vidual performances? Swedish universities, as state agencies, are supposed 
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to undertake annual review dialogues with all employees. One of the man-
agers reflected upon the character of those dialogues:

Well, I do have those dialogues at my department, and it is more or less [the 
case] that individual goals are followed up, if they have reached the goals. 
And that can be everything from becoming a docent or writing three articles 
or that my two doctoral students should finish or [that] I get funding for 
this exciting project. So, yes, there is absolutely a follow-up like that, but it 
never leaves those two people. (Flagship, manager, SE)

An important issue is whether performance is related to consequences. 
Are high performers rewarded and low performers punished? Interestingly, 
salary development does not seem to be related at all to performance:

So, I wouldn’t say that salaries are based on performance. Deciding salaries 
is a complicated matter as such. (Flagship, manager, SE)

Well, we don’t assess performance directly, that is, publications, if you have 
done this or that. We don’t do that at that level. (Flagship, manager, SE)

There are discussions at both universities whether, for instance, biblio-
metric measures should affect salaries. According to one interviewee, this 
is primarily advocated by those who can show good bibliometric data for 
themselves. However, it is also mentioned that too much of a focus on 
publications could have a negative effect on other parts of academic work: 
‘We cannot have a workplace where everybody sits at home and splashes 
out papers, but no one is in the office. […] From my perspective, it is very 
important to have people who can collaborate, but we don’t measure 
that’. (Flagship, manager, SE) Performance is therefore a broader concept 
than research output only. Bibliometric data are a basis for the discussion 
rather than a ‘hard’ criterion related to rewards.

The increasing focus on performance is also related to the whole idea of 
an academic career ladder. One consequence for managers is an increasing 
demand for career counselling young academics who want advice and clar-
ity when it comes to performance expectations—for example, how to 
interpret promotion criteria. The role as a manager is to mobilise support 
in order to fulfil the goals:

Yes, as department head I have felt that it is my responsibility to find support 
in order to achieve the goals, if I find them so important. [If] it is perhaps a 
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doctoral student who hasn’t completed [their] studies, then we have to 
think of why and address it. (Regional, manager, SE)

The relation between strategic plans and goals at various levels and for 
individual academics are discussed by managers. The same interviewee 
also stressed that all goals at the institutional level are not relevant at the 
department level and even less so at the individual level. All interviewees 
at the Swedish universities argued against following up on performance at 
the individual level in a ‘hard’ way:

I think it’s a dramatic difference from, say, 10 years ago. But I have a feeling 
it’s still the way to go. Then, I think we should never strive for this corporate 
model, this stone-hard…, because we need to remember that this is, like, an 
educating and researching environment, and there has to be room for 
detours and stuff like that. So, it can’t be too tough either. But I do think 
there are still things to do. (Flagship, academic, SE)

At the flagship university, there are differences between different facul-
ties. One of the faculties recently introduced the individual measurement 
of academic staff performance. This has been controversial and was met 
with deep scepticism by the other faculty members according to the 
interviewees.

concLudIng dIscussIon

The aim of this chapter has been to shed light on the role of managers in 
higher education institutions. Major reforms in the Nordic countries have 
transformed HEI systems in a profound way (see Chap. 3). They have 
increased the formal autonomy of HEIs to make decisions over their own 
activities, both academic core tasks and managerial/administrative activi-
ties. The preceding, more state-regulated system meant detailed centralised 
decision-making about, for instance, hiring of professors and the introduc-
tion of new educational programmes. The new autonomy has led to the 
introduction of new managerial practices in HEIs in line with NPM and 
inspired by private firms: strategy-making, strict budgetary  management, 
performance measurements, and so on. The issue addressed in this chapter 
is how these changes have affected the role of the academic leader.

Drawing on earlier research on managerialism and leaderism in higher 
education (O’Reilly and Reed 2010; Ekman et  al. 2017), we see clear 
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signs of change regarding academic leadership in these four Nordic coun-
tries. Overall, we see an interesting mix of institutional logics in the inter-
views: the professional, collegial traditional academic leadership, which is 
based on rotating systems, election among peers, and collegial decision- 
making has been complemented with, and in some places replaced by, a 
managerial logic with top-down order-giving, performance measurement 
and appointed managers as a new competitive academic profession 
(Thornton et al. 2012). Many interviewees mentioned the increased focus 
on these kind of management practices. Another related trend is the 
greater focus on individual managers. This is the case in all four countries 
albeit with slight differences in emphases. There are also mixed feelings 
regarding this managerialist/leaderist trend. For some of the interviewed 
academics, the development was deeply worrying and a major concern. 
This is particularly the case in Denmark. For others, particularly in the 
Finnish interviews, it seems that, for instance, increased transparency in 
reporting and communicating performance could be considered positive. 
The analysis also shows that Denmark and Finland are the countries that 
lead the way when it comes to increasing the formal authority of manag-
ers. The introduction of appointed managers rather than elected ones has 
altered the way HEIs operate in these two countries. However, as this 
chapter has shed light on, management reform has not been implemented 
in the same depth and with the same pace across and within universities. 
Hence, the ability and willingness to follow a strict, more corporate-like 
management style are unevenly distributed, although some commonalities 
can be found (Lind and Aagaard 2017).

The role of individual leaders has also increased in other countries, as 
shown in the interviews from Sweden in which the vice-chancellor’s role 
at both HEIs was considered big and increasing over time. A similar pat-
tern is appearing in Norway, where the strategising process was initiated 
from the vice-chancellor at one of the HEIs. There are also indications in 
the interviews that power has been centralised—that is, a strengthened 
steering core of HEIs. However, this increased power of managers, which 
appears clearly in the interviews, is still compromised, and the complex 
matrices of organisations that universities make up are still challenging to 
lead. Some of the interviewed Swedish managers even discussed what they 
perceived as a need for more managerial power over resources at various 
levels. They aired a frustration when it came to making priorities and to 
launching strategic initiatives. This partly reflects the national debate on 
the balance between external funding and direct state funding. A prereq-
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uisite for more managerial power is more money directly allocated to 
HEIs rather than external competitive funding, which strengthens indi-
vidual researchers and research leaders rather than managers.

Another theme is performance management—that is, identifying, rec-
ognising, and rewarding academic staff in relation to their efforts in edu-
cation and research. Across countries, it seems that there is more focus on 
performance and performance management. In Denmark, and to a certain 
level in Norway, the BRI has become a new managerial tool and is also 
used to some extent at the individual level for performance follow-ups. 
Performance is not followed up at the individual level in most places in 
Sweden and Finland. Annual staff appraisals are not based on performance 
data, but salaries are rarely affected by the level of performance. The 
increasing awareness of performance measurement among academic staff 
also affects managerial roles. In Sweden and Denmark, the role of the 
manager seems to include coaching and career counselling more than con-
trolling. Early career academics are highly aware of career demands regard-
ing performance and want guidance when it comes to making priorities. 
Also, the interviews from Norway indicate that the publication indicator 
affects individual researchers to a high degree.

The topic of management and leadership has been related to different 
kinds of HEIs in earlier research. Older, research-intensive, comprehen-
sive universities have typically held on to elected leaders, and collegial 
bodies have been maintained in national systems where this has been pos-
sible (i.e., Sweden and Norway). In contrast, younger institutions have 
introduced a stricter line management structure with more emphasis on 
professional management skills rather than academic merits for holders of 
management positions (Engwall 2014). Sweden, and particularly 
Denmark, reveal some interesting albeit expected differences between the 
older flagship university and the regional university. The line management 
is stronger, the collegial bodies are downplayed, and decision-making is 
more top-down in the younger institutions. It also seems that resistance is 
stronger at the older universities, in particular, at the Danish flagship 
university.

The final conclusion is that there has been a convergence in reform 
initiatives, and many ideas have indeed been used in all four countries with 
deep consequences for academic leadership and management. However, 
the implementation of the reforms differs significantly across and within 
countries and institutions. There is a consistent, complex interplay between 
the two co-existing logics of managerialism and collegiality (Greenwood 
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et al. 2011), a balancing act for managers whose power has increased to a 
degree that seems to frighten their co-workers but, nevertheless, for some, 
is frustratingly compromised.
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