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ABSTRACT. This paper considers some of the new realities that are likely to affect
higher education, particularly those arising from developments in communication and
information technologies. Four scenarios are presented as illustrations of how higher
education might change; some of the elements that make up these scenarios are already
emerging. The paper then explores the role that leadership and governance play in helping
institutions to address the new realities, particularly as change impacts on institutional
culture and functioning.

The global internet challenges the very structure of industries and their
supply chains and many existing approaches in regulation. Internet-
centred convergence represents a major discontinuity in the evolution of
both commerce and society. (DTI 1998)

The challenge for . . . higher education will be toadapt to a dynamic
new environment where lucrative national and international markets
arising from the growing importance of lifelong learning are likely to be
contested strongly by traditional universities, new forms of universities,
and by non-university providers. For the sector to operate successfully,
it must be able to develop a response which builds on its strengths and
acknowledges its weaknesses. (Cunningham et al. 1997)

INTRODUCTION

The challenges arising from a convergence of technologies and from new
higher education providers are already upon us. But has the leadership
and governance of universities kept pace with change? How should gov-
ernments and institutions respond in the face of such challenges? Are we
likely to witness a ‘major discontinuity’ in the evolution of universities and
how should we prepare for it? This paper seeks to address these issues.

Higher education researchers conferences over the past ten years have
tracked organisational changes in universities, some prompted by direct
state intervention, others emerging as a response to environmental or
internal pressures. Debates have focused on the growing importance of
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Figure 1.

management, shifts from collegial to corporate institutions, the embra-
cing of commercial activities by universities, the growth of competition
in higher education and the emergence of the entrepreneurial university.
Organisational change has proceeded at a different pace in different coun-
tries and in different institutions; arguably, this may mean that some
(institutions and countries) are better placed than others to respond to new
realities.

While political pressures for efficient and responsive institutions have
been important, social, economic and technological developments in the
external environment of universities are becoming significant drivers of
institutional change, as the quotes above suggest. Shifts in the internal
dynamics of higher education through changing patterns of knowledge,
developments in teaching or changes in student preferences should also
not be ignored.

The territories of leadership and governance lie at the interface between
internal and external worlds. It is here that the accountability for ‘renewal’
rests although responsibility for its achievement must be shared more
widely. Leadership and governance functions are of major importance in
interpreting the drivers of change, outlining potential scenarios, developing
organisational responses and making change happen.

When considering issues of leadership and governance, authors concen-
trate on different elements of the ‘higher education system’: the external
environment, government policy and steerage, internal institutional archi-
tecture, and academic operations (see Figure 1).

Across the different analyses of this system (or parts of it), a number
of cross-cutting themes also emerge. These include questions about the
role and nature of higher education, issues of relationships and boundaries
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Figure 2.

between territories and agents in the system, questions about the focus
and dynamics of change and about the place of institutional learning and
research in supporting and evaluating change. Within this matrix, authors
interpret leadership and governance in different ways (see Figure 2).

As a background for subsequent discussion, I will touch on each of
the elements of ‘the system’ and the themes raised by authors, concen-
trating particularly on emerging realities. While issues of leadership and
governance will recur throughout the paper, an initial analysis of these
terms is offered at the outset.

GOVERNANCE: MEANING AND ROLE

There appear to be three ways in which the term ‘governance’ is used in
different countries and by different authors. The term refers to:

− The constitutional and legal framework which regulates the relation-
ship between universities and government (state or federal) – ‘the
governance of higher education’ – this may include the operations
of intermediate agencies (for example, Sizer & Cannon 1999);

− The overall structure and process of internal co-ordination and con-
trol in an institution – ‘university governance’ – or of an institutional
activity – ‘the governance of research’ (for example, De Boer 1999);

− The specific role and activities of an institution’s most senior, strategic
committee or board – ‘the governing body’ (for example, Scott 1996).
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Figure 3.

While it is possible to make sharp distinctions between these three inter-
pretations, it is also possible to draw out certain shared features. Two
important features concern the positioning of governance in relation to
the organisation of universities, and the governance role. The positioning
of governance is as a point of authority for the system, the institution or
institutional activity. For example, a legal framework for higher education
establishes the rules and accountabilities within which universities must
operate, while a governing body will establish similar guidelines for insti-
tutional activity and act as guardian of the legal and constitutional position
of the university, its members and activities. The legal framework is likely
to be interpreted by a variety of intermediary agencies. These agencies will
also operate within political frameworks.

The governance role involves acting as intermediary, balancing power
between parts of a system (for example, between stakeholders and insti-
tution, or academics and managers), negotiating and sometimes acting as
arbiter between different interests. The role can be political (as lobbyist)
and representative (on behalf of stakeholders). It may, as in the US, involve
extensive fund-raising. In continental Europe, the role has shifted from
being largely symbolic and ceremonial to being strategic and supervisory,
a shift that is even more strongly visible in the UK (Scott 1996). The
governance function, particularly at Board level, is increasingly one of
‘steerage’ and has many parallels with the dimensions of corporate gov-
ernance identified by Tricker (1984, p. 74 – quoted in Scott 1996, p. 39)
(see Figure 3).
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LEADERSHIPSTUDIES

Just as the term governance is subject to different interpretations, so too
is leadership. For our purposes, leadership needs to be understood in three
ways:

− as a role, which is carried out formally by particular post-holders
(Vice Chancellors or Rectors, Deans and Heads of Department,
Course Leaders and Research Leaders);

− as a function that can be – and needs to be – performed at different
levels in an institution, in both formal and informal contexts;

− as a process of social influence that guides individuals and groups
towards particular goals (organisational, professional, social, creative
etc).

Many authors have sought to identify the elements of leadership. One
approach has taken as a starting point the nature of individual leaders
and their relationship with a group. Researchers with this focus have
concentrated on the qualities, behaviours and styles of leaders, their cog-
nitive capacities, developmental experiences and use of power. Another
approach to the study of leadership has related it to organisational func-
tioning. With this perspective, researchers have examined symbolic and
cultural elements of leadership, features of organisational design and pro-
cesses of creativity and change (Bryman 1992; Bennis 1989, 1997; Kotter
1990; Gardner 1997). Both approaches have been related to higher edu-
cation (Birnbaum 1988; Middlehurst 1993; Ramsden 1998; Kekale 1998)
although the fit is not necessarily exact since higher education contexts
differ both from each other and from the business world. Ramsden’s recent
work includes a direct comparison of leadership in business and higher
education contexts and he argues, as I do, that there is much to be gained
by focusing more closely on the practice of leadership in higher education.

LEADERSHIP, GOVERNANCE, MANAGEMENT AND ADMINISTRATION

Conceptually, it is possible to distinguish between these four terms,
however operationally, there is considerable overlap between them, and
collectively, they represent necessary elements of organisation and system
functioning. In simplistic terms, leadership and governance are concerned
with overall direction and strategy within a framework determined by
regulatory requirements on the one hand and purpose, values, culture, his-
tory and mission on the other. Management and administration involve
processes of implementation, control and co-ordination with particular
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emphasis on resource frameworks and structures: human (individual and
groups), physical and technological infrastructures, finance, materials and
time.

If one takes a more complex and sophisticated view, then all these
terms (leadership, governance, management and administration) are con-
tested and are influenced by wider debates about the role of universities
in society (Brennan et al. 1999), by different images of universities as
organisations (Middlehurst 1993), by the impact of significant internal
and external change in recent years, and by the emergence of new organ-
isational forms in higher education. As is suggested in the quotations
at the start of this paper, the nature of the changes now facing us may
require not just renewal, but a rethinking of the concepts, structures and
practices which have up to now defined higher education. Leadership and
governance are crucial to this agenda.

NEW REALITIES: EXTERNAL CHANGE

What kinds of changes are happening in the external world that will have
an impact on leadership and governance in European universities? Sporn
(1999) in her article on adaptive universities notes five major trends: the re-
structuring of national economies, the changing role of the state, shifting
demographics, new technologies and increasing globalization (p. 24). In
this section, I will only concentrate on one of these: the main focus is on
the impact of new technologies on business and work and on social life
more broadly. The related impact on higher education is highlighted.

Technological change

As noted in the first quote at the top of this paper, the global internet and
digital technologies are a major catalyst for change. 1997 was apparently
a significant year: the number of users world-wide topped the 100 million
mark (US Department of Commerce 1998) – with the USA in the lead with
12% of the adult population using the Internet each week. In addition, for
the first time, e-mail messages (95 billion messages) surpassed postal mail
messages (85 billion) and data bits exceeded voice traffic on the telephone
network (Microsoft 1999).

Internet-based electronic commerce has the potential not only to create
major savings for existing businesses, but will also facilitate transform-
ations in business approaches, create new businesses and new business
structures (DTI 1998). In universities, the use of communications and
information technology (C & IT) for administrative research and teaching
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purposes is also creating change. Some of the changes identified for
businesses may have direct parallels for universities:

Business Higher Education

More efficient and effective More efficient and effective

customer service service to students

Enhanced sales and marketing New educational markets and

reach – through leveraging trusted possibilities for collaboration

brands into new markets and branding

Lowering purchasing costs Lower purchasing costs

Increasing speed to market Shorter development times for

– through tighter development programmes – potential for

and supply chain integration ‘real time’ learning

Ability to outsource processes Potential to disaggregate and

– without loss of coherence in outsource processes: curriculum

product or service development design, delivery, assessment

Growth of new intermediaries, Growth of educational service

system integrators companies, brokers, consortia

New companies, virtual companies New university models,

virtual universities

For universities, the changing patterns of business are not only of interest
as a basis for noting the potential for parallel institutional change, but also
as a warning of the changes that will affect day-to-day working patterns
and employment prospects for staff and students. The design and delivery
of educational (and staff development) programmes will need to keep pace.

Already, for example, there are significantly different patterns of work-
ing for those who are self-employed, who work in small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), for those who opt for ‘portfolio’ working, or for those
who work for large companies or multi-nationals. The success of Phoenix
University in the USA or certain corporate universities, point to the poten-
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tial for targeting learning opportunities at specific sectors of the population,
shaping the style, mode and content of education around an analysis of
specific needs and requirements (Cunningham et al. in press).

Working patterns are part of the change equation, but changes in the
nature of work are equally significant. Technology is altering the relation-
ship between knowledge areas and disciplines, and is also exponentially
increasing the growth of knowledge and decreasing its shelf-life (Clark
1998). Technology is also rapidly shifting the balance of what is regarded
as a ‘routine’ procedure, requiring a certain level of skill (and training)
and what is regarded as complex professional activity. And even such
complex activities can be displaced from the realm of professionals to the
operations of expert systems and intelligent agent software (as in the fly-
ing of aeroplanes). Developments of this kind have obvious consequences
for curriculum design and for professional accreditation criteria and sys-
tems. How can approaches to accreditation and quality assurance designed
for human systems be transformed to cope with autonomous software
systems?

In social terms, the Internet and digital technologies offer both oppor-
tunities and threats. Individuals have almost instant access to information
and to entertainment, and possibilities exist to create a multitude of spe-
cial interest global networks (e.g. Catalan speakers around the world). It
is possible to make the process of education more interactive and more
fun (perhaps necessary for the ‘Nintendo’ generation!), but there is also
the potential of excluding large sections of the population, if basic skills
development and specialist local centres are not available. Technology can
be a mechanism both for social inclusion and for even greater exclusion.
As Daniels (1996, p. 44) notes “Most people in the world have yet to make
a telephone call”.

SCENARIOS FORHIGHER EDUCATION

To provide a focus for our discussion of new realities, four scenarios are
offered to illustrate ways in which higher education may change. These
scenarios are imaginary, although elements of current models are con-
tained within them. The ‘real’ elements are drawn from an international
research project commissioned by the Committee of Vice Chancellors and
Principals and the Higher Education Funding Council for England, and
from practical experience within a Centre for Continuing Education in
a UK university. The scenarios present different ways of organising and
delivering ‘higher learning’.
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Scenario One: Social Science International Inc.

An institution undertakes research and designs curricula for advanced
programmes. The marketing of the programmes, enrolment of students,
delivery of teaching, guidance of students and assessment of their work
is done by other agencies in the new higher education partnership (which
is a mix of public and commercial businesses). Delivery of teaching is a
mixture of on-line and face-to-face activity. The qualifications awarded
are internationally recognised by a consortium of research universities
which together have created new awards. These are accredited by a new
UNESCO agency. The research/curriculum design institution is organised
into project and design teams, with project Directors leading each team.
Educational technologists and business managers support these teams.
The head of the institution is the Managing Director; he has a business
background.

Scenario Two: Higher Education Learning Services Agency

A higher education agency (HELSA) has been established, with the sup-
port of private and public sector investment. The agency has a vast
membership network of academic consultants. These individuals (or
teams) work under contract on specific assignments. They provide a
range of educational services: curriculum design, teaching, assessment,
educational guidance and mentoring. The agency has both corporate
and individual clients seeking tailor-made programmes or guidance in
creating self-managed ‘independent learning’ programmes. HELSA has
established a strong reputation for the delivery of high quality, tailored
programmes. Accreditation, where it is required, is obtained from a valida-
tion/accreditation service in the country where the student is resident. The
HELSA has a small central staff who are specialists in human resource
management, marketing, quality assessment and educational evaluation,
educational design and project management. There are also specialist cli-
ent managers and consultant relations managers. The academic consultants
(individually or in teams) report to a project leader. The organisation has a
matrix structure with the Director and Chief Executive leading the agency;
she is an ex-academic.

Scenario Three: The International Professional Institute

An educational consortium has been set up, led by a new international
professional body. The professional body examines and accredits the rel-
evant qualifications, in association with the four main multinationals in
this sector who offer certification related to industry standards. The con-
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sortium also includes an IT company, a marketing company, an educational
publisher and a facilities manager. Academic input is supplied from differ-
ent universities and companies and delivery is on-line direct to students’
places of work or home. If face-to-face (F2F) contact is required, stu-
dents can attend week-end retreats, have meetings arranged in different
places (to coincide with travel arrangements) or can attend local network
centres. The organisation of F2F activities has been out-sourced to the
facilities management company and increasingly, the academic input is
being supplied by the educational publisher rather than by the universities.
The consortium is run by a group which represents the different members
of the consortium, operating as a Board of Directors, led by a President
of the Board, a Fellow of the Professional Body. A Managing Director
co-ordinates activities. He has a background in accountancy and law.

Scenario Four: Learning for Life Community Centres

Life-long learning has become a reality in this region. A new Learning
Centre offers ‘education from cradle to grave’. Extended families, com-
munity groups, work-teams can learn together, drawing on the materials
available at the centre or on-line. Learning is multi-purpose: for interest,
for qualifications, for skills development. Friendly ‘learning guides’ assist
individuals to access what they require, to plan individual programmes
against individual plans and profiles. Although a range of specialist guides
are employed, guidance can also be accessed through video-links to ‘guid-
ance centres’ (similar to today’s call-centres). The centre is open 24 hours a
day, all year. Curriculum material is supplied from a variety of sources and
individuals who require qualifications can build up credits towards a range
of nationally recognised awards at different levels. Recently, international
credit accumulation and transfer agreements have also made these credits
portable. This learning centre is one of a number being established by
an independent company; the organisation and management structure fol-
low new business lines: each Learning Centre Manager reports daily on a
range of measurement indicators to a small central group who process and
evaluate the data. Learning Centre managers have considerable autonomy,
within an overall company philosophy and set of guiding principles.

LEADERSHIP ANDLEADERS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Sporn (1999) and others have noted the range of internal responses
that external change has triggered within universities. These include
re-engineering of processes, a focus on quality management, strategic



NEW REALITIES FOR LEADERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE 317

planning, financial accounting and technology transfer. However, the kinds
of external change and new forms of higher education highlighted above
raise more fundamental issues for those with responsibility for leadership
and governance. At institutional level, questions that need to be asked
include:

Questions for leaders

− What is the appropriate structure for the university – a holding com-
pany with a collection of satellite businesses, a physical location with
a number of virtual centres, a series of inter-disciplinary networks, a
consortium with other businesses?

− Where should we seek our partners – venture capitalists, market-
ing businesses, telecommunications businesses – locally, regionally,
globally?

− How should we re-configure academic processes-teaching, learning,
research and community service? Should we focus on separation, on
integration, do we have specific strengths and areas of weakness, can
we add value to others?

− What kind of curriculum portfolio do we have and how should
it be changing? Do we have niche markets or potential for niche
opportunities – do we have the necessary benchmark information?

− What are the core elements of our business and our core values? Does
our current mission fit?

− How will we pay for or otherwise acquire the technological infra-
structure we need – and the necessary skills? How will our current
staffing profile need to change?

Many of these questions might also be asked within departments and
schools as academic leaders and managers assess their own disciplinary
and educational position in the light of external change.

Asking the right questions is clearly an important leadership task and
one that needs to be undertaken in time to take appropriate action and in
the light of relevant information. These requirements suggest the need for
particular approaches to leadership and governance which may not exist in
all universities:

Leadership capacities

− A capacity to undertake and make use of research (institutional
research, benchmarking data, analysis of economic, political, social,
technological trends);
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− A capacity to develop scenarios, to think creatively and to build on
ideas drawn from other contexts (different from strategic planning);

− A capacity to utilise the knowledge, experience and ideas developed
in all parts of the organisation and in linked networks of contacts
(a co-ordinated technological and human ‘knowledge management’
infrastructure);

− Strong external networks – optimised with purpose;
− A clear understanding and expertise in change management pro-

cesses, with specific experience of how these processes work in
professional organisations;

− Organisational structures and processes that will allow for existing
activities to proceed, transitional arrangements to be made and new
structures to evolve;

− Operating procedures that are flexible and speedy, requiring min-
imum bureaucracy and maximum efficiency (personal accountability
and trust are of prime importance, while committees may become
increasingly anachronistic);

− The development of a culture of experimentation, risk-taking and
reward for innovation.

To what extent do these capacities exist in universities and how far do
current governance structures support them?

GOVERNANCE: FUNCTIONS, POSITION AND EXPERIENCE OF

‘ THE BOARD’

The scenarios not only raise issues for leadership but also for governance,
particularly in relation to the activities of a governing body and the kinds
of roles and experience that members might bring. In some cases, members
may need to beshareholdersas well as (or instead of)stakeholdersas cur-
rently understood. The position of non-executive directors in a company
may be more akin to the new roles required – although these will clearly
vary depending on the organisational form that the ‘higher education ser-
vice’ takes. Community-focused organisations will need a different set of
roles and relationships from those that are involved in for-profit activities.
Future governance arrangements are likely to be more varied than current
institutional arrangements.

The kinds of functions that ‘governors’ or ‘directors’ have responsibil-
ity for may be different from current roles. As an example, the summary
of current responsibilities of Council/Governing Body members of UK
institutions is set against the set of responsibilities identified for corporate
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governance by the Royal Society of Arts’ project, ‘Tomorrow’s Company’
(1997):

Higher Education Institutions Tomorrow’s Company

Proper conduct of public business Company purpose and values

Strategic planning Key relationships

Monitoring performance Success model

Finance Measurement

Audit Reward system

Estate management Learning Organisation

Charitable status Fiduciary responsibilities

Staffing Business renewal

Students’ Union Climate for success

Health and Safety Raising performance standards

GOVERNMENT POLICY AND STEERAGE

Government policy clearly differs across countries, depending on legal,
cultural and historical realities. However, across Europe, it is interesting
to observe certain points of convergence. These include efforts by gov-
ernments to make universities more accountable for the public funds they
use and the public services they perform (visible in quality regimes in
most countries) and efforts to enhance the universities’ role in relation to
economic growth and in a continuum of learning throughout life (visible in
policy statements from governments and relevant agencies). In some coun-
tries of Europe, notably in central and Eastern Europe and in other parts of
the world (Africa and the Far East, for example), the role of universities in
social and economic re-construction or transformation is an even stronger
imperative.

The detailed means of steering universities differ across and within
countries, although the main elements are similar. It is possible, conceptu-
ally to divide these means into ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ mechanisms, although in
practice there is considerable overlap between them, for example:
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‘Hard’ Steerage Mechanisms ‘Soft’ Steerage Mechanisms

Legal and constitutional Policy statements and national

frameworks inquiries

Institutional types and Institutional histories and

structures culture

Funding systems and Sources of funding and

formulae income streams

Accreditation, recognition National, state and local

and licensing systems politics/power

Quality assurance regimes University roles and

expectations of universities

–culture, politics and

distributions of power

Governance structures: stakeholder Leadership and management

representation and roles approaches

By making these distinctions, it is also possible to see how governance
and leadership fit into the means of steerage, acting as filter and inter-
preter of both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ mechanisms. This position at the interface
offers power, responsibility and opportunity to operate either as a buffer,
protecting the internal world of the university while ensuring compliance
(or fit) with relevant forms of steerage, or acting as a catalyst for internal
and external change. Individuals and groups involved in leadership and
governance roles can influence, through informal and formal networks,
the shape of both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ instruments of steerage. In EAIR con-
ferences, in particular, practitioners and researchers provide examples of
how these mechanisms work in practice and the particular consequences
that arise when, for example, more autonomy is given to institutions or
when the state is seeking to steer the universities more closely.
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If we look ahead to the new realities signalled in the opening quotations
and in the earlier section, an important issue is how government policy
and steerage might be affected. Questions that need to be answered at
government level include:

Questions for governments

− In pursuing government policies for life-long learning, social
inclusion, national transformation, economic regeneration and ‘up-
skilling’, should governments encourage or create barriers for new
higher education providers such as corporate or virtual universities
and for – profit educational businesses?

− Should university title and degree-awarding powers (or equivalent)
be protected or opened up – does the university have a clear and
continuing public role?

− What forms of consumer protection will be necessary and how can
informed consumer choice be enhanced?

− How should accreditation procedures change, for example, to deal
with for-profit providers, university consortia, business-university
consortia, or virtual insititutions?

− Should the state subsidise all kinds of study or are some types better
suited to ‘privitisation’?

− How will national qualifications’ frameworks need to change to
reflect changes in the market? (for example, how can external cur-
rencies such as a Microsoft or Dow Jones certificate be equated
with higher education levels and qualifications, how will interna-
tional degrees gain international recognition? What supra-national
structures are required?)

− Should governments support moves towards comprehensive or spe-
cialist universities – or is this a matter for institutions themselves, as
Clark (1998) and others suggest?

− With the blurring of boundaries between different kinds of insti-
tutions: for-profit, not-for-profit, company-based, public-based, and
between different levels of a higher education system, how should
funding regimes change to accommodate ‘free trade’ in higher learn-
ing?

− What are the proper boundaries between state and institution, between
institution and ‘the market’, between educational provision/providers
and the individual, and how should we promote these?

− Are universities more likely to serve their communities and the
national (or state) interest more effectively as autonomous or ‘steered’
institutions, particularly in the light of global competition in the
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‘knowledge industries’? What mechanisms should be used to achieve
the right balance and what can we learn from different countries and
sectors?

INSTITUTIONAL ARCHITECTURE

The internal ‘architecture’ of institutions (how they are constructed and
organised) is heavily influenced by certain underlying principles: academic
freedom, academic autonomy, collegial relationships. The architecture is
also shaped by the nature of the activities that universities undertake: the
creation, preservation and dissemination of knowledge. While there are
clear distinctions in the extent and range of these features across countries,
there are few discussions of universities, internationally, that can ignore
them (although countries may choose at any one time to promote or con-
tain particular features). In the UK, for example, in the Introduction to the
Guide for Members of Governing Bodies and Colleges in England, Wales
and Northern Ireland(CUC 1998), an initial statement sets out the context
for governance, reminding lay members in particular that:

“Institutions of higher education are characterised by a distinctive ethos. Despite diverse
backgrounds and traditions, they are united in the common purpose of the provision of
teaching and the pursuit of knowledge and research. They are also committed to the
principle of academic freedom, that is the freedom to question received wisdom and put
forward new and possibly controversial ideas. Additionally, they are autonomous organ-
isations, responsible for the management and direction of their own affairs. Members of
governing bodies need to recognise, and be committed to, the distinctive principles and
ethos of higher education in order to contribute effectively to the work of the institution
with which they are associated” (CUC, 1998, p1).

When considering how the architecture of institutions might need to
change in the face of new realities, it is necessary first to consider how the
principles of academic freedom or institutional autonomy may be affected
and second to consider three major sets of issues:

− Role and activities of universities;
− Organisational and management frameworks;
− Finance and staffing arrangements.

Academic freedom, institutional autonomy, collegial relationships

Academic freedom has several dimensions including the disinterested pur-
suit of knowledge, the freedom to teach and research in different ways and
different areas, the freedom to publicly criticise ideas, regimes or activities
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in society and to put forward new theories. These are important aspects
of freedom in democratic societies and, if they were not enshrined in the
activities of universities, it would be necessary to assess what other institu-
tions or individuals might carry such responsibilities and how they might
be protected.

Institutional autonomy, in terms of self-governance and the manage-
ment of institutional affairs varies in scope between different countries.
It also varies in interpretation, for example, between those institutions
that interpret self-governance and self-determination in terms of collective
involvement in decision-making (collegial models) and those institutions
where self-governance operates through representatives or ‘agents’ in the
form of elected or selected leaders and managers. The second model brings
institutions closer to other kinds of organisation (businesses, for example),
while the first, in a pure form, perhaps only operates effectively in rel-
atively small institutions. In either case, the exercise of autonomy is not
unique to higher education institutions and would not be lost if the form of
institutions changed.

Collegial relations again has several nuances: a ‘flat’ intellectual hier-
archy, where expertise exists at different levels, giving institutional mem-
bers a right to participate in self-governance, common understandings
of the academic ‘ethic’, strong disciplinary networks and relationships
that cut across institutional boundaries and bind networks of academics
together, an ethos of support among academics who share a common
sense of professionalism. These are ideal interpretations and reality in
many institutions does not reflect these ideals. However, there is nothing
in the new realities facing higher education that would necessarily mean
the end of collegial relationships – indeed, as professional organisations
increase and team-work is promoted ever-more widely, ‘collegiality’ may
be resurrected as an operational necessity. What is likely is that the inter-
pretation of collegiality will shift to include a broader set of loyalties
and professional expectations, crossing traditional boundaries. Networked
communities involved in collegial working relationships may in future
cross disciplinary boundaries, academic/administrative divides, country
and sector boundaries.

Role and activities of higher education

Clark (1998) has pointed to the increasing demands on higher education
and the expanding roles it is required to play, suggesting that meeting
all such demands is beyond the capacity of most, if not all, institutions.
Recent national inquiries into higher education (in the UK, South Africa
and Australia, for example) have also either noted or called for extended
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missions for the university – without necessarily commanding the means
to support these increased expectations.

Universities are expected to be major instruments of social and eco-
nomic change as well as preservers of culture and disinterested critics
of society. They are also mandated to undertake teaching and research
and to award higher level qualifications. Some of these expectations are
in conflict with each other, most are not unique to institutions of higher
education (and if they are unique now, they may not remain so). For
example, companies, media and communications systems and community
networks of various kinds are increasingly important agents of social and
economic change; museums and other heritage sources are expanding their
educational role supported by developments in technology; and numerous
lobbying groups and networks are acting as vociferous critics of society
(albeit, not disinterested critics).

Both the teaching and research roles of universities are shared with
other organisations and the award of relevant qualifications may gradu-
ally be spread more widely. As the life-long learning agenda is moved
forward, the structuring of periods of formal education is likely to come
under scrutiny, although some form of structuring over given periods of
time may still serve social and economic ends as a preparation for full
participation in the work-force or for supporting other life transitions. It
is perhaps only as a collective whole that the traditional expectations and
activities of a university make sense in terms of institutional design (phys-
ical buildings, campuses, organisation of space, staff and activities; and
social and cultural concepts of ‘the institution’).

A dilemma that institutions and governments will need to face is that
internal and external pressures on universities are likely to point towards
specialisation and the separation of roles and activities, or to the take-over
of university activities by other agents. However, if this does happen, then
the university in its present form may lose both purpose and viability. It is
important that the social and political role of the university is considered
alongside its economic role and economic activities.

While these dilemmas are real, there are also exciting possibilities for
re-thinking university roles and activities in the rhetoric, ideas and models
that are emerging. For example, identifying a university’s core business
as the provision of ‘learning services’ raises different possibilities from
viewing the business as the creation, preservation and dissemination of
knowledge. Indeed, this new perspective may prove more realistic in a
world where the half-life of knowledge is decreasing rapidly. Secondly,
the notion of de-constructing teaching, learning and assessment also offers
new organisational possibilities, as the scenarios suggest. And such re-
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thinking is not limited to the educational side of universities. Alternative
ways of conceptualising the research product/service of universities may
also be necessary. Boyer’s (1990) categories of scholarship or the cat-
egories of knowledge production identified by Gibbons et al. (1994) offer
significant potential for re-framing academic work, for identifying new
markets and for re-focusing institutions. Finally, the rhetoric of ‘Life-long
learning’ and ‘client-focused’ or ‘student-centred’ higher education, if
followed through from conception to operational reality, suggest a mul-
titude of ways in which higher education might be re-designed.

Organisational and management frameworks

Becher and Kogan (1992) have characterised university organisation in
terms of over-arching institution-level structures with a sub-structure of
‘basic units’ (Clark’s (1998) institutional ‘heartland’) sometimes, with
intermediary bodies (faculties, schools) in between. Institutions can also
be spread across different outposts or centres and include several types
of institution organised into a federation or system (as in California or
New York). For the co-ordination and management of activities institutions
may have parallel hierarchies – the administrative and the academic – or
combine these into a managerial hierarchy which sits above the academic
functions. In many institutions, decision-making is still formally set within
committees, although individual roles and small groups may in practice
carry considerable power. Representation from ‘lay members’ (outside
professionals, community groups and other interests) and from students
is also part of formal structures.

While institutions providing distance education share many features in
common with ‘traditional’ universities, they also have a strong network
of ‘academic-related’ structures, from educational technology to market-
ing and production. With the growing development of distance-learning in
many institutions, these structures are becoming significant elsewhere.

Over recent years, debates about the organisation and management of
universities have focused on the relationship between institutional levels
and basic units (for example, issues of devolution/decentralisation and
the powers of Deans or Heads of Department), the relationship between
committees and ‘managers’, and the roles and relationships between pro-
fessional administrators/managers and academic managers. Emerging real-
ities may render such debates, at least in the medium term, redundant. The
scenarios, above, show how current organisational frameworks may need
to change: the current structure of departments may need to shift towards
multi-functional teams and the university itself may be modelled on the
film industry, rather than the public bureaucracy or on a holding company
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model rather than a single corporate entity. Academics may become (still)
more mobile, so that their management will need to be ‘tight-loose’ with
clear responsibilities, contractual obligations, delivery dates and measure-
ment of performance on the one hand combined with freedom to control
the way in which services are delivered on the other. New ways of organ-
ising and delivering higher education may require a major rethinking of
organisational and management frameworks in existing institutions.

Finance and staffing arrangements

The scenarios have clear consequences for the financing of universities,
continuing a trend that has been evident in many western countries. Fund-
ing has to be a balance of public and private, with an increasing element
from the latter. Neither universities themselves, nor the state will be able to
finance the technological infrastructure necessary for the future, nor to sup-
port the on-going investments needed. Private sector partnerships would
seem to be inevitable in filling the gap. There may also be consequences for
institutions if more funding is focused on students than on the maintenance
of existing institutional infrastructure and estate. The precise position of
universities as currently constituted, is likely to be a significant political
issue.

The impact of change on university staff is no less significant an issue.
For institutions (or where relevant, the state), there is a need to reas-
sess contractual relations, reward systems, the creation of new cadres of
staff, the redeployment and re-training of others, and the nature of train-
ing that might need to be provided or procured. For individuals, there is
a need to consider the potential of ‘portfolio’ working, the implications
of self-employment, the need for new skills or capitalisation on partic-
ular strengths in areas of knowledge and expertise. For both individuals
and institutions, notions of ‘academic careers’ need to be re-assessed and
re-conceptualised. These changes in patterns of work are affecting other
sectors (Handy 1995) and there seem few reasons to suppose that they will
not affect universities.

LEADERSHIP, GOVERNANCE AND THE DYNAMICS OF CHANGE

As suggested earlier, leadership and governance are crucial to addressing
the new realities that may be emerging for higher education. The function
of leadership is to assist the institution (and particular parts of the insti-
tution) to identify and evaluate emerging realities, to assess the options
available and to prepare strategies for moving towards one or more scen-
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arios. At present, while there are many trends that are clear, there are also
a series of unknown factors (for example, the social and political power
of the university as an idea and an organisational reality). Future scen-
arios are not straightforward and change in the external world is moving
fast particularly as new players enter the education market. There are, for
example, some 1600 ‘corporate universities’ in 1999 compared with 400 in
1998. If this trend continues, then it is estimated their number will exceed
traditional universities by 2010, if not sooner (Corporate University Survey
1999). While many of these players will choose to form partnerships with
universities, others may decide to compete directly.

The issues to be faced by universities are complex with a range of
dilemmas involved, and the organisational change required is likely to be
significant. The kind of leadership called for is beyond the scope of one
individual, however visionary; it requires the creative and expert input of
many individuals both to identify future directions and to take forward
the organisational transformation that will be necessary. A sophisticated,
well-orchestrated and planned change initiative is likely to be part of insti-
tutional strategies; relying solely on the ideas of senior management teams
or other levels of the university hierarchy is not likely to be the best way
forward.

Governance at several levels has to be engaged in addressing new real-
ities. Research (institutional and extra-institutional) is necessary to inform
Governments and Governing Boards. And just as scenarios need to be
developed by institutions, they also need to be developed by Governments
and higher education agencies. In many cases, the issues faced by institu-
tions (for example, concerning regulatory arrangements or the funding of
technological infrastructure) go beyond particular institutions. A systemic
approach needs to be adopted to address cross-sector issues. Lay members
of Governing Boards and other external interests have an important role to
play in bringing experience of similar transformations in other sectors into
the university. When major discontinuities are faced, external perspectives
are often necessary to stimulate alternative conceptions, helping internal
members to ‘think the unthinkable’.
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