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CHAPTER 8

Evaluation Practices and Impact: Overload?

Hanne Foss Hansen, Timo Aarrevaara, Lars Geschwind, 
and Bjørn Stensaker

IntroductIon

We live in an era when all policy fields and organisations are expected to 
evaluate their activities (Dahler-Larsen 2012). Not least in universities, 
multiple evaluation practices have become integrated parts of everyday 
life. Academic peer review aimed at assessing the quality of publications 
and the competencies of scholars has been supplemented by other 
forms  of evaluation practices related to accreditation systems and 
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 performance- based funding systems, as well as rankings imposed on uni-
versities from the universities’ external environments (Stensaker and 
Maassen 2015). Actors at the European level, for example, related to the 
Bologna process, and actors at national levels are both drivers in develop-
ing these practices. Other types of evaluation practices, such as student 
assessments of courses, peer-review evaluation of departments and indi-
vidual performance assessments, are initiated by the universities them-
selves (Karlsson et al. 2014).

In this chapter, we analyse the evaluation practices in and around the 
universities in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden as an approach to 
better understanding the ongoing changes in the governance of the higher 
education sector in the region. As in many other regions around the world, 
the public sector in the Nordic countries has been exposed to a range of 
reforms in which the state has changed its governance approach, allowing 
for more institutional autonomy. At the same time, the reforms have intro-
duced and changed other policy instruments in the sector, exposing the 
sector to strengthened demands for accountability on aspects such as qual-
ity, relevance, impact, effectiveness and efficiency (Verhoest et al. 2004; 
Stensaker and Harvey 2011).

Evaluation is a procedure for assessing how public organisations per-
form on these aspects (Vedung 2010). It can have different purposes and 
roles associated with changed governance, ranging from being an instru-
ment of control to being a measure for stimulating formative improvement 
(Hansen 2005). Disclosing the configuration of the evaluative design pres-
ent in a given country can accordingly inform us about underlying ratio-
nales and logic in the emergent governance of higher education in the 
Nordic countries. In this chapter, two research questions are addressed: 
(1) What are the major similarities and differences of evaluation practices 
across the Nordic countries? (2) What are the experiences of these prac-
tices from the points of view of academics and managers? The latter issue 
is of interest as input to our understanding of the meaningfulness and 
impact of the evaluative practices implemented. Our focus is on institu-
tionalised evaluation routines. Ad hoc evaluations, for example, following 
up on implementation of reforms, are not included in the analysis.

The analysis takes a comprehensive approach to evaluation practices. By 
doing so, it adds to the analyses in the other chapters in Part II of this 
book. Whereas those chapters delve thoroughly into funding dynamics, 
managerialism and strategy work, this chapter is an attempt to link these 
aspects together.
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The rest of this chapter is structured in four sections. In the section 
‘Conceptual Framework and Methodology’, a conceptual framework of 
different types of evaluation models is presented. The framework is used 
for analysing the types of evaluation practices implemented. Further, this 
section briefly presents the methodology for analysis. In the section 
‘Mapping Evaluation Practices’, evaluation practices in the four countries 
are mapped and compared. In the section ‘Experiences of Evaluation 
Practices’, academics’ and managers’ views on evaluation are presented 
and discussed comparatively. The section ‘Discussion and Conclusion’ 
holds the conclusion as well as a discussion on further perspectives.

conceptual Framework and methodology

Within public sector management, there is an increasing interest in how 
public governance can and should be constructed in more complex and 
internationally dependent societies (Treib et  al. 2007). In general, the 
concept of governance has implied a change in public management in 
which the state may allow for private sector actors to have or take a role; a 
range of instruments, including rules and regulations, voluntary agree-
ments, standardisation and information are applied; and coordination 
rather than regulation characterises the operating mode (Levi-Faur 2014).

The changing forms of governance often include the following three 
elements: (1) increased emphasis on institutional autonomy, which is 
meant to stimulate a stronger organisational actor-hood and improved 
management (Verhoest et al. 2004; Seeber et al. 2015); (2) more empha-
sis on institutional accountability in terms of quality, relevance and overall 
performance (Stensaker and Harvey 2011); and (3) the introduction of 
various evaluative measures to inform, control or stimulate both auton-
omy and accountability (Levi-Faur 2014).

As such, it is possible to argue that evaluation is a key measure in the 
new emergent governance patterns in higher education. As discussed in 
Chap. 2, the literature on evaluation is rich in discussions on how to define 
the concept. As mentioned earlier, we define evaluation as procedures for 
assessing aspects such as the effectiveness and quality of public organisa-
tions’ activities, among others (Vedung 2010). Evaluation can be per-
formed by both public and private actors, and it can have both ‘hard’ and 
‘soft’ consequences. Consequences are hard if organisations are sanctioned 
if they do not meet evaluation criteria; consequences are soft if evaluation 
routines are implemented as support for learning and quality development 
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(Weiss 1998). Further, evaluation can be policy driven, managerial or aca-
demic in its design (Hansen 2005). Performance-based national funding 
schemes are examples of policy-driven evaluation. University-driven sys-
tems assessing student satisfaction are examples of managerial-driven eval-
uation, and peer review–based appointment routines are examples of 
academically driven evaluations. As suggested, evaluations can be con-
ducted at different levels of the higher education system (Stensaker and 
Harvey 2011), ranging from national systems of quality assurance to eval-
uation processes that concern universities and their performance or pro-
grammes. With programme, we refer to an ‘organized, planned, and 
usually ongoing effort designed to ameliorate a social problem or improve 
social conditions’ (Rossi et  al. 2004: 29), in our case, educational pro-
grammes. However, the levels at which evaluations are conducted are indi-
cations of where autonomy is found within the system, what this autonomy 
is used for and the accountability demands associated with it.

Evaluation processes can be anchored in a number of evaluation models 
which stipulate the question in focus and specify how to set up criteria for 
assessment. Table  8.1 presents a typology of evaluation models drawn 

Table 8.1 A typology of evaluation models

Evaluation models Questions addressed Evaluation criteria

Result models
 (a) Goal-attainment Have goals been realised? Derived from goals
 (b) Effect Which effects can be 

uncovered?
Open. All types of effects

Process models
 (a) Implementation Are there implementation 

problems?
Assess links from the idea about an 
intervention to decisions about 
design, implementation, addressee 
responses and effects

 (b) Activity Are activity levels 
increasing/decreasing?

Improvement

Actor models
 (a) Users Are users satisfied? Formulated by users
 (b) Stakeholders Are stakeholders satisfied? Formulated by stakeholders
 (c) Peers How do peers assess 

quality?
Formulated by peers
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from the literature on organisational effectiveness (Cameron 1986), the 
literature on programme evaluation (Scriven 2003) and the literature cov-
ering both types of evaluands (Vedung 1997). The typology is a slightly 
revised and simplified version of the typology discussed in Hansen (2005).

The evaluation models in the typology are ideal types falling into three 
categories. The result models are summative. In the classical goal- 
attainment model, results are assessed according to predetermined goals. 
In the effect model, the scope is broader, as all types of effects, intended/
unintended as well as anticipated/unanticipated, are assessed in principle. 
The process models are formative and explanatory, and the actor models 
are anchored in the different actors’ own evaluation criteria.

All models can be said to represent different modes of governance, 
where result models in general are associated with more traditional hierar-
chical governance, process models are often associated with more hori-
zontal and community-oriented governance modes and actor models are 
more related to market and user-type governance approaches (Treib et al. 
2007). Of course, in practice, evaluation designs may often be hybrid phe-
nomena drawing on several models. However, analytically, the models are 
fruitful tools for uncovering the regulatory logic behind the evaluation 
routines (Levi-Faur 2014). As such, they are used later for a comparative 
analysis of the country practices.

The analysis of the evaluation practices is based on several types of data. 
The mapping of the practices is based on official documentary material 
such as governmental reports, as well as on available scholarly analyses. 
The analysis of the experiences of evaluation practices are based on survey 
as well as interview data collected as part of the FINNUT-PERFACAD 
project (see Chap. 1 for a more elaborated presentation).1 In this chapter, 
we use survey data for the comparative analysis of academics’ experiences 
with evaluation practices and then use interview data in a supplementary 
and illustrative way to shed light on the dynamics and experienced impacts 
of evaluation practices of both academics and managers.

mappIng evaluatIon practIces

In this section, evaluation practices are mapped by country in order to 
shed light on similarities and differences across countries. In the mapping 
of the practices, we use the distinctions discussed earlier: policy-driven, 

1 The survey data included in this chapter has been used also in an analysis of accountability 
relationships (Hansen et al. 2019).
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managerial-driven and academic-driven practices. Further, we map evalu-
ation practices related to education activities, research activities and other 
types of evaluands. In the comparison across countries, we use the typol-
ogy of evaluation models to address the discussion on similarities and 
differences.

Denmark

There are eight universities in Denmark. Although the universities are very 
different regarding age, size, profile and structure, the policy-driven exter-
nal evaluation practices they are confronted with are very much alike. 
However, the universities have considerable leeway regarding how to 
implement external evaluation practices in organisational routines and 
how to initiate and implement internal evaluation practices. The overall 
pattern of evaluation practices at Danish universities is presented in 
Table 8.2.

Policy-driven evaluation practices in Denmark are first and foremost 
related to performance-based funding streams. Such systems evaluate per-
formance using indicators. When indicators have been decided on, such 
systems are implemented rather mechanically. In relation to education, 
nearly all resources have been linked to performance, concrete to the 
number of students passing exams, since the 1980s. Since 2009, this mea-
sure has been combined with bonuses given if students accomplish their 
studies in timely fashion (DEA 2011). Bonuses constitute nearly 10% of 
the total amount of funding for educational purposes.

Recently, the funding formula has been further developed, as the 
Parliament has decided on a new formula for 2019 which, besides student 
throughput, includes employability, goal attainment (according to con-
tracts negotiated between the government and the individual university) 
and quality aspects. The quality aspects in the formula have yet to be 
decided, with student and graduate satisfaction and maybe teacher assess-
ment of quality as dimensions being considered. The performance-based 
funding formula is, thus, becoming increasingly complex, and it seems 
more tightly politically governed.

In relation to research, approximately 20% of the total amount of ordi-
nary funding is distributed according to a performance-based formula that 
includes the number of graduates from master’s and PhD programmes, 
the ability to attract external funding and the number of published research 
publications. The future plan of the government is to distribute resources 
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Table 8.2 Overall pattern of evaluation practices at Danish universities

Evaluand Evaluation ‘owners’

Policy driven Managerial driven Academic driven

Education  • Funding formula 
emphasising student 
throughput, employability, 
goal attainment according 
to contracts and quality
 • Pre-evaluation and 
approval of new 
programmes
 • Accreditation of 
quality assurance systems 
and programmes
 • National database 
including information 
about students’ assessment 
of quality and graduates’ 
assessment of relevance, 
among other things

 • Students’ 
satisfaction evaluation 
systems
 • Stakeholder 
curriculum dialogue 
with focus on relevance

 • Classroom 
evaluation dialogue 
with students
 • Examination of 
students

Research  • Partly performance- 
based funding based on 
several criteria including 
bibliometrics

 • Appointment and 
promotion decisions
 • Peer-review 
exercises (department 
level)

 • Classic peer 
review (especially 
publication and 
funding and, to some 
extent, appointments)

Other 
evaluands

 • Development 
contracts laying down 
institutional goals and 
followed up by goal- 
attainment evaluation
 • Since 2017, an annual 
report on HE- and 
research performance

 • Human resource 
initiatives (systems for 
evaluation of managers, 
routine manager- 
individual staff 
dialogue)

 • Other scholarly 
qualifications such as 
third-stream activities 
in relation to 
appointments

on the basis of a new formula emphasising quality over quantity, but how 
to do this has not yet been decided.

According to the principle stated in the university law that universities 
are self-governing institutions, resources are distributed to the universities 
as lump sums. This implies that the university boards are responsible for 
the internal distribution and the principles for use of the resources. This 
again means that the individual university has leeway in deciding on the 
budget model and, thus, is able to strongly influence whether and how the 
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incentives in the funding formulae are implemented onwards in the 
organisation.

Further, in relation to education, the universities are confronted with 
evaluation practices built into accreditation requirements. In 2007, an 
accreditation scheme aiming at approving all bachelor’s and master’s pro-
grammes—new ones as well as existing ones—was established. When 
implemented, the system was criticised for being very bureaucratic. In 
2013, it was decided to turn the accreditation regime into a system for 
improving the quality assurance systems at the universities, emphasising 
both programme quality and relevance. This regime transformation is still 
ongoing. In Denmark, the evaluation of PhD programmes is not included 
in the accreditation system but is handled in a more ad hoc fashion.

Both performance-based funding formulae and the accreditation sys-
tem are laid down in political agreements, accreditation being a national 
political response to the Bologna process. However, considering both 
funding formulae and accreditation as evaluation practices, it becomes 
obvious that these represent hybrid evaluation models. Whereas the most 
recent teaching funding formulae combine different types of result models 
(e.g. goal-attainment, related to contracts, and effect, related to employ-
ability, combined with a user model—probably student satisfaction), the 
research funding formula combines a result model (graduates) more or 
less indirectly with peer review (external funding and publications). Finally, 
the accreditation scheme combines a user model, including both students 
and labour market representatives, with a peer-review model.

In recent years, a national database for comparison across educational 
programmes, UddannelsesZOOM, has been developed. The database 
holds information about study elements and dropout rates, for example, 
but also includes data on students’ assessments of quality and graduates’ 
assessments of relevance.

Development contracts have, for many years, been a political steering 
instrument. The contracts do lay down both national goals and individual 
university goals, and goal fulfilment has been monitored. Funding has not 
previously been a part of the contract regime, but as mentioned earlier, 
this will be the case in the future.

The development contracts are also used as managerial-driven evalua-
tion practices, as faculties and departments are asked to deliver into goal 
fulfilment. Besides this, managerial evaluation practices are first and fore-
most related to education. Student satisfaction evaluation is a routine 
exercise. Evaluations of educational programmes by graduates and stake-
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holders in light of the labour market requirements are carried out in a 
more ad hoc fashion.

From time to time, some universities conduct research evaluations of 
departments by flying in international peers. The peers produce an assess-
ment report which may provide input on, for example, strategy processes, 
but in some situations seems to be more symbolic, legitimising ongoing 
activities. At the individual level, managers are obliged to conduct what 
are called ‘staff development conversations’ on an annual basis. Some 
managers use this occasion to evaluate staff performance related to publi-
cation activities and activities aiming at attracting external funding. In 
recent years, recruitment and promotion procedures related to academic 
staff have been changed. Traditional peer review is still part of these pro-
cesses, but, today, heads of departments and deans have much more influ-
ence on these evaluation processes, as well as on the subsequent 
decisions.

Thus, the importance of academic-driven evaluation practices in rela-
tion to recruitment and promotion has been challenged. Collegial pro-
cesses as well as collegial bodies have become advisory and not, as before, 
decision-making bodies. In the case of evaluation activities related to key 
academic activities, teaching and research, academic-driven evaluation 
practices are, however, very important. Examination processes related to 
learning outcomes have become more structured. The same goes for PhD 
programmes and the monitoring and evaluation of PhD students’ activi-
ties. In research, peer review constitutes the core of evaluation related to 
publishing and funding decisions.

Finland

There are 15 universities in Finland, 14 of which are under the Ministry of 
Education and Culture, and the direct government core funding they 
receive is about half of their total funding. For these 14 universities, the 
evaluation practices are generally based on legislation, but the universities 
also influence the evaluation practices themselves. The overall pattern of 
evaluation practices at the Finnish universities are presented in Table 8.3.

Common policy-driven evaluation practices have been developing since 
the 1990s in which the idea of Finnish universities accepting responsibility 
for the quality of their research and education has gained ground. A com-
mon Universities Act in 1997 replaced separate University Acts that had 
regulated each university in earlier years. This was the starting point for a 
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Table 8.3 Overall pattern of evaluation practices at Finnish universities

Evaluand Evaluation ‘owners’

Policy driven Managerial driven Academic driven

Education  • Funding formula 
emphasising focus areas, 
employability and national 
duties
 • Field-specific funding and 
external funding for 
specialisation studies and 
non-degree programmes
 • Quality assurance

 • Contracting, 
performance 
agreements, demand 
for relevance, student 
credits, student 
mobility

 • Traditional 
quality assurance, 
graduates’ 
employment, student 
feedback after 
bachelor’s degree

Research  • Policy initiatives as the 
government’s key projects 
and reforms, including direct 
government funding for 
strategic development for 
national education and 
science policy aims

 • Performance 
agreements (internal 
and external), 
corporate funding

 • Scholarly 
publications (JuFo), 
international and 
domestic competitive 
research funding

Other 
evaluands

 • State of Scientific 
Research in Finland (report)

 • Human resource 
management

 • Regulation-based 
university evaluation 
of research

university system in which evaluation could be a system-guiding and eco-
nomic factor. Since 2005, the Finnish universities have been implementing 
the European principles of quality assurance at institutions and at the 
national level. The Finnish universities apply quality as a key element in 
evaluating higher education. The Universities Act (2009) obliges universi-
ties to participate in the evaluation of their operations and quality systems, 
but the universities also decide on their quality systems. The Finnish sys-
tem is based on the idea of developing quality systems (enhancement-led 
evaluations) that correspond to the European principles of quality assur-
ance (FINEEC 2016).

The role of the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre (FINEEC) is cru-
cial in these institutional audits. FINEEC is a semi-independent institu-
tion funded by the Ministry of Education and Culture, and it produces the 
information for knowledge-based decision-making in the development of 
education. The process is based on enhancement-led principles to reach 
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universities’ strategic goals. The final results of the university audits are 
decided by the Higher Education Evaluation Committee of FINEEC.

Further, the Ministry of Education and Culture conducts performance 
negotiations with each university annually, and indicators defined in the 
funding formula since 1998 play a key role in these negotiations (Hicks 
2012). Even as recently as the early 2000s, these indicators were mostly 
quantitative, but the quality factor has been emphasised more in recent 
years. The significance of ‘quality’ in the Ministry’s 2017 funding formula 
has a strong correlation with key performance indicators: education is 
39%, research is 33% and other education and science policy consider-
ations are 28% of the total government core funding.

The field-specific funding emphasises art, engineering, natural sciences, 
medicine, dentistry and veterinary medicine. Ten percent of the funding 
depends on the number of students who complete 55 study points a year. 
This is to improve performance by reducing the time spent in formal study. 
Two percent of funding is based on the number of employed graduates, and 
3% is based on student feedback. All in all, the Finnish development reflects 
the international story of university quality assurance in the 2000s being 
about impact, quality and internationalisation and governments accordingly 
changing funding formulae (Jongbloed and Vossensteyn 2016).

In research, quality determines 9% of the total core funding. The model 
includes indicators for competitive research funding and corporate fund-
ing. The funding formula also includes other education and science policy 
matters covering strategy development, field-specific funding and national 
duties. These indicators in institutional negotiations are partly quality and 
partly impact and internationalisation.

Based on regulation, the Finnish Academy is responsible for the evalu-
ation of research in Finland. A report, ‘The State of Scientific Research in 
Finland’, is launched every second year, aiming to strengthen knowledge- 
based policymaking in science policy. The report contains analyses of 
research personnel, funding, scientific impact, bibliometric analysis and 
co-publications. There are also comparisons with the most important ref-
erence countries.

The policy basis described earlier applies to the internal funding alloca-
tion of universities. However, managerial-driven evaluation practices are 
varied. Some universities follow the indicator of external financing as 
closely as possible. For some other universities, however, the internal allo-
cation model is based primarily on historical allocations. The role of qual-
ity in performance management is strong for the universities that follow 
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external funding indicators in their internal allocations (Aarrevaara et al. 
2018). University tools for the implementation of internal allocation in 
education include performance-based negotiation or the determination of 
block grants on a historical basis through a performance contract or a 
combination of these models (Pruvot et al. 2015).

Performance management and quality assurance started to be accepted 
almost simultaneously at Finnish universities in the 2000s. These two fac-
tors have strengthened the role of universities as autonomous institutions. 
However, academic-driven evaluation practices, academic traditions and 
collegial practices are still strong factors in elements of quality manage-
ment. Some of the funding formula indicators relate to a publication 
forum, JuFo, classifying publications at three qualitative levels. The publi-
cation forum is a system maintained by scholarly communities. The impor-
tance of degree qualifications, academic evaluation and, in particular, 
peer-review practices are central to the university system. The Universities 
Act (2009) obliges universities to evaluate these practices regularly every 
year in negotiations between the universities and the Ministry of Education 
and Culture.

Norway

There are currently ten universities in Norway. These universities are very 
different according to age, size, profile and structure, but the policy-driven 
external evaluation practices they are confronted with are very similar. The 
universities still have considerable autonomy concerning their own inter-
nal evaluation practices, although some types of evaluations are required 
by law (Stensaker 2014).

The overall pattern of evaluation practices at Norwegian universities is 
presented in Table 8.4.

Policy-driven evaluation practices in Norway are first and foremost 
related to performance-based funding streams. The number of credit 
points taken determines 25% of the total budget. This system was intro-
duced as part of a major reform in 2003 intended to strengthen the qual-
ity, relevance and efficiency of Norwegian higher education (Stensaker 
2014). Due to increased criticism of credit points as the key indicator for 
educational performance, recent changes include the introduction of a 
new indicator related to study programme completion. However, this 
indicator has so far only been linked to a small amount of the performance- 
based funding. A further expansion of possible indicators included in the 
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Table 8.4 Overall pattern of evaluation practices at Norwegian universities

Evaluand Evaluation ‘owners’

Policy driven Managerial driven Academic driven

Education  • Partly performance- 
based funding (25% of 
total budget) 
emphasising student 
credits taken
 • Institutional 
accreditation of all 
universities
 • Accreditation of 
study programmes in 
university colleges at MSc 
and PhD level
 • National student 
satisfaction survey 
(mandatory for 
institutions to participate 
in)

 • Institutional QA 
systems, including 
routine reviews of study 
programmes
 • Stakeholder forum 
where institutions and 
representatives of 
employers discuss 
relevance of educational 
offerings (mandatory)

 • Student evaluation 
of teaching 
(mandatory to 
conduct, but 
autonomy is given 
regarding design)
 • External 
examination system 
administered 
decentrally by the 
individual institution 
(mandatory)

Research  • Partly performance- 
based funding (15% of 
the total budget)
 • A national system for 
bibliometric registration 
of research output (used 
as input to performance- 
based funding)
 • National evaluations 
of disciplines (rotating 
system)

 • The development of 
performance reports on 
research output

 • Classic peer 
review regarding 
external funding of 
projects, publications 
and academic 
appointments 
(mandatory)

Other 
evaluands

 • Development 
contracts currently 
piloted in some 
institutions
 • A national database 
containing key 
performance indicators 
on a range of dimensions 
enable the possibility for 
institutional 
benchmarking
 • An annual report on 
R&D, innovation and 
HE performance, 
indicators etc.

 • Human resource 
initiatives (systems for 
evaluation of managers, 
routine manager- 
individual staff 
dialogues)
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performance-based funding system is likely, though it might be in relation 
to recent experiments with developmental contracts between the Ministry 
of Education and individual institutions. In relation to research, approxi-
mately 15% of the total amount of ordinary funding is distributed accord-
ing to a performance-based formula for research output regarding the 
number of publications, external funding from the EU and so on. The 
research-output funding of research is based on input from a national 
database for academic publishing called Cristin.

A national system of institutional accreditation is also an important ele-
ment in the policy-driven education practices in Norway. This system 
accredits all public and private higher education institutions (HEIs), and 
accreditations determine the degree of institutional autonomy provided. 
For example, being given the status of a university implies full autonomy 
concerning the establishment of new study programmes at all levels. In 
Norway, PhD programmes are included in the accreditation system—with 
respect to both the institutional accreditation system and when university 
colleges without the independent right to establish PhD programmes 
apply to the national quality assurance agency for specific recognition.

It should be noted that a considerable portion of these resources is 
distributed to universities in the form of lump-sum funding (60%), allow-
ing the institutions significant autonomy concerning their strategic devel-
opment. Formally, university boards are responsible for the internal 
distribution and the principles for using economic resources, and the 
boards also have full autonomy regarding how the university should be 
internally organised. This again means that the individual university has 
considerable leeway in deciding on the budget model and, thus, is able to 
influence whether and how the incentives in the funding formulae are 
implemented onwards within the organisation.

Additional policy-driven forms of evaluation play an important role in 
the Norwegian higher education system. First, the Research Council con-
ducts—on a rotating basis—their independent national assessments of spe-
cific disciplines, a practice that tends to have implications for how later 
external research funding schemes and programmes directed at these disci-
plines are designed. Partly linked to these evaluation processes, the Council 
also produces an annual report on R&D outputs, staff, performance, inno-
vation and so on for the entire Norwegian higher education system.

More recent policy-initiated evaluations include a national student sat-
isfaction survey conducted by the national QA agency, in addition to 
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experiments with national exams in particular disciplines aimed at estab-
lishing and upholding national academic standards.

Compared to the relatively high number of policy-driven evaluations, 
there are relatively few managerial-driven evaluation practices in Norway. 
Perhaps the most influential of these is the institutional QA system, man-
datory for every university and college to establish, in which issues such as 
management, formal responsibilities and evaluation are central (Stensaker 
2014). These QA systems have been a central element of the national 
accreditation system in place since 2004 and are tightly linked to the 
external checks conducted by the national QA agency at an institutional 
level every sixth year. In some institutions, this QA system has been 
expanded to the area of research and has become more integrated into the 
regular steering of the institutions.

Every higher education institution in Norway is also required to estab-
lish a formal forum where institutional representatives and representatives 
from employers evaluate and advise the institutions about the relevance of 
the educational offerings. Finally, several formal evaluations related to an 
expanding and more professional administration and the perceived need 
for more data and knowledge in the area of human resources management 
have been developed administratively within universities.

Academic-driven evaluation practices have become a more common 
phenomenon in Norway since World War II. However, an external exam-
iner system had already been institutionalised decades earlier. Also, stu-
dent evaluation of teaching has a relatively long history in Norway, 
although these activities were later incorporated into the institutional QA 
systems. While it is mandatory for institutions to conduct student evalua-
tions of teaching according to national regulations, there is significant 
room for individual autonomy concerning how these systems are designed 
and implemented.

As in many other Nordic countries, a considerable number of evalua-
tion activities are conducted as part of the daily running of the universities, 
including academics’ involvement in evaluating the possibility of being 
granted externally funded research projects, evaluations in relation to aca-
demic appointments and so on. While universities have started to change 
the ways in which academic staff is recruited, there is still significant focus 
put on the traditional peer-review procedure in Norwegian higher 
education.
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Sweden

There are 15 public and 2 private universities in Sweden. In addition, 
there are more than 30 university colleges providing higher education. 
There are many differences across the sector when it comes to size, scien-
tific scope and relation between teaching and research. All universities 
report to the government, and their operations are regulated by the laws 
and statutes that apply to the higher education sector. They are nationally 
evaluated by the Higher Education Authority (UKÄ). In addition, they 
have the responsibility of initiating and undertaking their own evaluations 
(Table 8.5).

The policy-driven evaluation practices in Sweden are partially based on 
metrics. In education, a funding system based on the input and output of 
students was introduced in 1993. Approximately half of the money is allo-
cated upon student admission, the other half when students complete 
their studies. This system does not include any evaluation component but, 

Table 8.5 Overall pattern of evaluation practices at Swedish universities

Evaluand Evaluation ‘owners’

Policy driven Managerial driven Academic driven

Education  • Higher Education 
Authority (UKÄ): 
accreditation, 
institutional audits, 
reviews of subjects and 
programmes

 • HEI-initiated 
educational assessment 
exercises, institutional 
standardised systems 
for course evaluation

 • Collegial bodies’ 
decisions on new courses 
and programmes, 
teacher-driven evaluation 
of courses, assessment 
and examination of 
students

Research  • Bibliometrics: 
publications, citations 
and external funding; 
national evaluations of 
subjects and 
programmes (like 
centres of excellence)

 • HEI-initiated 
research assessment 
exercises, performance 
indicators; ad hoc 
benchmarking within 
networks

 • Classic peer review 
(funding, publication, 
appointments)

Other 
evaluands

 • Human resources 
initiatives (systems for 
evaluation of 
managers, routine 
manager-individual 
staff dialogue)
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rather, is mechanical in character. However, the assessment of students’ 
performances indirectly affects the outcome. This system has, at times, 
been criticised and is currently once again under review. The critical 
remarks are related to quality; the argument put forward has been that 
academic staff become pressured to lower standards in order to get stu-
dents through educational programmes. This has been particularly preva-
lent in areas and institutions where student admissions have been less 
competitive.

The national evaluation of higher education is under the authority of 
the UKÄ, which undertakes accreditations of new programmes, subject 
and programme reviews, thematic evaluations and institutional audits. It 
evaluates education at all three levels. The focus of the evaluation system 
has varied over time but has always comprised control, enhancement and 
information as the three main aims, currently with more emphasis on 
enhancement-driven institutional audits as compared with the previous, 
more control-oriented subject and programme reviews.

In research, a performance-based funding system was introduced in 
2009 based on indicators: external funding, citations and publications. 
This was a major shift in Swedish research policy and part and parcel of a 
larger reform agenda. Over time, 10–20% of the total funding has been 
allocated on the basis of these indicators. Until then, the direct state fund-
ing was allocated entirely based on the size and number of academic staff, 
sometimes referred to as ‘historical principles’.

Managerial-driven evaluation practices are also in place. In addition to 
the national systems, there have been a number of initiatives at the institu-
tional level, both in education and research. The national policy-driven 
systems described earlier have, to varying degrees, ‘trickled down’ to the 
universities (Hammarfelt et al. 2016). The first research assessment exer-
cise at the institutional level was launched at Uppsala University in 2007 
(called Quality and Renewal), which was subsequently followed by a num-
ber of similar exercises at other institutions. They have all used peer-review 
panels and bibliometrics as standard procedure. Some of the Swedish uni-
versities have repeated the exercises more than once, usually with a slightly 
altered methodology (Bomark 2016). They have, for instance, put more 
focus on research environments (Quality and Renewal, Uppsala University 
2017) or societal impact (RAE, KTH Royal Institute of Technology). The 
outcomes of the evaluations have been used in various ways: for funding 
allocations (e.g. in the case of bonuses), for further support (for less-than- 
excellent environments) or simply for recognition (Karlsson 2017).
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Similar initiatives from the HEI management have been taken on the 
educational side. This was particularly the case during a period when some 
leading universities, in light of more formal autonomy and a criticised 
national evaluation system, decided to instigate their own subject and pro-
gramme reviews (Karlsson et al. 2014). The variation in aims and method-
ology was even larger than in the case of research. These reviews were also 
affected by the research assessments, contributing to a general feeling of 
evaluation fatigue in Swedish higher education. The current national sys-
tem puts much emphasis on the universities’ own responsibility for assur-
ing and enhancing quality. This might indicate more management-led 
evaluations in the near future, both in the form of large-scale,  comprehensive 
exercises like the ones mentioned earlier and by introducing more for-
malised quality assurance cycles and processes on an annual basis.

Although both policy- and managerial-driven evaluation practices have 
been intensified, academic-driven evaluation practices do not seem to have 
decreased, either in number or in importance. Many of them are inter-
twined with managerial practices, such as the hiring of academic staff and 
promotion decisions. The relation between the collegial bodies at Swedish 
universities and the line management has been discussed quite frequently 
in the last decade. As a consequence of the autonomy reform in 2011, col-
legial bodies have, like in Denmark, become more advisory than decision- 
making. However, all major decisions regarding academic core activities 
shall still be made by academically qualified staff, according to the Higher 
Education ordinance.

Evaluation practices regarding academic activities start with the assess-
ment of students. This is an area in which academic judgement is key, and 
traditionally, this has been under the discretion of academic staff themselves 
with few guidelines. Increasingly, the assessment of students has become 
more structured and more related to intended learning outcomes, a devel-
opment fuelled by the Bologna process. This development is intended to 
increase the transparency of the assessment process. Furthermore, doctoral 
education has also become rationalised and structured, moving away from 
the traditional master-apprentice model to becoming an education based 
on a curriculum, structured supervision, occasional mentoring and indi-
vidual study plans to be followed up at least once annually.

In the research realm, peer-review activities seem to grow continuously 
due to an increasing number of publications, journals, book publishers 
and conferences. Official reports from the Swedish Research Council show 
that Swedish researchers are indeed very productive in terms of publica-
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tions but also that their papers are not as cited as the other top nations 
(Vetenskapsrådet 2017).

Closely related to both policy-driven and managerial practices are the 
evaluations performed in research councils and private foundations that 
inform decisions on funding. Typically, leading professors form peer- 
review panels who grade research applications. Since a large portion (55%) 
of Swedish public research funding is external and competitive, these 
activities are important (Geschwind 2017).

Comparison

The mapping of evaluation practices in the Nordic countries has revealed 
both similarities and differences across countries. In this respect, our find-
ings are in line with former studies focussing more narrowly on national 
evaluation systems related to education (Hansen 2014; Schmidt 2017). In 
all four countries, policy- and managerial-driven evaluation practices are 
widespread. And these types of evaluations have become more important 
compared to academic-driven practices. Further, policy-driven evaluation 
practices seem to include more performance elements across time as still 
more indicators and measures are developed and included in evaluation 
practices.

The process can be observed in relation to both education and research 
evaluation. In evaluation practices related to education, student activity 
measures have become supplemented with measures focussing on timely 
student throughput, student satisfaction and employability. And in evalu-
ation practices related to research, classical academic peer-review routines 
have been supplemented with bibliometric measures in the form of publi-
cation and citation counting, as well as with an attention to impact. This 
development has raised discussions on whether the performance-based 
funding systems have promoted quantity more than quality. In recent 
years, there seems to have been a turn towards giving more weight to 
quality.

There are, however, differences across countries regarding which new 
measures to adopt and when to adopt them. The Nordic countries seem 
to monitor each other’s evaluation practices as well as those of other 
northern European countries, thereby seeking inspiration for further 
developing their own practices. Differences across countries are also seen 
in how they have responded to the evaluation demands implemented 
according to the Bologna process. In Denmark, the accreditation system, 
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although now in transformation, has constituted a hard regulation system 
stating that every educational programme has to be accredited. In Norway 
and Sweden, universities have more authority to establish new pro-
grammes. In Finland, a softer, enhancement-led quality assurance 
approach, rather than an accreditation approach, has been adopted, and in 
Sweden, institutional audits have now become the main feature of the 
national system, evaluating the quality assurance systems rather than the 
quality itself.

Further, performance-based research funding schemes are anchored in 
different approaches. Denmark, Finland and Norway have schemes focus-
sing on counting publications, while Sweden’s scheme centres on assess-
ing the number of citations. Although the publication counting schemes 
look similar at first sight, emphasising scholarly publications and competi-
tive funding, there are important differences. For example, the transpar-
ency in the Norwegian system is much stronger than in the Danish system. 
This fact probably makes it much easier to use the performance informa-
tion in the system for other purposes than the official purpose related to 
the redistribution of resources at the national level.

In Norway and Finland, national research evaluation systems driven by 
the Norwegian Research Council and the Finnish Academy have been 
developed, whereas the approaches in Sweden and Denmark have been 
university led or faculty anchored.

Table 8.6 summarises our findings on evaluation models; result models, 
process models and actor models are in use.

Overall, similar evaluation models have been implemented across the 
Nordic countries. We find result, process and actor models in use in all 
four countries. At the same time, however, there are many differences in 
the details. For example, activity-based educational funding formulae are 
used in one way or another in all four Nordic countries. In Denmark and 
Norway, the number of credit points taken are important; in Sweden, the 
number of completed degrees is prioritised. In Denmark and Norway, the 
emphasis on timely student throughputs is more intense than in Finland 
and Sweden.

Activity- and effect-based funding formulae are also in use in the alloca-
tion of resources to research. Research funding formulae, however, also 
differ across countries. For example, Sweden is the only country that 
includes effect indicators in the form of citation counts.

In all the countries, we also find examples of policy-driven indicators 
reflected in managerial practices at both the organisational and individual 
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Table 8.6 Evaluation models in use

Evaluation models Used in evaluation 
procedures

Country

Result models
 • Goal attainment  • Contract steering  • DK, FI, NO
 • Effect  • Employability focus  • DK, FI

 • Ability to attract 
external funding, 
influence funding for 
research

 • DK, FI, NO, SWE

 • Citation patterns 
influence funding for 
research

 • SWE

Process models
 • Activity  • Funding formula 

education
 • DK, FI, NO, SWE

 • Formula including 
student throughput

 • DK, NO

 • Funding formula 
research (publications)

 • DK, FI, NO, SWE

Actor models
 • Users  • Student surveys  • DK, FI, NO. Gaining importance 

at the national level
 • Stakeholders  • Relevance in 

education
 • DK, NO

 • Peers  • Research evaluation  • All countries. Classic use in 
relation to publishing and funding 
decisions. Challenged in relation to 
appointment and promotion decisions

employers’ level, as some universities implement national indicators in 
internal resource allocation, hiring and firing procedures and decisions 
concerning individuals’ reward-based salaries. However, universities apply 
these practices in very different ways.

experIences oF evaluatIon practIces

The previous section mapped and compared evaluation practices across 
the Nordic countries. In this section, the focus is on how academics expe-
rience these practices. Key questions on this aspect include: Do they find 
it legitimate and meaningful? How do they experience its impacts?
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Academics’ Views on Evaluation: Meaningful?

The survey data (Table 8.7) show that Nordic academics perceive evalua-
tion as a fairly legitimate task. However, there seems to be some misalign-
ment between the personal opinions regarding academic performance and 
measured academic performance. Evaluation is experienced most nega-
tively in Denmark. In particular, there is a striking difference between 
Denmark and the other Nordic countries in perceiving measurement as a 
sign of mistrust.

Many interviewees reflected upon the meaning of the growing number 
of evaluations. An interviewee from Sweden described how policy-driven 
evaluations fuel managerial-driven evaluations, as some universities under-
take their own evaluations to prepare for the national reviews carried out 
by the UKÄ:

There are, like, so many evaluations. Before UKÄ, there are also a couple of 
internal evaluations, etc. (Flagship, Social science)

A department head from Denmark (flagship, natural science) gave voice 
to an experience of evaluation overload. This person felt that too much 
evaluation is conducted, with some evaluation procedures being principles 
without specific purposes. Further, the same individual had experienced 
evaluation procedures taking a lot of time but seldom producing new 
knowledge.

Various evaluations on research, teaching, university activities and the 
innovation system in Finland have also caused a lot of work for the inter-
viewees. Although various evaluations produce legitimacy according to 

Table 8.7 Respondents’ views on the legitimacy of evaluation and measurement 
(percentage of those who answered 4 (agree) and 5 (strongly agree))

Denmark 
(%)

Finland 
(%)

Norway 
(%)

Sweden 
(%)

Control and evaluation of my work is a 
legitimate task

42 46 49 51

Internal procedures for measuring academic 
performance are in accordance with my 
understanding of academic performance

18 25 22 23

In my opinion, performance measurements 
are signs of mistrust

47 23 36 28
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the survey results, the knowledge base of these evaluations is subject to 
much criticism. The main argument of the criticism is that the information 
used does not sufficiently support the academic tasks. One of the leaders 
of an academic unit stated:

I feel that our own observations, development work, monitoring and stu-
dent feedback, locally, and our general evaluation are more useful compared 
to the management system, even at the faculty level. (Regional, academic 
leader, sciences)

One of the Swedish interviewees belonging to the social sciences 
reflected upon the implications of changes in evaluation practices and 
experienced them as mistrust:

I think it used to be part of the profession to be able to … just like teachers, 
and there has been a deprofessionalisation, that’s for sure. […] Well, they 
(academic assessments) have been replaced by these quantitative evaluation 
systems rather than showing confidence in those who are educated to the 
assessments themselves. (Flagship, social sciences)

When asked about the degree of changes regarding evaluation and 
accountability issues in the last decade, all the groups reported an increased 
focus on this. In Norway, an administrator stated:

[…] as management, we are required to have a little more accountability by 
our owner, KD [Ministry of Education], than we were 10 years ago […] But 
we are working hard to fulfil what we think are the orders we have received. 
Also, in other areas as well, I feel that we must be more responsible for the 
good management of human resources […] We have had financial prob-
lems. There is more focus [now] on having proper management and control 
processes. It must be quality assured … We got a quality assurance system 
from Bologna. So, yes, I really feel that it has become more [focus on evalu-
ation]. (Flagship, administrator)

Still, there were large variations in how meaningful this development 
was. Some found evaluation meaningful:

I am stimulated by the demand for higher performance. I want to do more. 
I get motivated to do more when people around me appreciate what I am 
doing and give feedback. (Regional, manager, sciences)
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Others were more detached and did not pay attention to this regime, 
while some were more critical, questioning the role of universities as inde-
pendent institutions if they were met by such indicators and questioning 
the impact from New Public Management.

Academics’ Views on Impacts of Evaluation

Table 8.8 shows that academics from all the countries are quite pessimistic 
about the positive impacts of measurement and evaluation, with respect to 
both performance and the atmosphere at work, regardless of the fact that 
they consider evaluation a rather legitimate activity. This observation holds 
true for both research and teaching tasks. Denmark differs most from the 
other three countries, particularly concerning research rather than teach-
ing. In the perceptions of impacts of research performance measurement 
on work atmosphere specifically, the Danish figures are considerably lower 
than the figures for Sweden, especially, but also for Norway.

The interview data illustrate a range of different impacts of educational 
evaluation, from non-positive to positive. A Danish academic (flagship, 
natural science) characterised the teaching team to which he belonged as 
anarchistic. They routinely conduct student evaluations using surveys. 

Table 8.8 Respondents’ views on the impact of evaluation and measurement 
(percentage of those who answered 4 (agree) and 5 (strongly agree))

Denmark 
(%)

Finland 
(%)

Norway 
(%)

Sweden 
(%)

Measurements increase my performance in 
teaching

13 16 18 18

Measurements increase my performance in 
research

16 26 26 28

Teaching performance measurements have a 
positive impact on the atmosphere 
surrounding academic work

11 12 16 19

Research performance measurements have a 
positive impact on the atmosphere 
surrounding academic work

11 15 19 26

Control and evaluation of my work has a 
positive impact on my teaching performance

16 20 23 29

Control and evaluation of my work has a 
positive impact on my research performance

14 23 22 26
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These results are read, and sometimes colleagues have fun doing that, but 
in his experience, the evaluations do not influence practice.

Others, however, characterised the routine student evaluations as a 
kind of fire alarm. If an evaluation uncovered problems, action was neces-
sary. Sometimes, not-so-good evaluations also had the consequence of the 
responsible programme leader having to explain upwards in the hierarchy: 
‘Up to father and over the knee’, as one (flagship, academic, social science) 
phrased it. In this way, evaluation routines can be seen as enhancing 
accountability.

Some of the Swedish interviewees also reflected upon the positive 
impacts of the external educational evaluations carried out by the UKÄ. 
They saw the evaluations as opportunities to work with quality develop-
ment at the organisational level:

And actually then, there has been good quality work as a consequence. 
Although nobody thinks this last evaluation system has been particularly 
good, the result has been good … You got an opportunity to reflect and go 
through the education holistically and scrutinise this with successive pro-
gression and coherence, etc. (Flagship, Social Sciences)

If a programme faces a negative outcome in an external evaluation, this 
seems to lead to extensive internal activity, as reputation could be 
threatened:

Well, of course, that we made it the first round was considered kind of good. 
I know my colleague at the XX programme, the programme director, when 
they failed the first round, they had a huge amount of work inwards in the 
organization. (Flagship, Social Sciences)

Also, if national evaluations are linked to funding, and good perfor-
mance is rewarded with extra money, impact was thought to increase:

Well, when there was talk about linking funding to evaluation, then people 
really got busy. (Regional, Social Sciences)

Further, some interviewees also reflected upon the impact of educa-
tional evaluations at the system level. Here, the experience was that evalu-
ations have led to a greater awareness of who is good and who is less good. 
This is particularly the case in evaluations where grading is used:
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One can only see that we had this [name of evaluation]; it led to an increased 
awareness of: they are good, they are less good. Even if it’s not exactly a 
competition, I think it leads in that direction. (Flagship, Regional)

As for the Norwegian academics, they are also performing student eval-
uations of the different subjects, but the impact of the evaluations varies:

What comes out of the evaluations depends—here, I am very arrogant—it 
depends on which students are showing up during the evaluation. (Regional, 
Academic, Sciences)

Most of them emphasised that the feedback from students was of high 
importance for them; however, the informal system through the daily con-
tact with students was of higher importance than the institutionalised 
evaluation systems, as illustrated here:

Well, I have a strong focus on the student feedback. But not through the 
formal system. I organise it myself. Informal and self-organised. (Flagship, 
Academic, Social Sciences)

In relation to research evaluation, the Danish interview data show that 
managers who ‘own’ evaluations are positive regarding the impact on per-
formance. For example, a former and a present dean at different universi-
ties (both social sciences) who had introduced performance-based research 
funding had both experienced a positive impact on research performance. 
However, they were also aware that undesirable side effects could occur, 
and, when such effects were recognised, the evaluation practices had been 
changed.

The interviews clearly indicate that evaluations also have an impact on 
the atmosphere of the academic units. The evaluations’ consequences for 
the atmosphere of academic life are not necessarily constant, because the 
competitive situations are temporary in character. These situations, espe-
cially before an evaluation, highlight the contradiction between unit-based 
interests and collegiality. A leader of a Finnish academic unit stated:

Every time, a little depends on our situation, and if we are evaluated, we 
cannot truly be collegial. Frankly, the academic leaders of the large units 
somehow have their own interest. (Regional, academic leader, sciences)

From the Norwegian data, we can read that the impact of evaluations 
is more closely connected to research than teaching. This is seen through 
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the employment process but also through the allocation of funds. The 
metric system for publications is of particular importance for allocations at 
both the individual level (e.g. allocation of funds for daily operating activi-
ties, conferences and sabbaticals) and the institutional level (e.g. getting 
PhD students). There are critical voices that question whether this focus 
in the evaluations is of importance, but they also question this emphasis on 
research over teaching. A statement from a manager regarding the hiring 
procedures illustrates this:

Research is what comes first in the review of the competences of applicants 
… The evaluation from the review committee contains 14 pages related to 
research, and then there might be a couple of sentences at the end, summing 
up: “The applicant has been teaching for ten years, so he must be compe-
tent.” So, we are also focussed on highlighting development projects on the 
teaching side. (Regional, Manager, Social sciences)

Although the overall survey data indicate that academics are quite pes-
simistic about the direct impacts of evaluation and measurement, the 
interview data show that there may be, indirectly, more positive dynamics 
following these activities.

dIscussIon and conclusIon

The analysis in this chapter has drawn on a broad conceptualisation of the 
concept of evaluation. Evaluation has been defined as ‘procedures for 
assessing the effectiveness and quality of public organisations’. This broad 
conceptualisation has made it possible to bridge the analyses in the other 
chapters in Part II of this book. While those chapters have gone thor-
oughly into the dynamics and influence of evaluation-based funding sys-
tems, managerialism and strategy work, this chapter has given the broader 
picture of how these themes are interrelated.

The analysis has shown that there are different evaluation practices 
within the Nordic region, though the ideas behind developing evaluation 
practices are similar; they aim at improving performance on a wide range 
of aspects, such as quality, effectiveness and, in some contexts, especially in 
recent years, internationalisation, impact and employability. But looking 
into the specific practices, evaluation systems are varied. In relation to 
education, the Nordic countries adopt slightly different compared to the 
evaluation requirements in the Bologna process, and they include slightly 
different indicators in their performance-based funding systems. In rela-
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tion to research, Finland and Norway have developed national evaluation 
systems: in Finland, driven by the Finnish Academy, and in Norway by the 
research council. In Denmark and Sweden, there are no national systems 
as such. Here, the universities have more autonomy to organise evalua-
tions  themselves. Also, performance-based funding systems related to 
research include different indicators and are organised differently. 
Internationally popular governance and evaluation ideas are, thus, trans-
lated into national policy agendas and administrative cultures. We find 
convergence in policy talk but less convergence in practices (Pollitt 2002).

Even though quality enhancement has been an important topic on the 
national agendas, a discussion is ongoing on whether evaluation practices 
and indicators related to both research and education have caused the 
focus to move from quality to quantity. This has raised an agenda about 
how to develop systems and practices focussing more on ‘real’ quality. 
Future studies should look into how this agenda develops and how the 
initiatives implemented influence university performance.

A general pattern across the four countries is that policy-driven evalua-
tion schemes have been institutionalised and expanded, and management- 
oriented schemes—sometimes mirroring the national systems—have 
gained importance. Last but not least, the academic-driven evaluations 
have proliferated in systems with fierce competition for recognition and 
rewards. Given the public nature and the long tradition of public sector 
steering in the Nordic region, the national policy-driven initiatives are still 
seen as quite legitimate by the academic staff. As seen in these case studies, 
the growth of policy- and managerial-driven schemes have not meant a 
reduction in academic forms of evaluations, resulting in an overall growth 
of evaluations in the system. There are, however, signs that academic 
forms of evaluation are changing, as indicators used in the policy-driven 
evaluation systems are finding their way into academic evaluation prac-
tices, just as academic evaluation is becoming a stepping stone for 
managerialism.

Although the policy-driven evaluation schemes in all the countries seem 
to carry some legitimacy, academic staff throughout the Nordic region do 
not consider these very effective as tools for improving performance, 
either in research or in education. It seems that evaluation criteria in pol-
icy- and managerial-driven evaluation schemes often do not match aca-
demic definitions of what constitutes and supports good performance. 
Danish academics, in particular, were found to be quite negative towards 
the potential performative impact of evaluations. Why Denmark stands 
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out is not easy to identify through our data, but one possible explanation 
is that evaluations have perhaps been perceived as more ‘intrusive’ when 
compared to those implemented in the other Nordic countries. A related 
explanation is that Denmark also seems to have more expansion in 
managerial- driven evaluations than the other countries, which may have 
contributed to the negative atmosphere. It is also possible that the nega-
tive perceptions identified among the Danish academics are an indicator of 
‘evaluation fatigue’. Maybe evaluation has been overdone, and a proper 
balance between higher education policy initiatives, managerial initiatives 
and academic duties has not yet been found.

Returning to some of the concepts introduced in our analytical frame-
work, it could be argued that evaluations have taken up a central role in 
the changed governance of higher education in all four countries. Given 
the historical forms of governance of higher education found in the Nordic 
region, it is striking that the growth of evaluation schemes, to a large 
extent, is policy driven and, as such, under the supervision of the national 
authorities. While the state has delegated a substantial number of evalua-
tions to intermediate bodies and agencies, the governance of the sector is 
still very much a public affair in all the countries. This pattern reflects the 
intensified accountability demands due to the growth of the higher educa-
tion sectors and the corresponding increases in tax-financed resources 
spent. It also shows that decentralisation in the form of increased institu-
tional autonomy occurs in tandem with centralisation initiatives, a pattern 
also known from the hospital sectors in some of the countries (Torjesen 
et al. 2017).

One can, however, also argue that the new element found in the region 
is not so much the dominant position taken by the state but, rather, that 
many of the evaluation schemes introduced are summative and result- 
oriented with elements of user and stakeholder orientation. What we see, 
therefore, is that the nation states are strengthening competition in the 
sectors and developing more market-like governance structures while still 
holding on to the Nordic universal welfare model.
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