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CHAPTER 7

Strategy as Dialogue and Engagement

Timo Aarrevaara, Rómulo Pinheiro, and Johan Söderlind

Introduction

Interest in organisational strategy spans more than half a century and is a 
central topic in the business management and organisational literature 
(Miles et  al. 1978; Chandler 2003). Within the organisational field of 
higher education, particularly in Northern Europe, strategic planning has 
only emerged in the last two decades or so, as a result of governmental 
reforms inspired by ‘new public management’ (Mouwen 2000; Rip 2004; 
Salminen 2003), leading to the rise of strategic science regimes. Strategy 
could be broadly defined as pertaining to ‘a deliberate conscious set of 
guidelines that determines decisions into the future’ (Mintzberg 1978, 
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935). Mintzberg makes an important conceptual distinction between 
‘intended’ (the aim and goals) and ‘realised’ (the means used and the 
results) strategy and refers to the strategy formulation process as ‘a pattern 
in a stream of decisions’ (Mintzberg 1978, 935).

In other words, strategies are instruments of change, and within higher 
education institutions, the responsibility of academic leaders who carry 
them out is to maintain the operation, but at the same time, to embrace 
change opportunities. Strategies are also flexible tools for dealing with a 
range of requirements and threats and are related to how universities focus 
on funds allocation, financial stability, management structure, central 
operation units, and operational monitoring (Uslu 2018). It is important 
to ensure the wide support of key stakeholders because the implementa-
tion of strategies requires dialogue and compromise (Whittington 2006). 
Academic staff, in particular, might find that the strategies adopted clash 
with their own strategic interests and motivations and that they are of low 
relevance to their performance (Elena-Pérez et  al. 2011). The highly 
dynamic and competitive environment in which universities and other 
higher education institutions operate places emphasis on the need to adopt 
strategic focus areas, increase the diversity of the funding base, identify 
and engage with a multiplicity of internal and external stakeholders, and 
prepare operational alternatives for performance management (Aarrevaara 
2015). Given the traditionally high levels of structural (and cultural) 
decoupling within universities (Birnbaum 1988), academic subunits and 
individuals tend to resist attempts to set strategic management priorities at 
the level of the central administration (Pinheiro and Stensaker 2013). 
Recent developments suggest that, as a result of managerialism, centralisa-
tion is on the rise within universities/subunits (Deem et al. 2007), and 
that the strategic management of people, resources, and values is one such 
manifestation (Fumasoli et al. 2015).

This chapter sheds light on two key aspects:

 1.	
		        



To answer these questions, we have developed a conceptual framework 
that includes several theoretical perspectives on how to interpret strategy 
work within universities. The data for this chapter were drawn from 
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interviews1 and a survey with academics, managers, and administrators 
based at public universities in Finland, Norway, and Sweden. This was 
part of a much larger project focusing on the performance effects related 
to changes in leadership and managerial structures of Nordic universities 
in recent times (consult the introduction to this volume). Their views con-
stitute their perceptions about the key starting points and identification of 
the strategy, the importance of basic tasks, changes in strategic manage-
ment, engagement in the processes around a strategy, and the importance 
of strategies for performance.

Most Nordic universities have a strategic platform, one composed of 
aims, ambitions, and key priorities in the realms of teaching, research, and 
the third mission (Pinheiro and Stensaker 2014; Pinheiro et al. 2016). Yet, 
the importance of strategies only became a key factor in universities’ activi-
ties around the late 1990s. Since then, the importance of university struc-
tures has risen alongside the academic aspects of university performance 
(Amaral et al. 2003). Strategies and structures are related in the sense that 
aims and priorities result in new forms of resource allocation and the 
redefinition of internal tasks, roles, and responsibilities. In the Nordic 
countries, this trend has been reflected in the strengthening of institu-
tional autonomy in legislation, while at the same time, the emphasis of 
strategies has been on performance management (Gornitzka et al. 2004). 
Because of these elements, strategies have a central role in defining the 
performance that is desired in Nordic universities.

Perspectives on Strategy

This chapter focuses on what a strategy is and how is it defined, paying 
particular attention to the multi-level approach of organisational design 
(Frost et al. 2016). Thus, we first look at strategy from the point of view 
of the structure, whereby the meaning of the strategy is a constructive 
organisational form. The starting point is then the shared commitment to 
the implementation of the strategy and an element of organisational devel-
opment. From the perspective of the university structure, strategy is an 
arena that aggregates diverse interests into common goals.

From a structural perspective, university strategy formulation appears 
to be a rational process, meaning a series of predetermined decisions about 

1 Interviews were held at six case institutions, two per country: one classic ‘flagship’ univer-
sity and another with a more ‘regional’ character.
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how to reach specific ends by resorting to a set of means, what March and 
Olsen term ‘the logic of consequences’ (March and Olsen 2006). 
Universities, however, also carry out a wider social agenda, and in the 
Nordic countries, their funding and mission are closely linked to wider 
public interest (Pinheiro et al. 2016). Therefore, universities’ strategies are 
not purely rational practices, but their creation and implementation also 
involve political choices and limitations (Pfeffer and Salancik 1974). These 
factors of political choices and limited rational practices do not necessarily 
optimise performance. Universities have unprofitable activities and/or 
disciplines that may be unreliable from the point of view of the university’s 
internal performance. For example, costly educational programmes can be 
an effective public policy instrument for reasoning, such as analysis based 
on income, gender, or place of residence, and unprofitable performance 
can be valuable from the perspectives of regional development strategies 
and socio-economic regeneration programmes (Habibov and Cheung 
2017; Lebeau and Bennion 2014).

A second perspective of the strategy is based on processes that either 
change or maintain the activity. From this point of view, the strategies 
appear in analytical and logical constructions, whereby the consequences 
of the strategy are understandable to the intra-organisational practitioners 
and extra-organisational actors (Whittington 2006). The processes that 
form the strategy are based on a dialogue that broadly considers stake-
holders’ views and aspirations. Strategic processes reinforce the elements 
of negotiation and compromise but, at the same time, reduce institutional-
level solutions (Aarrevaara and Dobson 2013; Pinheiro 2015). If the strat-
egy is largely based on compromise, elements such as transformation may 
remain weak in the strategy. This is why universities’ ability to undertake 
reform and organisational change, as well as significant new opportunities 
for focusing, as a part of their strategy is important.

Our third perspective is based on the outputs that the strategy seeks to 
influence. We interpret the output as an agreement between the internal 
and external actors of the university, whereby the strategy identifies the 
organisational goals and the instruments to reach them. From this point 
of view, university strategies might move universities towards complex and 
competitive knowledge marketplaces (Pucciarelli and Kaplan 2016). The 
outputs defined in the university strategies will modify the university’s 
power relations and produce engagement with organisational values. 
Further, university strategies are arenas within which to interact with 
external stakeholders and cope with societal contingencies (Aarrevaara 
et al. 2017; Fumasoli et al. 2015). Strategies can determine which disci-
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plines or cross-disciplinary research themes are at the heart of the strategy 
so that they can be focused on strategy-based resources. The key to this 
strategy is that resources (and resource redistribution) generate change 
and results in focused areas (Covaleski and Dirsmith 1988).

In this chapter, we aim to analyse the data by applying the theoretical 
and conceptual framework for strategy formulation. This will be done by 
discussing the literature on strategy as practice and analysing the inter-
views and survey results as discussed in the first chapter of this volume.

Engagement in the Strategy Process

Our starting point for analysing strategy formulation is to draw a distinction 
between strategy engagement and strategy as dialogue. Both questions were 
asked as part of the semi-structured interviews and the survey. Engagement 
refers to who the key players in strategy formulation are. Strategy as dia-
logue, in turn, refers to the process and content of the strategy, as well as the 
ways in which actors are engaged with, and committed to, strategy formula-
tion. In previous reporting of FINNUT2 project data, attention has been 
paid to the fact that Finnish professors, as the most senior academic staff, 
have a wider opportunity to influence strategic processes than they have 
regarding resource allocations (Pekkola et al. 2017). The early engagement 
of the strategy is, therefore, much more the work of senior research and 
teaching staff and those in management and administrative positions than 
those in other academic posts. In addition, Pekkola et al. (2017) have dem-
onstrated that professors in management positions have experience in pre-
paring for strategy, which is similar to the responses of administrative 
managers. Above all, senior academics also enjoy relatively more profes-
sional autonomy regarding the strategy process (Kivistö et al. 2017).

The FINNUT data clearly indicate that participation in strategy formu-
lation is greater at the academic unit level (departments or equivalent) and 
lowest at the level of the university (see Fig. 7.1). In Sweden, nearly 60% 
of the respondents reported that they actively participated, whereas in 
Norway, only about 40% did so, with Finland in between. The data reveal 
that in practice, and unsurprisingly, engagement in strategy formulation is 
most common amongst administrative staff and academic managers and 
lowest amongst academics. Except for Norway, the countries reported 

2 FINNUT is a long-term programme for research and innovation in the educational sector 
under the auspices of the Norwegian Research Council. The programme funds research on a 
wide spectrum from early childhood education and care to higher education and adult learning.
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Fig. 7.1  Participation in strategy formulation (percentage of those academics 
who agreed with values 4 and 5; scale ranged from 1 (no participation) to 5 (strong 
participation)

greater levels of participation with unit-level strategy formulation amongst 
professors when compared with other academic groups (associate profes-
sors, assistant professors, senior lecturers, etc.).

Also, from the Finnish interviews, we can verify that the engagement of 
professors who have only academic responsibilities is different from their 
engagement in strategy formation (see Pekkola et al. 2017). Early engage-
ment is typical for professors with managerial responsibilities, such as 
deans or the equivalent. However, the roles for research and teaching pro-
fessors with no managerial responsibilities are different. It is evident that 
the role of university strategies is understood in a range of ways. Some 
informants see the strategies as beacons for everyday activities at the unit 
level, while the rest of the interviewees connected the strategies with insti-
tutional views on the universities’ core functions.

For me, the strategy is that we are doing high-level international research, 
so it is not so much about the university strategy that we’re dealing with. 
(Academic, flagship, FI)

We write an annual report, so we write to the Ministry and, there, the [stra-
tegic] thematic efforts will also be reflected in what we report. The univer-
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sity board is very close and asking for continuous updates, and it is very clear 
that they want to see that the strategy is reflected in all the work that is 
happening in the organisation. Then, at the next university board meeting, 
there is a separate discussion about the implementation of strategies. 
(Manager, regional, NO)

I like the idea of living a strategy. So, when you make all these everyday deci-
sions, you have to ask yourself, does this contribute to an increase in the 
number of publications, increased internationalisation, and increased exter-
nal funding? (Regional, Manager, SE)

The preparatory committees for strategy processes are appointed by 
those who are attached to administrative and academic leadership profes-
sions. Membership in these committees is not merely formal but is related 
to local practices (Johnson et  al. 2007). Even if the strategy of early 
engagement is launched on the basis of the importance of academic units, 
commitment amongst other staff may be weak. Such a situation arises 
particularly when academic staff should be the ones empowered to imple-
ment a strategy that has already been decided on (Kotter 1996). This cre-
ates the need for a specific strategy to be deployed at later stages. However, 
those who do not have administrative duties in academic positions are not 
necessarily obligated to commit themselves to the management and man-
agement policies.

Participation in strategy formulation at the university level and across 
all three countries is very low (5% for all categories), and at the faculty 
level, the involvement in strategy also remains low (overall, 12%). This 
indicates that in the academic units engagement is low, especially regard-
ing university-level strategies. As expected, academic staff engage more in 
strategy making at the unit level, ranging between 25% and 50%. Professors 
score the lowest, with only 25% being involved in strategy formulation. 
Associate professors are the most involved at the university, faculty, and 
unit levels. What is more, associate professors also indicate that they have 
the greatest influence on strategy formulation at all levels when compared 
to their more senior and junior counterparts. That said, overall influence 
over strategic matters remains quite low at all levels, except for almost half 
of associate professors at the unit level and about one-third of ‘other’ at 
the unit level. Professors also scored the lowest at the unit level, with only 
about one-quarter of respondents reporting that they can influence strat-
egy formulation.
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Turning now to the qualitative data, some of those interviewed indi-
cated that strategies are primarily formulated to please external stakehold-
ers and enhance the accountability of universities to the government, as 
the main funding source. In some interviews, the universities were also 
found to be successful organisations before the introduction of institu-
tional strategies. The following responses from the interviews are con-
cerned with internationalisation and core functions such as teaching 
and research.

The performance reflects government policy, and our main funding source 
is the Ministry of Education and Culture. I have to report [to our staff] on 
the policy of the Ministry. That is how we try to anticipate the changing of 
the operational environment. In this way, we are able to adapt strategies and 
operational programmes for funding. (Academic, regional, FI)

Sometimes we have experienced that it is a little difficult to find a connec-
tion between strategy and what we see as our opportunities. For example, 
we are now very ambitious on internationalisation, but we are not aware of 
priorities and resource usage and so on. (Manager, flagship, NO)

However, other informants were doubtful of the relevance of university 
strategies for the practical work of teachers and researchers. From this 
perspective, academics as internal stakeholders are not necessarily moti-
vated by the content of university strategies per se, although their motiva-
tions may coincide with the strategies.

The staff and student bodies and also our other stakeholder groups [partici-
pated in the strategy formulation process], and it was applicable to them. 
On the other hand, a certain amount of work was done [in strategy prepara-
tion] by a rather large group [of administrators]. But in any case, they stud-
ied the earlier work of actors, and as a result, the draft was a little more 
focused. Finally, we have reached the stage that we are now at. This is an 
inclusive project, and of course, in practice, the decisions of the academic 
unit leadership, dean, and rectors of the university will close the case. 
(Academic, regional, FI)

So, if the deans and the Rector say that we should have a commitment and 
that we agree with it, so there are expectations that we put off and that we 
have strategic funds. So, I have … not very much, but I have some strategic 
funds that I use in the faculty…. So I can allocate these on the basis of qual-
ity, but also, for example, around the [strategic] thematic area … I have 
strategic space [room to manoeuvre] for it. (Manager, flagship, NO)
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The question is whether [the goals in the strategy] would have been part of 
my work anyway, because I consider them important. (Academic, regional, SE)

Returning to the survey data, assistant professors are the staff category 
with the perceived least input on decision-making processes. Academic 
staff seem to be most responsive to unit strategies: the evaluation of 
around 60% of assistant professors, associate professors, and professors was 
that they align their academic behaviour to meet the goals in the unit 
strategies. Over 30% of the assistant professors, professors, and ‘other’ also 
responded that they align their academic behaviour to meet faculty strate-
gies, while associate professors scored slightly lower, at 29%. Also slightly 
lower was the perceived alignment of academic behaviour with university 
strategies (average 30%). It seems that academics with managerial roles are 
more responsive to the strategies than the academics in general. The 
majority of the academic managers (85%) responded that they align their 
managerial behaviour to meet the goals of unit strategies, 62% to meet the 
goals of faculty strategies, and 47% to meet the goals of university strate-
gies. On average, 87% of professors with managerial responsibilities 
reported that they follow strategies.

Strategies at different levels (university, faculty, and academic unit) 
were familiar to the managers at distinct hierarchic levels in the universi-
ties. In general, members of the academic staff were not as familiar with 
these, but some recognised that strategies provide frames for academic 
work, while others thought these were just formalities that are discon-
nected or decoupled from daily work. An academic from the latter group 
remarked that he could have used the strategies more strategically to clar-
ify his research and when applying for research funding. Unsurprisingly, 
managers and administrators were found to be more dependent on the 
strategies to guide them in their daily work priorities. The dialogue 
between managers and academics is seldom based on consensus, as illus-
trated below.

My wish is to think that I can take into account different perspectives. And 
even though the administration seems to be trying to streamline our activi-
ties, in practice, sometimes it means doubling the workload. Then you need 
a person who can say that you know how this really is the [way the] process 
[should be] going. (Academic, regional, FI)

Yes, it [the strategy] is important because it provides a frame for what should 
be prioritised and what we should have as the main focus. (Manager, 
flagship, NO)
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So I guess it is good both for those who are motivated and those who think 
that the university is moving in the wrong direction because they are also 
becoming sharper in this process. (Manager, flagship, SE)

As for the process of decision-making and developing strategies, for the 
most part, it is described by interviewees as democratic and open. That said, 
it is still seen as a top-down process. Suggestions for strategies were made at 
the highest level and developed down the line in the hierarchy. In this 
regard, the data reveal significant differences between the engagement prac-
tices across Nordic universities. For example, at the department level in the 
Norwegian cases, a broad range of academics were involved, and they 
reported open discussions amongst staff. In Finland and Sweden, discussion 
and involvement at the department or equivalent academic unit level was 
greater than in other areas. Some pointed to the importance of collegial and 
informal structures. In all three countries, the stakeholders in the local com-
munity were also invited to participate in the strategy formulation process.

Dialogue as Practice

The so-called practice turn in the approach to creating strategy has shifted 
the focus of debate from an individualist to a more broadly societist per-
spective, with task dynamics, open information, and influence (Whittington 
2006; Pacheco and Newell 2018). This also means a more integrated 
understanding of the practice of strategy within organisations. The broader 
meanings of the strategy are embedded in the work of the practitioners so 
that the perspective can be simultaneously viewed from intra-organisational 
and extra-organisational perspectives (Whittington 2006). This is of great 
importance in how practitioners of the strategy produce concepts of strat-
egies. The ‘linguistic turn’ in this approach to strategy brings the oppor-
tunity to unleash the strategy and its instruments without needing to 
follow cultural and historical practices. In this way, the strategy as practice 
perspective provides the opportunity to build and implement a strategy 
without organisational memory and, instead, focuses on what the local 
actors are actually doing (Jarzabkowski and Spee 2009).

The linguistic turn has questioned the meaning of the strategy as a form 
of rational planning by emphasising the importance of strategising the dia-
logue between practitioners. According to this perspective, the dialogue 
allows practitioners to contribute to the organisations and stakeholders to a 
greater extent than their original planning would have done (Harisalo and 
Aarrevaara 2015). Dialogue is especially necessary when actors can engage 

  T. AARREVAARA ET AL.



221

in the strategy formulation at an early stage. However, the FINNUT data 
clearly show that the dialogue is inadequate. In practice, most commonly, it 
is the senior academic and administrative executives who influence the dia-
logue at the faculty and university levels, with academic engagement declin-
ing as one moves up the organisational ladder. Moreover, based on the 
interviews, it is clear that the majority of those in academic posts only very 
rarely have a stake in the strategy formulation process. Thus, in the case of 
Nordic universities, the dialogue does not seem to work, at least in the early 
stages of the strategy formulation process, as a convergence of different 
personnel groups and strategic interests and as predicted in the literature 
(Whittington 2006; Lebeau and Bennion 2014).

Figure 7.2 shows that strategy formulation can be implemented 
through dialogue at the academic unit level. On the other hand, the num-
bers of actors at the faculty and university levels are substantially reduced. 
That said, there are significant variations amongst the three countries. 
Unit-level influence is highest in Sweden and Finland and lower in Norway. 
At the faculty level, Finnish and Swedish academics reported greater levels 
of influence when compared with Norway. Finally, at the level of the uni-
versity as a whole, Finland and Sweden lead the pack, with Norway lowest 
overall. In Finland and Sweden only, over two-thirds of the respondents 
believe that they engage in the strategy process at some level.
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Fig. 7.2  Influence in strategy formulation (percentage of those who agreed with 
values of influence in strategy formulation, where 4 is some influence and 5 is strong 
influence)
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More typical for Finnish interviewees was the emphasis on funding 
mechanisms and financial influence in societal interaction and university 
governance. Most of the interviewees recognised the role of external 
stakeholders and their influence on university governance.

Of course, the fact is that there are external non-university members on the 
university board. No doubt, they are influenced by the government in their 
views. And this is also the case regarding donations, and they often deter-
mine whether to use donations or benefit from the interest on donations. 
(Manager, flagship, FI)

In the case of Norway, strategic work emerges from the interplay 
between many actors within the university as well as key external stake-
holders. Compromise seems to be reflected in the generic nature of the 
goals being adopted, in line with the traditional democratic model of uni-
versities. In open dialogue, informal structures and collegial bodies are 
thought to play a key role.

It is first and foremost the dean who has both pulled the [strategy] process 
and has had an influence in that round, I would like to say. But we have had 
the opportunity to have an input. I was involved in a working group that 
looked at one of the educational areas. So that way, you can say that I have 
had some opportunity to influence. What will come out of it, that’s another 
matter. (Manager, flagship, NO)

One Swedish manager suggests that strategies are formulated primarily 
to please external stakeholders and for enhancing the accountability of 
universities. This manager downplayed the practical use of strategies for 
university actors by noting that the university has had considerable success 
during a period when no strategy existed.

If you want to see what came out of it [the strategy work] here at the local 
level, it simply became documents. (Academic, regional, SE)

Strategy as Practice

Strategy as practice examines the evolution of strategies by studying their 
formulation, planning, and implementation. Attention is not so much on 
the consequences of the strategy, such as the economic and organisational 
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effects. Instead, strategy as a practice draws attention to practical work as 
praxis episodes in formal meetings or informal episodes. From this per-
spective, practical work is either relevant or does not fit the focus of the 
strategy. Similarly, individuals can determine their position by combining 
work practices to understand the various domains of human activity and 
their interrelation to strategies. In this chapter, and following the inter-
view and survey data from the FINNUT project, strategy as practice 
focuses on the social dimension and social interactions occurring at differ-
ent levels of the university. Thus, strategy formation and implementation 
are not key factors, but staff, management, and stakeholder relations are.

However, it has been noted that strategy work is intermittent. The ben-
efits of strategy work provide only temporary revitalisations of the discus-
sions of organisational objectives, which are quickly forgotten once the 
strategy has been decided upon. The meaning of strategy was unclear for 
many of the Finnish interviewees, but some emphasised benefits of a strat-
egy. Surprisingly, this was not necessarily dependent on the interviewees’ 
position or rank. Some interviewees were critical of the whole strategy 
process. The problem, as raised in the Finnish interviews, is the poor con-
nection between strategies and core functions. Thus, for the Finnish inter-
viewees, the top-down process of strategy management or the discussion 
at different levels has not been a key problem. The main concern is how 
the strategy links to university performance, as revealed by the follow-
ing comments.

We implement the strategy, because  excellent research is part of the 
University strategy. And really, social impact is certainly a matter, and it 
is part of my own strategy. When we publish the research outcomes, or dis-
cuss with scholarly community or patient organisations, we are implement-
ing University strategy. (Academic, flagship, FI)

The problem with strategic plans is that, at first, we worked hard on it for a 
year, then it was decided upon, and then it was kind of added to the files. 
(Manager, flagship, SE)

The accounts from Norway reveal that social relations are aligned with 
the notion of the university as a more unified, strategic actor rather than a 
collection of individual units and diverging strategic interests.

So we work on many levels. And then we try to get it together [coherent 
whole], so the strategic education committee coordinates this, and then we 
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get it a little bit, and then we get the faculties to help each other out [based 
on] what they are good at, so they borrow from each other a little. So we try 
to build a form to work inside and content such that we are as strategic and 
coordinated as possible and that we make the most of both time and money. 
(Manager, regional, NO)

Changing Purpose of the Strategy

From a rational-instrumental theoretical perspective (Christensen et  al. 
2007), strategy documents are considered to be instruments to reach 
organisational goals, and actors are expected to align their behaviour to 
match them. Table 7.1 shows the extent to which academic staff and man-
agers state that they align their behaviour with the goals presented in the 
strategies. It shows that, to a large extent, managers align their behaviour 
with unit- and faculty-level strategies, but only to some extent with 
university-level strategies. This confirms the message from the interviews 
that, for actors in departments or equivalent academic units, the university-
level strategies are mostly symbolic rather than core components of their 
daily working strategy. The survey data reveal that academic departments’ 
strategies are more strongly based on engagement and dialogue than are 
university-level strategies.

Table 7.1 also shows that academics, in general, align their behaviour to 
strategy goals to a lesser degree than do managers. Still, more than 80% of 
academics in the three countries stated that their behaviour was aligned to 
goals in unit strategies, compared to about one-third in the case of univer-
sity strategies. When it comes to academics, country differences are less 
than those seen in relation to managers. However, academics in Finland, 
Norway, and Sweden have loyalty towards hierarchically lower-level strate-
gies. In Table 7.2, it can be seen that managers reported their behaviours 
clearly meeting their goals more often than academics at all univer-
sity levels.

Respondents across the sample indicated that strategies have become 
increasingly prominent since the early 2000s, particularly in the last 
decade. Competition and the need to coordinate and orchestrate activities 
across the board, as well as assess performance, come to the fore as key 
purposes for strategic exercises, which, on the whole, have also become 
more top-down and central to university life.

For me personally, performance in teaching means that, above all, the pro-
cess to bring the message—so to say that students will learn—is the most 
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Table 7.1  Academics’ views to meeting goals of strategies (percentage of those 
who agreed with values 4 and 5)

Finland Norway Sweden

I align my academic behaviour to meet goals in university 
strategies.

31.8 29.9 28.2

I align my academic behaviour to meet goals in faculty 
strategies.

41.0 34.9 36.8

I align my academic behaviour to meet goals in unit 
strategies.

64.2 60.5 66.5

Table 7.2  Administrators’ views to meet goals of strategies (percentage of those 
who agreed with values 4 and 5)

Finland Norway Sweden

I align my management behaviour to meet goals in university 
strategies.

49.5 46.7 46.5

I align my management behaviour to meet goals in faculty 
strategies.

69.7 61.6 60.6

I align my management behaviour to meet goals in unit 
strategies.

86.9 84.1 85.6

important result. In research, the most important issue is publishing. 
(Academic, regional, FI)

There is not much strategy on teaching … it’s a good idea to give good 
candidates and teaching and such things. And of course, it should be rele-
vant that the students should experience what is relevant … So, yes, you 
cannot just decide to get so and so many research projects; it’s absolutely 
impossible then. (Academic, flagship, NO)

This proves that the researchers and the departments know what to do as a 
teacher and researcher. We know what to do, and we struggle, and we are 
successful during a period, and then perhaps we may stagnate for a period. 
(Manager, flagship, SE)

Institutional Strategies and Actors

This section deals with a theme that focuses on strategy at the university 
level and on the university as a strategic actor. University strategies are 
essential tools for determining how institution-level goals are enforced in 
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academic units. The alternative is traditional federalist university gover-
nance, through which the definition of essential and meaningful work is 
defined at the level of academic units (Balbachevsky and Schwartzman 
2011). The key strategy implementation of this determination is resource 
allocation. The data presented in this section provide an explanation of how 
strategy setting and allocation of resources can result in a strong institution 
at the faculty and academic unit levels. This phenomenon is apparent in the 
respondents’ perceptions of how strategic goals affect the allocation of 
resources at the university, faculty, and academic unit levels (Fig. 7.3).

The data show slight variations in the ways in which strategic goals affect 
the allocation of resources. In Finland and Norway, strategies are more 
geared towards university-level initiatives, such as strategic research areas 
and the establishment of central level units, such as for research, interna-
tionalisation, and other activities. In contrast, the data for Sweden suggest 
that strategic resource allocations are more prominent at the faculty level. 
Accounts from the interviews show that managers play a critically important 
role in implementing strategies and assessing strategic results and that there 
is an increasing tendency for the coupling of core activities and resources 
with high-level/strategic goals at the university and faculty levels.

The data suggest that in one way or another (i.e. directly or indirectly) 
university-level strategies have a tendency to dominate over academic unit 
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Strategic goals affect the allocation of resources at university level
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Fig. 7.3  Respondents’ views on how strategies affect resource allocation (per-
centage of those who agreed with values 4 and 5)
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strategies, suggesting that the relationship between strategies and organ-
isational life has become more top down (hierarchical) than was the case 
before. In some interviews, there was discussion about how well university-
level strategies take into account academic units’ strategic priorities (spe-
cialisation areas) and assets (teaching and research excellence).

We have a new strategy developed by the faculty that will largely follow the 
university’s strategy, support it and, will participate in certain sections where 
our expertise is best targeted. In these [focus] areas, it is the implementation 
of the [university] strategy, as well as research and education strategies. And, 
of course, it also controls the research, that is, especially the strategic fund-
ing. (Academic, regional, FI)

Strategies are thought by some, mostly administrators, to be critical 
tools in processes of change and transformation (‘modernisation’), as in 
the case of mergers. There is also evidence of strategic behaviour by facul-
ties in gaining access to strategic resources, but with them acting as though 
it is business as usual (decoupling).

Now, I’ve been in this position for just 2.5 years, as long as we’ve had this 
[change process], but I’ve never … in any other roles worked so closely on 
a strategy, and I think it’s really necessary when we’re now merging. It is so 
necessary to know where we want to go and that we will all go after the 
same thing, so I think that in merger processes in particular, [a clear strat-
egy of clear leadership] becomes more important than ever. (Manager, 
regional, NO)

It should also be emphasised that discussions are thought to be benefi-
cial for people who disagree with the final strategy formulations, as it pro-
vides opportunities to develop alternative arguments about the overall 
direction of the organisation.

It may not be the strategy documents themselves, but rather the process of 
getting there and the discussions you have. (Manager, flagship, SE)

Conclusions

The remit of this chapter was to illuminate two critical aspects underpin-
ning university life in the Nordic countries: who gets involved with strate-
gic processes, and to what extent these processes affect behaviour across 
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the organisation. The results based on the FINNUT survey and our inter-
view data indicate that university-level strategies at Nordic universities lack 
legitimacy. This is because strategy formulation at these universities is 
based on the complex relationship between the academic departments and 
the university. These relationships are governed by the setting of objec-
tives, focusing on research and education, as well as on the role of the 
strategy in allocating the resources required for implementation. 
Participation in strategy work was found to be unstable, which in turn 
further weakens the legitimacy of the strategy. The comparative data show 
that some academic staff are not involved in the strategy process at all, and 
hence do not relate their daily tasks to the goals and/or values expressed 
in the strategy.

It seems that in the Nordic countries examined, universities have quite 
traditional and rational assumptions regarding strategies and strategic 
work. Academics do not often share this view, as their adherence to the 
preparation and implementation of the institutional strategies is often 
accidental. Based on the cross-country data, it can be argued that a strat-
egy has meaning for practitioners and actors in strategy formulation when 
it is useful to those practitioners. This is particularly apparent in strategy 
formulation, in which participation is significantly reduced the closer the 
strategy moves towards the university level. In the three Nordic countries, 
less than 10% of respondents reported participating in strategy formula-
tion at the university level, and about half of the academic staff reported 
participating in strategy formulation at the unit level. For administrators, 
strategy process and strategy implementation are a more natural part of 
their work. These findings are aligned with the evidence (both within and 
outside the Nordic region) that recent reform processes aimed at trans-
forming universities into more coherent, strategic actors (Pinheiro and 
Stensaker 2013; Ramirez 2006) have resulted in a growing gap regarding 
the values, practices, and priorities of university managers as compared to 
those of the academic heartland (Berg and Pinheiro 2016; Pekkola 
et al. 2017).

The factors highlighted above make it possible to rebuild universities’ 
power relationships, engagement, and organisational values in the prepa-
ration and implementation of a strategy (cf. Fumasoli et al. 2015). These 
factors, in turn, define the directions of a university’s future and also legiti-
mise the university’s position as an organisation (Deephouse et al. 2008). 
When academic staff define a strategy for the benefit of individuals or 
units, there is no common understanding of what the strategy is in any of 
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the  three Nordic countries. For example, in the Finnish responses, it is 
typical to criticise the priorities or the profile-based development of the 
strategy. Some of the respondents remain distanced from the strategy and 
do not follow the goals or meanings of the strategy in their work.

It is difficult to define the extent to which the strategies enacted in 
recent years have affected performance in the realms of teaching and 
research. That said, the so-called strategic turn seems to be associated 
(goes hand in hand) with a new culture of performativity and accountability 
(Hansen et al. 2019). However, it is reasonable to conclude that behav-
iour changes as internal actors (at different levels) align their activities and 
strategic aspirations with key thematic (strategic) areas to secure additional 
resources, both people and funding. In this respect, recent reform pro-
cesses attest to the importance of resource dependencies (Pfeffer and 
Salancik 2003) in enacting change and transformation within the Nordic 
university sectors. That being said, there is also evidence of decoupling 
(Oliver 1991) once academic communities tap into strategic resources; 
hence, it is difficult to assess the extent to which strategic priorities are in 
fact guiding academic behaviour.

As regards strategic processes within universities, the FINNUT data 
sets show that assistant professors and lecturers are the least influential 
actors in decision-making processes for institutional strategies. Instead, 
they play a significant role in unit-level strategy work and especially in the 
grass-roots implementation, or ‘localization’ (Wedlin and Sahlin 2008), of 
institutional strategies. Therefore, and on the basis of survey results and 
interviews, the main observation made is that no single group is fully 
dominant in strategy formulation despite the increasing role played by 
certain local agents such as university managers. Similarly, there seems to 
be no common arena in strategy work where the dialogue takes place. 
Engagement in university strategy is formed in a dialogue where different 
groups have different roles and participate at different times according to 
their social standings within the university (Battilana 2006). If and when 
the dialogue is successful, the different actors’ roles may turn out to be 
good practices that the university can emulate or institutionalise over time. 
In those cases in which the dialogue is unsatisfactory and/or it results in 
inaction or resistance, there is evidence for the belief that academics tend 
to deny the importance attributed to strategy formulation at the univer-
sity level.

The data also indicate that without a dialogue and engagement role, 
the content of strategies is not relevant to Nordic universities. The fact is 
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that different types of staff are not involved in the strategy process. In 
providing similar access for engagement and dialogue, strategy as practice 
can take place in different contexts for personnel groups and thus produce 
a strategic process for the university in which internal and external stake-
holders become actively engaged. There is a need for scholarly research 
about the methods and practices through which strategy practitioners can 
support the engagement of university staff in the process. There is a lack 
of this knowledge, especially at the university level, where dialogue seems 
to be weakest. Based on the results outlined in this chapter, academic staff 
do not accept the university as a strategy-defining actor, and through the 
interviews and surveys, an interesting question arises as to how perfor-
mance management practices can support engagement in the strategy for-
mulation process.
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