Organization & Public Management
Series editors
P. Hiller, Nordhausen, Germany
G. Krücken, Kassel, Germany

More information about this series at http://www.springer.com/series/12613

Nadja Bieletzki

The Power of Collegiality
A Qualitative Analysis of University
Presidents’ Leadership in Germany
With a foreword by Prof. Dr. Eva Barlösius

Nadja Bieletzki
Hannover, Germany
Dissertation Leibniz University of Hannover, Germany, 2015
Project funded by the German Research Council (DFG) “University Presidents as
Institutional Entrepreneurs – Conditions and Practices of Institutional Leadership at
German Universities”

Organization & Public Management
ISBN 978-3-658-20488-4
ISBN 978-3-658-20489-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-20489-1

(eBook)

Library of Congress Control Number: 2017962630
Springer VS
© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2018
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part
of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations,
recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission
or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or
dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt
from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this
book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the
authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained
herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with
regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.
Printed on acid-free paper
This Springer VS imprint is published by Springer Nature
The registered company is Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH
The registered company address is: Abraham-Lincoln-Str. 46, 65189 Wiesbaden, Germany

Foreword

Some studies, though seeming to content themselves with an investigation of one
single aspect of a larger structure, in fact go beyond this to indicate wider systematisations and generalisations. The following work belongs to this category: it presents itself as an analysis of leadership among university presidents, or, more specifically, as an empirical study of how, in practice, presidents implement projects
of reform within their institutions. In fact, the study achieves much more: Nadja
Bieletzki’s work shows that the university has a practical self-understanding which
is connoted by the term “collegiality”. This collegiality preserves and maintains
itself through a great diversity of political projects to re-order universities. These
projects vary by political fashion, which dictates what measures are deemed necessary to make universities satisfy the objectives that are assigned to them at a
given moment. In her study, Nadja Bieletzki shows that these projects set off a
reaffirmation and renewal of this collegial self-understanding. This reaffirmation
is a response to the changed circumstances of the university. The wider applicability of the work is already apparent in these last two remarks.
As proper to good scientific practice in a theoretically based empirical study,
Nadja Bieletzki herself is more careful in her conclusions. She focusses her study
on the leadership practices of university presidents, and her analysis is at once
comprehensive and incisive. What distinguishes her analysis is that she in fact
examines the university as an institution, that is to say, the university as a complete
structure. She points to indicators how universities have within a few years — and
despite enormous shortfalls in resources and finance — been able to meet political
demands which themselves have sometimes been contradictory. A brief survey of
the most pressing: the Bologna Process, which required a fundamental restructuring of degree programmes; the double intake of school leavers (“doppelter Abiturjahrgang”), which brought an enormous and rapid growth in the numbers of
university entrants; numerous changes in the legislative framework for universities; the introduction of performance-related pay; increased demands for research
excellence, above all under the banner of the “Excellence Initiative”; confrontations over the New Public Management; and much more besides. Nadja Bieletzki
sets out evidence for the way in which universities have been able to cope with
this mass of political projects without surrendering their self-understanding. This
evidence also indirectly answers the question of what it is that makes universities
so effective and resilient.
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After these several prefatory remarks, let us turn to the study itself. Undoubtedly,
universities have been transformed by the numerous new expectations and demands placed upon them, some of which were just briefly reviewed above. Individual empirical studies, however, have a role in informing us as to how universities have changed, and how exactly these demands have been met in academic
practice. For example: in what way have universities responded to the insistence
that they more thoroughly implement principles of New Public Management, and
that academic leaders, such as deans and presidents, assume the role of “managers”
or “institutional entrepreneurs” — and what central “idea of the university” (Jaspers) is here at play?
The study investigates these questions by looking at the changed position and
powers of university presidents, which were altered by the federal state’s legislation from the 1990s onwards. The situation in formal, legal terms is clear: the
structures of the university have been reshaped in favour of the increased power
of presidents, with a weakening of academic self-administration, the most important institutional expression of collegiality. Nadja Bieletzki adopts numerous
approaches to investigate empirically what processes of transformation, if any,
have been set off by these formal and legal changes. She starts with an examination
of whether and how the career path to the position of university president has
changed in the last decade. Her analysis covers three points in time: 1980, 1995
and 2011, and thereby spans both the legal changes and the highest ebb of New
Public Management.
The conclusion of this part of the research presages the finding which is confirmed by the work as whole: changes have taken place, but they have not fundamentally affected the self-understanding and the practices of universities which
give them their unique character and distinguish them from other institutions. So,
for example, over the period of 30 years a more or less binding career track has
developed which reflects increased professionalisation. It remains, however, a
purely academic route which presumes the pursuit of a professorial chair, and
which is characterised by the accumulation of general organisational experience
within the university. In other words, the career path is aligned with the self-understanding of universities; it represents an academic institution which pays little
heed to managerial injunctions to professionalisation.
In the next stage of her investigation Nadja Bieletzki draws on her interviews
with university presidents. She shows that they, though having reached their position by a route which has come to have this institutionalised character in academia,
they describe their career progression as hazardous and reject any understanding
of it as a career path or professional goal. This reticence is consistent with the
alignment of the career path to academic self-understanding. This self-understand-
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ing includes the principle that striving for truth is legitimate, but striving for institutional power is not. The image of a primus inter pares is preserved despite the
formal increase of power.
The chapter “Getting Reforms Done” represents the heart of the work. In it,
Nadja Bieletzki analyses how university presidents win approval for projects of
reform and how they organise this process. Highly persuasively and in great detail
the chapter elaborates that which was promised by the book’s title, “The Power of
Collegiality”. Two of its conclusions are exceptionally instructive. For one, although university senates have been weakened in formal-legal terms, they remain
for university presidents the most important body within the university, representing the university as a whole and being the linchpin of academic self-governance.
All the university presidents interviewed saw gaining the senate’s support for their
reform projects as imperative. None of the presidents had pushed through a proposal in the teeth of opposition from the senate, and nor would they have done so,
even though in almost every case they held the formal power so to do. Further,
presidents set up informal working groups which guided processes of reform
through the various university committees and which drew up compromises and
secured acceptance for them. In this manner, these working groups ensured that
the presidents’ projects became projects of the universities as a whole. The presidents made scant use of their increased legal, formal power in their leadership
practice. They acted, furthermore, in keeping with the self-understanding of the
university, that it is to say, according to the norms of collegiality.
What should we make of all this? Should it be seen as the failure of the political intentions embodied in the legal changes, or as the obdurate resistance of universities, faces set against demands for innovation — or something else entirely?
Only those who are ignorant of academic life would scorn the principle of first
among equals as something backward and anachronistic, and persist in calling for
a “managerial entrepreneur” at the helm of the university. A considerable part of
the effectiveness and resilience of the university can likely be attributed to adherence to its own academic self-understanding, of which collegiality is a quintessential part. That universities have in the space of a few years and with a lack of
resources mastered the various and often contradictory demands put upon them
testifies to the especial aptness of this form of leadership to universities. For this
reason, further politically initiated disciplinary measures which purport to make
university leadership more efficient and effective can hardly be justified, at least
in so far as such measures take large business as a model. Nadja Bieletzki has
arrestingly shown the power that collegiality wields in the university. What
strength the university draws from this collegiality would be one question that further research might address.
Prof. Dr. Eva Barlösius
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