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Abstract

This paper parallels the changes experienced by universities and science at the 
beginning of the new century in order to explore one relevant source of resilience and 
change inside the universities’ institutional fabric, which is its persistent dependence 
on the signs and norms produced by science as a nested institution. In no small 
degree, science is organized according to its norms and values. Notwithstanding, 
it de facto exists inside the institutional environment created by the university.  As 
such, one could argue that it is a nested institution. Our argument holds that the 
interplay between the institutional norms coming from the university and science 
gives rise to one of the more relevant sources of resilience of universities. The paper 
explores the soundness of these assumptions on primary data collected in a research 
focusing on the responses of lower-level academic unit leaders in two universities: 
the University of Tampere, Finland, and the University of São Paulo, Brazil. In each 
case, we explore the local responses to the changes engendered by autonomy as 
a proxy of the substantial change in the university's environment, to map how the 
small academic units respond to a quickly changing external environment.
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Universidade, ciência e os novos (e antigos) papéis 
acadêmicos: fontes internas de resiliência institucional

Resumo

Este artigo traça um paralelo entre as mudanças experimentadas pelas universidades 
e pela ciência no início do novo século, a fim de explorar uma fonte relevante de 
resiliência e mudança na trama institucional das universidades, que é sua persistente 
dependência dos direcionamentos e normas produzidas pela ciência enquanto 
instituição aninhada. Em grande parte, a ciência se organiza conforme suas normas 
e valores. Não obstante, ela existe de fato dentro do ambiente institucional criado 
pela universidade. Assim, poder-se-ia argumentar que é uma instituição aninhada. 
Argumentamos aqui que a interação entre as normas institucionais oriundas da 
universidade e da ciência produz uma das fontes mais relevantes de resiliência 
das universidades. O artigo explora a validez dessas premissas com base em dados 
primários coletados em uma pesquisa focada nas respostas de líderes de unidades 
acadêmicas menores em duas universidades: a Universidade de Tampere, na 
Finlândia, e a Universidade de São Paulo, Brasil. Em cada caso, exploramos as 
respostas locais às mudanças geradas pela autonomia como proxy da mudança 
substancial no ambiente da universidade, para mapear como as unidades acadêmicas 
específicas respondem a um ambiente externo que muda rapidamente.

Palavras-chave: Brasil, Finlândia, resiliência da universidade, instituições 
aninhadas, lógicas institucionais da ciência.

This paper parallels the changes experienced by universities and 
science at the beginning of the new century in order to explore one 
relevant source of both resilience and change inside the universities’ 

institutional fabric, which is its persistent dependence on the signs and 
norms produced by science as a nested institution. When one thinks about 
resilience, the first image that comes to mind is the ability of something to 
“bounce back” and resume the former design once the external pressure 
is averted. In this sense, resilience helps an institution to cope, adapt, and 
thrive on change (Karlsen; Pritchard, 2013). As also stated by Karlsen (2013, 
p. 18), resilience “points to the capacity of individuals, social or technical 
systems to handle boundaries conditions” by sustaining the ability to prevent 
something dysfunctional to happens. While other conditions also concur 
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with these results, institutional resilience produces a very peculiar kind 
of adaptability, in which an institution change while preserving its core 
traits. By doing so, the institution can prevent its derivation, elimination or 
replacement (Streeck; Thelen, 2005). 

Resilience and the university's resilience

Resilience is a concept present in many disciplines, from psychology 
to political science, from sociology to administrative sciences. It is also 
employed considering different levels of analysis, from the individual up 
to the global one. In all these approaches, resilience refers to the ability 
to return to some order or normality after a crisis. That is, the subject can 
bounce back to its original order, form, or design (Wildavsky, 1988, p. 77). 
Boin and Van Eeten refer to another dimension of the concept of resilience, 
which is the capacity to – not only restore order – but also emerge stronger 
from a crisis. In the last definition, resilience is related to learning: “the ability 
to accommodate change” while recovering from a crisis, reconstituting a 
new, stronger, normality (Foster, 1993 apud Boin; Van Eeten, 2013, p. 431). 

The resilient university 

It is in the last sense that the concept of resilience enters into the higher 
education literature. In this approach, resilience links with the idea of an 
entrepreneurial university, “a university that actively seeks to work out a 
substantial shift in its organizational character to arrive at a more promising 
posture for the future” (Clark, 1998, p. 4). Inside the higher education 
literature, the concept of resilience points out to the universities’ historical 
capability to “effectively absorb, respond to and recover from internally 
or externally induced set of extraordinary demands” (Karlsen; Pritchard, 
2013, p. 2). 

Across their long history, universities have experienced many deep 
crises, some of them challenging the very existence of their institutional core 
(Perkin, 2007). In all these events, the university bounced back renovated, 
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by changing its structure, adding new roles, and forging new links with 
different stakeholders in the society. In the face of the present-day crisis 
posed by the full redesign of the university's roles in the contemporary 
society, some authors remember university’s past resilience, described 
as the “universities’ inbuilt capacity to respond to external demands and 
circumstances (..) in the context of a rather volatile external environment” 
(Pinheiro; Young, 2017, p. 119). 

We argue that the ability to adapt to a changing environment while 
preserving its core traits is related to the particular pattern by which rules 
from two institutional logics are interweaved in the university’s internal 
environment: the institutional logic of the university as organization and 
the institutional logic from science.

Science as a nested institution

Traditionally, scientists, as academics, regard themselves as members 
of both the “invisible colleges” that give meaning to their research and as 
staff of a particular university. The tensions arising from this double affiliation 
have been noted by the literature studying the academic profession since 
the middle of the XX century. Some significant contributions on this topic 
come from Light (1974), Ben-David (1977), Clark (1983), Becher (1987), 
Becher and Trowler (2001), Ruscio (1987), Altbach (1997), Enders (2001), 
among others. All these contributions also converge to provide evidence 
that increases in the academic’s commitment to these large networks that 
knit together specialists from different organizations tend to weak their 
identification and commitment to the particular organization (university) 
where they are employed (Gouldner, 1958; Perkin, 1969; Clark, 1978). 
As posed by Clark (1978, p. 244), “[d]iscovery, taking place at the leading-
edge specialization within each discipline, has an exceedingly high need 
for autonomous action”.

Thus, from the perspective of the scientists, the universities should 
function as an arena, following the model described by Brunsson and Sahlin-
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Andersson.  For them, the best scenario is the one where the institutional 
authorities and regulations recognize that the academic’s choices are 
“legitimately guided by external interests, values, norms, and standards, 
rather than by an internally generated organizational policy” (Brunsson; 
Sahlin-Andersson, 2000, p. 734). In the past, the old models of university 
governance provided ample space for accommodating the tensions arising 
from this peculiar arrangement. As a de facto arena, universities had weak 
autonomy vis-a-vis the presence of the many “invisible colleges” organizing 
the university’s knowledge related core activities.

However, since the end of the 1980s, the successive waves of reforms 
experienced by universities on a global scale present some common traits 
that are viewed as a threat to these gold-age arrangements. These reforms 
focused universities’ organizational autonomy and actorhood (Enders; De 
Boer; Weyer, 2013; Krücken; Blümel; Kloke, 2009), reinforcing the role of 
institutional leaders and managers (Enders et al., 2011; Stage; Aagaard, 2019), 
while at the same time supporting institutional differentiation and profiling. 
Musselin (2007) following Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000), argued 
that these changes could be summarised as a process of dampening the 
character of the university as an arena and reconstructing it as an organization. 
According to Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson, to be (re-) constructed as an 
organization, a social entity should, first, gain a particular identity – which 
means emphasizing its autonomy and establishing boundaries that will 
allow it to command its resources and set goals. Second, it must reinforce 
its internal hierarchy that would sustain the implementation of a set of 
coherent institutional policies. Finally, it should reinforce the particular 
rationality required for establishing priorities and guiding action. 

In the field of higher education, the main steps of the “organizatory” 
reforms, adopting the term coined by Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000, 
p. 723), are well mapped in the bibliography (see, for example, Amaral; 
Jones; Karseth, 2002; Capano; Pritoni, 2019; Capano; Pritoni; Vicentini, 
2019; Capano; Regini; Turri, 2016; Paradeise; Reale; Bleike; Ferlie, 2009; 
Shattock, 2014; Stage; Aagaard, 2019; Trakman, 2008). They include the 
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strengthening of institutional autonomy, mostly understood as financial 
autonomy, the adoption of new funding mechanisms conditioning support 
to the achievement of some outputs, the introduction of measures for 
external assessment of quality for teaching and research, changes in internal 
governance, and evolving new roles of the State. As Capano (2015) points 
out, the changes in higher education policies are conceived as tools for 
making universities more efficient (achieving more by spending less) and 
more effective (by producing more and more diverse outputs).

Thus, one should expect that the “organisatory” reforms should weaken 
the understanding of the university as an arena by imposing a particular 
identity and rationality, and by reinforcing internal hierarchies. The literature 
documented some of these changes. The findings support the assumption that 
the reformed university has more control over the behaviors, decisions, and 
values of their staff (see, for example, De Boer; Enders, 2017; Finkelstein; 
Altbach, 2014; Frølich et al., 2013; Maassen; Stensaker, 2019). As such, these 
controls should also enable the universities’ high hierarchies to successfully 
block the presence of standards, values, and norms coming from outside. 
However, no one ever documented this last move. 

In fact, the literature recognizes that even if, for the contemporary 
academic, “ignoring one’s institution strategy is more difficult” (Musselin, 
2013, p. 28), there is also relevant evidence of the limits for these constraints, 
particularly regarding the ways the academics define their personal goals 
(Finkelstein; Jones, 2019; Henkel, 2005; Henkel et al., 2000; Meyer, 2012 
Teichler; Höhle, 2013). 

Today, as in the past, the academic career is supposed to mirror the 
prestige the academic acquired inside highly structured and hierarchized 
global networks of peers. Without building up her reputation inside these 
external networks, an academic cannot dispute a high position in the 
institutional career. This is particularly true if she is employed in an institution 
fighting for academic recognition. For the university, these invisible colleges 
play a critical role in assuring the quality and relevance of the knowledge 
created and disseminated by its academics. The only way for a university to 
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build up its prestige and to strength its relative position inside the hierarchies 
that organized the institutional field of higher education worldwide is by 
promoting its academic prestige. This prestige is dependent on the name 
its academics can carve inside the professional networks that organize the 
scientific fields. We argue that the university’s dependence on the prestige 
produced by science is the building block of the institutional resilience, 
i.e., the institution’s capacity for bouncing back by preserving some of its 
core features even when facing threatening changes in its environment. 

However, the links connecting academics from different institutions in 
the same field is also a core element of another institution: science (Polanyi, 
2000 [1964]). Thus, in order to stay relevant in the global knowledge 
network, a university cannot prescind the parallel institutionality of science. 
This dependence is the main reason why preserving a degree of arena’s 
logic inside the university’s institutional fabric is strategic for any university 
in search of building its reputation of quality and relevance. On the other 
hand, preserving a degree of hybridization is a crucial element also for 
science to thrive as a nested institution inside the institutional field of the 
university. According to our argument, it is the strength of science inside 
the institutional fabric of the university which creates the inner mechanism 
allowing the university to “bounce back” when facing the challenges and 
threats posed by the contemporary reforms. The same mechanism also 
allows the university to adapt to the changing conditions produced by the 
waves of reform and constraints imposed by the external environment. 

Nested institutions

There are two different mainstreams in the literature that works with 
the concept of nesting. One is the concept of nested systems, which is also 
related to the concept of nesting games (see Tsebelis, 1990, as a classic 
example); the other relates to the concept of nested regimes/institutions. 
In both understandings, the decision-making process inside the nested 
institution is supposed to be, to some degree, constrained by the rules that 
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organize the high level (nesting) institution. In the same sense, the goals 
that different players set for the games played inside the nested institution 
are conditioned by the goals and decisions the same players take inside the 
nested institution (Argwall, 1998; Payne, 2000; Kim, 2005).

What is interesting in our example is that the hierarchical relationship 
between nesting and nested institutions supposed by this literature is not 
verified. On the contrary, the resilience effect this study tries to capture 
is a by-product of the countersignals produced by the games played by 
academics inside the nested institution – science. The superimposition of 
the two institutions limits the degree to which the lower-level university 
unities – the departments, laboratories, or research centers – blindly abide 
by the directives coming from the central administration. The central 
hypothesis advanced by this paper is that the directives enacted by the 
central administration receive new readings and interpretations inside the 
lower-level unities in order to best fit with the norms and values sustained 
by the cross-institutional network of peers with which the local academic 
group identify. A similar process happens at the individual level. Without 
reading the institutional directives through the lens provided by her network 
of peers, an academic cannot build up her reputation, which is her core asset. 

Thus, as the directives lower down from the central administration 
toward the individual academic, they experience local reading, pruning, 
and interpretation. While these changes occur locally, their direction is not 
determined locally. On the contrary, the primary rationale which guides the 
reinterpretation of the organization’s directives is the need for grafting its 
contents into the norms produced inside the broader networks of science, 
knitting together academics worldwide.

Changes in the dynamics of higher education

The main current historical change faced by higher education worldwide 
is massification. From its inception up to the 1950s, the university used to be 
mostly a tool for training the elites and advancing knowledge (Ben-David, 
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1977). In this tradition, the merit-based selection of candidates to higher 
education is almost a natural consequence of the hardship of the training 
one should be submitted to master the intellectual capabilities that support 
advanced knowledge preservation and production. 

The age of universal access to higher education (Trow, 2000) challenges 
this exclusivist ethos and pushes for universities to cater to students of 
diversified origins and varied educational experiences. Solidarity, including 
international solidarity, pluralism, cultural diversity, gender equality, and 
openness to the foreigners are core values incorporated into the narratives 
sustaining the reformed university legitimacy. 

University stakeholders also demand a more proactive university in tasks 
related to the country’s development. To fulfill this endeavor, universities are 
supposed to play an active role inside the national systems of innovation. 
They are expected to establish new links with the private corporations 
in order to produce and transfer economically relevant knowledge and 
to adapt their training programs to the needs of the market, improving 
the employability of their alumni. In order to respond to these pressures, 
universities adopted a service perspective, stressing the usefulness of its 
research agenda, and, in many cases, actively engaging with external actors 
in society, with relevant consequences for its governance model (Braun; 
Merrien, 1999).

These two orders of changes experienced by universities worldwide 
sustained the emergence of a hybrid system of values that combine elements 
of the elitist perspectives of the old university with the more service-oriented 
values. At the end of the 1990s, Clark (1998) discussed these changes and 
documented the birth of a new entrepreneurial ethos in some universities 
in Europe. As argued by Frølich et al. (2013), one possible interpretation of 
the recent changes experienced by the universities in its matrix of values is 
to view them as organizational responses to a profound reconfiguration of 
the shared cultural rules and meaning system that frame the organizational 
field of higher education. In this sense, the transformations experienced by 
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higher education in the last few decades may herald a large-scale, long-
term, and global institutional change.

Effects of internationalization on university governance

The spread of policies supporting university internationalization fits 
in the framework of changes outlined above. Internationalization answers 
the expectations of both the university’s internal and external stakeholders. 
From their inception, in the 1980s, policies supporting internationalization 
focused mostly on expanding academic and student mobility. The central 
rationality behind the programs for university internationalization is exposing 
local academic and student communities to diverse experience in curricula 
design, learning practices, and research agenda and approaches, brought 
by the links with other academic realities abroad. For the students, this 
international experience is supposed to support the development of the 
skills necessary for facing the challenges posed by globalization and the 
competencies leading to the appreciation of the opportunities created by 
the diversity present in a closely knitted world. 

For the society as a whole, a successful policy supporting university 
internationalization creates opportunities for tapping technological assets 
present in other countries and prepares the country’s national innovation 
system to face the challenges posed by trends and developments taking 
place in other countries. 

In the eyes of the academics, a successful policy for university 
internationalization creates vast opportunities for expanding and reinforcing 
their links with the international networks of specialists sharing the same 
disciplinary identity or similar research agenda. In a sense, a successful 
program of university internationalization tips the internal balance between 
locals and cosmopolitans toward the later (Gouldner, 1958) by making the 
local reward system more open and dependent on the signals coming from 
these global professional networks. The locals not only decrease in numbers. 
They also experience a downgrading in their status. As observed by Levinson 
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already in 1989, “those locals who remain engaged with campus activities 
and governance might well be held in less regard by their peers and by 
administrators, because they have not achieved recognition as scholars 
comparable to that of the cosmopolitans” (Levinson, 1989, p. 24). 

In a sense, thus, a successful program of university internationalization 
increases divisions and deepens tensions among the academics. By doing so, 
it contributes to making the university less like a community of scholars, and 
more like a multiversity, as described by Kerr (2001, p. 53): “inconsistent 
institutions, not one community, but several communities”, where the only 
thing academics share in common is the parking space. 

However, if the arguments presented in this paper hold, a successful 
policy of university internationalization is also a tool for resistance to the 
worse side effects of the “organizatory” reforms alluded above. As the reward 
system of a university opens to the signals outside the organization’s control, 
it increases the university potential for “bouncing back” by reinforcing the 
arena dynamics in the institutional decision-making process, which limits 
the space for unilateral decisions taken by the central administration and 
strengthens collegiality. 

Changing science dynamics

It would be easy to document the tensions arising by the interplay 
between science and university if the norms of science stayed preserved from 
change. However, the contemporary sociology of science also recognizes 
the extension of the changes experienced by the modes of knowledge 
production. Gibbons and collaborators presented the first systematic 
description of these changes in 1994. Their book documented the emergence 
of a new mode of knowledge production. A knowledge production organized 
in hybrid, heterarchical, and transient networks (Gibbons et al. 1994). 
Here, knowledge is produced in contexts of application, marked by its 
transdisciplinary, and counting with more reflexive and socially accountable 
instruments for quality control. At the time of its first publication, the 
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book’s central proposition produced a heated debate – for example, Van 
Leeuwen and Tijssen (2000) or Metzger and Zare (1999). However, the 
central issues addressed by this small book are still nowadays in the center 
lasting controversies – for example, Hessels and Lente (2008) – what is in 
itself a measure of its relevance.

A few years later, Etzkowitz and associates (Etzkowitz; Leydesdorff, 
2000; Etzkowitz, 2011) proposed a new model for understanding the 
dynamics between universities, enterprises, and government. According to 
the triple-helix model, in the new knowledge economy, universities “play 
an enhanced role in innovation in increasingly knowledge-based societies” 
(Etzkowitz; Leydesdorff, 2000, p. 109-110). According to this model, the 
increased salience of knowledge and research to economic development 
produced a third mission to the universities, which is its active involvement 
with economic development. Thus, according to these authors, “A ‘second 
academic revolution’” is “underway since World War II, but more visibly 
since the end of the Cold War”. In the same spirit, Donald Stokes (1997) 
revised the traditional linear model, which organized science policies around 
the world since the end of World War II. The author explores the strategic 
roles played by research that is both focused on extending the frontiers 
of fundamental knowledge and guided by considerations of use (Stokes, 
1997). The approaches sketched above are far from being complementary: 
in fact, they were developed amid intense controversies. Nevertheless, 
they converge in the appraisal of a significant change in the relationship 
between science and society, which Maasen and Olsen (2007) have called 
a new social contract between the academy and the society. 

The first generation of these studies tended to situate the pressure for 
change outside the institutional fabric of science. However, Bonaccorsi and 
associates (see, for example, Bonaccorsi, 2008 Bonaccorsi; Daraio, 2005; 
Bonaccorsi; Thoma, 2007) collected relevant evidence to support the 
proposition that these changes are also produced and sustained by inner 
dynamics of science. According to these authors, the new fields of science 
developed at the end of the XX century partake three characteristics: first, 
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they are focused on understanding complex systems, where information 
about the system’s architecture is a crucial part of the explanation. Second, 
the traditional clear boundary between natural and artificial, and between 
basic science and engineering design is blurred. Finally, the production of new 
knowledge is critically dependent on access to information produced by a 
variety of institutions and professionals. These new fields of science require 
integration of heterogeneous competences and demand interaction with 
actors located in different institutions. Thus, the main dynamics underlining 
the changes experienced by science – the inter- and trans-disciplinarity, the 
orientation to problem-solving, and the heterogeneity of the collaboration 
networks – are not imposed by external dynamics. They are intrinsically 
produced by the changes in the core dynamics of science. 

If these dynamics are internally driven or externally pushed over is a 
source of intense debate. Nevertheless, all literature converge in identifying 
the main traits of the change: the inter-, multi- and trans-disciplinary basis 
of knowledge production; the change in the relationship between basic/
fundamental and applied knowledge, the new linkages between knowledge 
and the market/economy (privatization and marketization), and the new 
framework imposing some degree of external regulation on knowledge 
production and dissemination. For Ziman (1994), among others, the critical 
issue is the emergence of a new scientific ethos he describes by the acronym 
PLACE – Proprietary, Local, Authoritarian, Commissioned, and Expert. The 
new ethos stands in clear opposition to the core values of the science, as 
described by Merton’s acronym CUDOS: communalism, universalism, 
disinterestedness and organized skepticism (Merton, 1973).

Thus, one of the sources of the pressures for changing the institutional 
framework of the academic life falls within the academic community, as at 
least part of it tries to reform the academic rules for accommodating the 
needs of the new dynamics of knowledge production.
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A research exercise exploring some evidence supporting 
the theoretical framework

In order to map some of the dynamics sketched above, we explored 
data collected when implementing a research focusing on the impact of 
financial autonomy in the governance dynamics of universities. The main 
focus of the research was to explore changes experienced by universities 
after expanded institutional autonomy was established. To this end, the 
research considered the experience of two universities, the University of 
São Paulo (USP), Brazil, and the University of Tampere (UTA)1, Finland.  

Both institutions play a central role in their respective national systems 
of higher education and both could be classified as research universities: 
18% of USP students are enrolled at the doctoral level, and 7.9% of UTA 
students are enrolled at this level (data from 2016). In addition, in both 
institutions, collegiality was the dominant trait in the mode of governance 
prior autonomy, with the Rector and other academic authorities chosen 
in internal processes where the voice of the academic community was 
dominant2. Also, the profile and degree of autonomy experienced by both 
universities have interesting similarities and, in both cases, autonomy was 
established quickly, disrupting the former status quo. Nevertheless, most 
importantly, the policy framework that accompanied autonomy in each 
institution is radically different, giving place to important changes in each 
university’s governance. In Finland, universities were “given” modern 
autonomy, while, in Brazil, universities won modern autonomy as a result 
of a political struggle. 
1 Since 2019, University of Tampere merged with the Tampere Technical University, and the 
new name of the merged university is Tampere University (TUNI). However, we refer to UTA 
in this article, because the empirical data was collected from the pre-merger time.
2 At the time of autonomy, USP’s authorities, from the departmental level up to the 
Rectorship, were chosen by the members of councils where academics, and among them, 
the full professors dominated. It is still the same nowadays. At UTA, the rector makes all 
decisions concerning staff recruitments unless s/he has delegated the authority. Deans and 
the rector are selected by the Governing Board of the University.
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In Finland, university autonomy was adopted under the framework of 
a sectoral, national reform that produced immediate, large-scale internal 
governance and management impacts. Internally, autonomy generated 
performance orientation, accountability and centralization. As a consequence, 
university staff is less involved in decision-making than before, and power 
is concentrated in the hands of top managers. 

In the Brazilian case, autonomy had fewer visible, immediate effects. 
Collegiality is still the dominating governance principle, and the distribution 
of power inside the university was less affected. Academic units preserve 
their identity and part of their autonomy. Nevertheless, modern autonomy 
required capacity-building. USP has established managerial practices 
convergent with the ones adopted by Finnish universities. Thus, performance 
evaluation and performance monitoring, resource control and centralisation 
are consequences of autonomy in both universities.

While the main findings of this research were published elsewhere 
(Kohtamäki; Balbachevsky, 2019), in this paper we explore some evidence 
coming from four interviews we conducted with heads of departments and 
laboratories inside this research project. In each university, we interviewed 
four heads of small academic unities, considering hard/soft and basic/applied 
dimensions. For this paper, we explore some lateral findings coming from 
these interviews that reveals the tensions experienced by academics when 
exposed to a competing set of rules – those emanated from the university, 
and those coming from their disciplinary affiliation. 

According to our reasoning presented above, the general pattern we 
expected to find was heads of small academic unities trying to preserve 
local autonomy by emphasizing congruences between the disciplines’ rules 
and the external rules coming from the university’s high administration, 
and, at the same time, minimizing possible conflicts between these two set 
of norms. Our purpose in presenting the evidences collected from these 
interviews is just to explore the soundness of our arguments, which, of 
course, is in need to be tested in a full-scale dedicated research project, 
gathering evidences from a larger sample of university leaders under different 
institutional environments. 
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The following table resumes some evidence collected from the 
interviews conducted in the two universities with heads of small academic 
unities (teaching programs, departments or laboratories) and presents the 
experience of autonomy as expressed by the academic leaders in both 
universities.

Table 1 – Changing in the institutional environment and main responses, as 
experienced by academics in UTA and USP

UTA USP

Reform effects

Experience: new profile and brand 
building;
Specifying top focus areas; 
Recruiting those who are able to bring 
external money;
Response: “outsiders cannot say what 
should be studied”.

Experience: USP is expected to 
compete at international ranks;
Recruiting focused on the ones 
that can improve the Department/
area evaluation (especially graduate 
evaluation);
Response: evaluation must be done by 
peers. Peer review preserves academic 
quality.

Management: 
evaluation 
and new 
performance-
based culture

Less internal discussions;
Less transparency in decision-making;
Information sharing blocks;
Less transparency in staff 
appointments;
Efficiency orientation
Collective efforts for defining top 
areas;
Bureaucracy;
Internal atmosphere changed;
No independence to develop one’s 
teaching approaches and contents;
Response: more trust is needed 
(professors know how to do their 
work). Protect local goals, maneuver 
to present local goals as best fit to the 
university's goals.

Departmental and local dynamics 
reinforced: Department profile is 
relevant to command institutional 
support;
Collective efforts/ cooperation is 
relevant to improve the Department /
Program profile;
Less independence to develop teaching 
and research initiatives: research more 
dependent on research networks;
Priority to well-evaluated publications. 
Decision regarding the quality of 
publishing outlets is externally guided;
Response: individual accomplishments 
presented as collective gains. Efforts 
for building a common goal/project for 
unity.

Competition 
orientation

Increasing competition orientation;
Mechanical view of what university 
is about
Short-run future;
Response: “professors are ready to 
compete”.

USP is expected to compete at 
international ranks;
Taking care of indicators is a central tool 
for competition;
Response: search of best fit between 
indicators and the actual work done.

Sources: exploratory interviews conducted by the authors with academic leaders in both 
universities.
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As expected, this evidence shows that academics’ struggle to 
accommodate the norms and goals produced inside their organization 
with the ones that emanate from the external, disciplinary and problem-
oriented, networks that define their professional identity. Moreover, by 
doing so, they actively reinterpret the meanings for rules and goals imposed 
by the university’s central authorities.

In both universities, academic leaders are aware of the externalization 
of the parameters for evaluating academic’s performance. Also, in both 
cases, these leaders view this process with concerns. In both universities, 
performance is progressively expressed through “hard” indicators dependent 
on an external definition. Nevertheless, in both cases, performance is still 
dependent on the reputation the academics build up in their national and, 
increasingly, worldwide networks of peers. Also, in both universities, we 
found some evidence supporting the proposition that academic leaders 
actively protect the local rules and the local environment for organizing 
knowledge production/dissemination. There is also some evidence that 
rules, goals, and values enacted by the central administration receive a local 
interpretation in a dynamic process of matchmaking, where these rules, 
goals, and norms are actively framed and grafted over the local rules and 
norms. Thus, the stronger the links researchers sustain with the extended 
disciplinary or problem-oriented networks, the more intense is the processes 
of norm-localization (Acharya, 2004, p. 251), which end up in a “syncretic 
normative framework in which local influences remain highly visible”.

Conclusion

The above empirical test is very preliminary and presents just a few 
evidences supporting our theoretical framework. More in-depth study is 
needed in order to provide harder tests for our assumptions. We are aware 
of the need of collecting more evidences from a larger set of middle level 
academic leaders and the need of exploring the effects of the bottom-up 
flow of communication, in order to access to what degree the university’s 
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high administration is aware of the university dependence on its academics 
reputation within the global science networks to branding the name of the 
university. It is also necessary to explore how the university high administration 
manage the limitation posed by science rules – as a nested institution – to 
their decision-making autonomy. 

The central argument presented here is that the university’s dependence 
on the reputation the academics (and academic unities) build up in extended 
networks is a potent source of institutional resilience. This dependence 
means that the ultimate goals by which the university's profile will be 
judged cannot be established unilaterally by the central administration but 
should be negotiated with the academics in general and with academic 
leaders in particular. One consequence of this dependence is a pressure 
for the university’s environment to bounce back from the more managerial 
pressures and recognize the collegial rules in order to accommodate the 
goals, needs and other dynamics essential for the development of each 
field of knowledge. As long as the university acknowledges these limits, 
academics will preserve their identity as active members of the invisible 
colleges of peers in charge of advancing knowledge. The same move also 
means that the university as a whole will resist the worse effects of the 
organizatory reforms and preserve its identity as part of the republic of 
science (Polanyi, 2000 reprinted from 1964). However, considering the 
changes experienced by the normative sphere of science since the end of 
the last century, one should also consider how the inner dynamics of science 
are also contributing to changes of norms and values inside the universities, 
creating a new profile of the entrepreneurial university. 
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