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Part I
Setting the Stage



Chapter 1
A World Full of Mergers: The Nordic

Countries in a Global Context

Rémulo Pinheiro, Lars Geschwind, and Timo Aarrevaara

1.1 Introduction

Interest in merger processes involving higher education institutions (HEIs) can be
traced back to the 1930s (Barnes 1999), but it was not until the mid-1970s that the
topic became prominent — in North America — in policy and academic circles
(Millett 1976; Peters 1977; Bates and Santerre 2000). The initial limited geographic
scope was expanded during the 1980s, with mergers becoming an integral compo-
nent of policy frameworks and change dynamics across a multiplicity of higher
education (HE) systems, such as in Australia (Gamage 1992; Harman 1986). During
the 1990s, mergers came to the forefront of efforts to reform or modernize domestic
HE systems throughout Western Europe (Skodvin 1999; Kyvik 2004) and parts of
Asia, such as China (Huang and Zhang 2000; Cai 2007). By the turn of the new
century, and in their introduction to a special journal issue dedicated to the topic,
Harman and Meek (2002) refer to the phenomenon of mergers as covering a geo-
graphic scope spanning four continents and the following countries: Canada, Great
Britain, the Netherlands, Hungary, Vietnam, New Zealand, Australia, Norway and
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Sweden. More recently, the African continent has also become an integral part of
the so-called ‘merger fever’ as a means of restructuring HE, as illustrated by the
South African case (Hay and Fourie 2002; Bresler 2007).

This introductory chapter takes stock of the existing literature on mergers involv-
ing HEISs across the globe. Our analysis is structured along the following key aspects
or merger phases: (a) rationales and drivers leading to mergers; (b) the ‘black box’
of the merger process; and (c) the short- and long-term effects or outcomes of merg-
ers and their respective ‘success factors’. The chapter ends with a brief overview of
the different parts that make up this comparative volume, including a short summary
on each of the individual chapter/case contributions.

1.2 Higher Education Mergers: Taking Stock of the Existing
Literature

1.2.1 The Rationale for Merging

The existing literature on the topic sheds light on a wide variety of reasons for merg-
ing HEIs. At the level of the ‘superstructure’ (Clark 1983), and as a policy instru-
ment (Olsen and Maassen 2007), mergers are thought to enhance system integration
or rationalization, improve quality of both teaching and research, and address criti-
cal issues pertaining to equity (e.g. enrolment contraction) and the efficiency of
domestic HE systems (Harman 1986; Kyvik 2002). A review of the literature cover-
ing the period from the 1970s until the 1990s has identified the most important
reasons for merging as being related to the need for:

* boosting efficiency and effectiveness

* dealing with organizational fragmentation

* broadening student access and implement equity strategies

* increasing government control over higher education systems
» greater decentralization, and

 establishing larger organizations (Ahmadvand et al. 2012).

All in all, mergers are thought to have the potential to produce substantial long-
term benefits for individual providers as well as systems as a whole. These include,
but are not limited to: (a) the establishment of larger and more comprehensive insti-
tutions; (b) stronger and a greater variety of academic programs; (c) improved stu-
dent services; (d) enhanced student choice; (e) greater institutional flexibility; and,
(f) under certain conditions, increased efficiencies and cost-savings (Harman and
Meek 2002; Harman and Harman 2003).

At the level of the individual HE institution, the rationale and motivation for
embracing mergers as a strategic mechanism (cf. Zechlin 2010) pertains to the urge
to address financial problems and emerging external threats such as falling student
demand and fiercer competition, on the one hand (Goedegebuure and Meek 1994;
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Harman and Harman 2003; Pinheiro and Stensaker 2014), and, on the other, to the
changing needs and demands of various external stakeholders (Benneworth and
Jongbloed 2010; Pinheiro 2015a). A common rationale for resorting to mergers
between academic institutions relies on the establishment of larger units, thus result-
ing in academic and administrative economies of scale (Norgard and Skodvin 2002;
Pinheiro 2012; Pinheiro et al. 2013).

Mergers can be broadly categorized as either voluntary, i.e. initiated by HEIs
themselves, or forced, i.e., mandated by the government (Harman and Harman
2003). Qualitative studies from Australia on the mergers wave in the 1980s suggest
that voluntary amalgamations tend to take place when institutions fear governments
will mandate restructuring (Curri 2002). More recently, and in a number of coun-
tries, there has been a shift from mergers initiated from the top-down, by govern-
ments, as a means of dealing with so-called problem cases, towards
institutional-initiated amalgamation processes involving strong institutions and
with clear strategic objectives (Harman and Harman 2008).

Studies from North America in the private HE sector, focusing on the period
1960-1994 and resorting to statistical regression analysis, reveal that ceteris pari-
bus mergers are more likely to occur amidst rises in academic salaries and the
decline in rates of tuition fees (Bates and Santerre 2000).

1.2.2 The Black Box of the Merger Process

There is wide evidence pointing to the fact that mergers are a complex and painstak-
ing activity both for institutions and for the academic and administrative staff
(Bresler 2007; Cartwright et al. 2007). Not only do they bring to the fore profound
leadership- and managerial-related challenges (Goedegebuure 2011), but coherent,
cohesive and sustainable integration efforts tend to take a long time to materialize,
lasting on average around a decade (Mao et al. 2009). Studies from South Africa,
focusing on staff perceptions of mergers, indicate that staff are not necessarily
opposed to the process, but that careful consideration needs to be given to certain
personal factors, such as staff fears and anxieties, to ensure a so-called “effective
merger” (Hay and Fourie 2002). Similarly, studies from South Africa and the UK
highlight two important aspects. First, the stressful potential of the pre-merger
period on the staff involved; and second, the (positive) role of consultation and staff
involvement during the entire merger process, from design to implementation to
evaluation (Becker et al. 2004; Cartwright et al. 2007).

Inquiries from Australia resorting to the conceptual notion of ‘integrated com-
munities’ suggest that integrated merged campuses provide more scope for tighter
cultural integration when compared with federal structures, and that proper leader-
ship is a key condition for minimizing cultural conflict and fostering the develop-
ment of new loyalties around a shared sense of community (Harman 2002; see also
Bresler 2007; Kamsteeg 2011). According to Harman and Harman (2003, p. 38), a
“particular cultural challenge for higher education leaders is to manage the merging
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of divergent campus cultures into coherent educational communities that display
high levels of cultural integration and loyalty to the new institution.”

Studies from South Africa provide statistical evidence of the effect of a drastic
life-changing event, such as a merger, in the actualization of academics’ intellectual
potential and emotional skills, hence, accentuating the importance of timely and
continuous assessment of the functioning and well-being of the staff directly
involved with the merger process (Maree and Eiselen 2004; see also Theron and
Dodd 2011). Further, there is evidence of the critical role played by certain indi-
viduals (agents) during the merger- design and implementation phases. For exam-
ple, a merger leading to the establishment of the third largest public HE institution
in the US state of Ohio, points to “the efforts of a number of [key] individuals who
recognized the potential advantages of a merger and worked quickly through chal-
lenges by early engagement of stakeholders [local politicians included] in the
merger process” (McGinnis et al. 2007, p. 1187).

A UK-based study, covering 30 mergers in the period late 1980s-mid 1990s,
found out that in two-thirds of the cases, the final, formal decision to merge was
preceded by a period of inter-institutional collaboration, yet the latter was not
found to be a critical success factor per se (Rowley 1997). Evidence from Australia
suggests that, in order to achieve organizational change resulting from a merger, the
congruence between a set of key factors is critical for achieving so-called ‘desired
outcomes’, namely; leadership, restructuring, the management of staff relations,
organizational development, external pressure for change, and real organizational
change (Curri 2002). Similarly, Cai (2007), in the Chinese context, persuasively
demonstrates how academic staff integration was aided by cultural compatibility
amongst the pre-merger institutions, in addition to transparency in management
decision-making. In Australia, Gamage (1992) reports the critical factors aiding the
successful merger between two institutions in the mid-1980s as being threefold: (a)
the voluntary nature of the merger; (b) the rather lengthy, deliberative and consulta-
tive period taken to finalize the final agreement; and, (c) the leisurely pace at which
it was executed.

A recent study adopting a social identity approach — suggesting that pre-merger
group membership, socio-structural characteristics and underlying motivational
processes affect people’s responses to a merger — provides empirical evidence for
the fact that discrepancies between what merger partners want and what they actu-
ally get out of the merger affects outcomes that, in essence, are thought to be essen-
tial to merger success (Gleibs et al. 2013). On the basis of a government mandated
merger between two UK-based institutions, the authors successfully predict and
empirically demonstrate that members of the high- and low- status groups involved
in the process (universities and polytechnics, respectively) desired merger patterns
that optimized their status position in the newly merged organization (Gleibs et al.
2013). Whereas members of the low-status group preferred a pattern where both
groups were equally represented, members of the high-status group were keener on
integration-proportionality and assimilation. More specifically, it was revealed that
a mismatch that indicates a negative outcome (loss of status) for the pre-merger
group leads to decreased support for the merger. In contrast, a mismatch that
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indicates a positive outcome (gain in status) for the in-group was not found to have
a negative impact on merger support per se.
Similar findings have been corroborated by Cai’s studies of Chinese mergers:

In a post-merger process, if the staff members feel that their organisation has been trans-
formed into one with higher prestige, the new identity will accordingly change their ways
of thinking and their behaviour patterns...because pursuing higher academic status is a
common value and behaviour tendency among academic staff. (Cai 2006, p. 223)

A decade ago, a review of the literature by Harman and Harman (2003) revealed
the following critical aspects:

* Voluntary mergers are easier to organize and tend to be more successful than
forced ones; “largely because it is possible to achieve a substantial degree of staff
involvement in negotiations and implementation, leading usually to a strong
sense of ownership.” (pp. 31-32);

* Consolidations (i.e. mergers involving similar institutions) are, generally speak-
ing, more demanding and involve difficult trade-offs such as choice of the new
academic structure, the portfolio of courses to be offered, etc.;

* Cross-sectoral mergers pose special dilemmas since institutions from different
sectors often have distinct missions, roles and cultures, in addition to different
funding bases;

* Mergers of institutions possessing the same or a similar range of disciplinary
fields often mean greater commonality in academic cultures, easing cultural inte-
gration; yet, they also tend to require considerable rationalization of course offer-
ings in order to realize cost savings.

In short, there is some empirical evidence pointing to the complexity of the pro-
cess surrounding mergers, either voluntarily or forced, and to the criticality of spe-
cific key factors in predicting outcomes. Nonetheless, scholars are careful in drawing
conclusions from specific case situations by casting light on the need to pay careful
attention to contextual circumstances surrounding mergers. These circumstances
include; changes in national regulations, demographic trends and migration pat-
terns, regional and national competition, institutional histories, resource dependen-
cies, leadership structures, academic aspirations, etc. (Cai 2007; Locke 2007;
Goedegebuure and Meek 1994; Goedegebuure 2011; Kyvik 2002; Pinheiro and
Stensaker 2014).

1.2.3 Outcomes and Success Factors

What do we know when it comes to the mid- and long-term effects or outcomes of
mergers involving HEIs? Whilst investigating the effects (after 3 years) of the
merger between two Australian institutions in the mid-1980s, Gamage (1992) found
both realized synergies as well as shortcomings. On the positive front, significant
progress had been made with respect to the upgrading of existing, and the
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development of new, academic programs, as well as an enhanced institutional pro-
file and market recognition (e.g. by becoming the sixth largest national university).
These were reflected in increased student demand and membership in prestigious
domestic league of universities. Yet despite this, academic integration (staff syner-
gies) in the realm of teaching was found to be far from optimal, and economies of
scale (financial efficacy) failed to be realized.

In South Africa, de Beer et al. (2009) found the academic performance of stu-
dents based at different campuses resulting from the incorporation of a historically
black university (HBU) into a historically white university (HWU) to be quite sig-
nificant, despite remarkable similarities when it comes to academic programs, local
support structures, and student profiles (prior educational achievement, socio-
economic and cultural background, language proficiency, etc.). The data show that
student achievement at the HBU campus was poor in comparison with that at the
HWU. The authors report that students (within the vicinity of the township) who felt
that they were separated from the main campus were also situated in a perceived
learning space (‘second-rate campus’) that was not conducive to their academic
development, largely due to an environment characterized by negative thoughts
(perceived inferior status) and continuous protests by students.

In their review of the existing international literature (early 2000s), Harman and
Harman (2003, p. 42) state the following with respect to the outcomes generated by
merger processes:

Overall, well-planned and sensible merger efforts appear to have been largely successful,
even if the merger proposals were strongly contested at the time. In many cases, mergers
have resulted in larger and more comprehensive institutions, with stronger academic pro-
grammes and support service, more choice for students and increased capacity for organisa-
tional flexibility. While mergers generally involve additional expenditure rather than cost
savings in the short term, often there have been substantial longer-term gains, although care
needs to be taken with many of the claims made about potential economies of scale ...

In his study of 30 merger processes (in the period 1987-1994) between UK-based
higher education institutions, Rowley (1997) concludes that 90 % of the mergers
can be considered as quite successful. In retrospect, the author stresses that “while
most HE mergers are the outcome of a rational, planning process, like corporate
mergers they include many unanticipated consequences, some of which are strategi-
cally significant” (Rowley 1997, p. 12).

In China, Wan and Peterson (2007) reveal the most significant benefit of a merger
dating back to 1994 as being an enhanced academic portfolio, with limited gains
when it comes to administrative effectiveness. According to the authors:

...the integration of academic structure is now accomplished to a large extent, although not
without tensions and conflicts in the process. The new institution now gives more breadth
and choice to their students. There are clear indications that the merger has improved the
academic position of the new institution, especially in regard to the breadth of different
education. (Wan and Peterson 2007, p. 695)

Having said that, a number of interviewees stressed the fact that a thorough eval-
uation and assessment of the long-term effects of the merger would only be feasible
within the time-frame of one or two academic generations. One telling example is
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the creation of the University of Ulster in 1984, a “shotgun marriage” according to
Pritchard and Williamson (2008). Twenty years after the merger, almost two-thirds
of survey respondents thought the former organization had been “a happier place”
(Pritchard and Williamson 2008, p. 9).

Recent studies from South Africa (Eastern Cape Province) tentatively suggest
that, in the mid- to long-term, the synergic effects, both administrative and aca-
demic, emanating from mergers have the potential to lead to a stronger degree of
academic engagement with regional actors at a variety of levels, thus augmenting
the potential benefits of the presence of a university (i.e. its various educational sites
or multiple campuses) in a given geographic region (Pinheiro 2010, 2012).

In conclusion, studies so far have focused on a number of key dimensions associ-
ated with mergers involving HEISs, revealing that the process is a complex and mul-
tifaceted one, yet with considerable knowledge gaps — not least as far as
process-related issues are concerned.

1.2.4 Mergers in Nordic Higher Education

The Nordic HE landscape has undergone a profound transformation in recent years.
This process is partly a result of substantial changes in society such as declining
birth rates, an ageing population, and the rise of a global knowledge economy, in
addition to broad policy efforts aimed at the modernization of the public sector and,
consequently, the future sustainability of the welfare state. As with their counter-
parts elsewhere, Nordic HEIs are increasingly expected to respond more efficiently
to the needs of society. Amongst other aspects, this implies taking on board a new
set of functions, like economic development/innovation, and exercising their activi-
ties in a more efficient and socially accountable manner (cf. Pinheiro et al. 2014).
Fiercer competition for students, staff and funding is leading HEISs to search for the
benefits associated with economies of scale. In other words, size does matter, as the
old saying goes.

One of the strategic measures being undertaken is that of mergers or amalgama-
tions between existing domestic providers. Across the Nordic countries, and in
recent years, Denmark and Finland have resorted to mergers as a means of restruc-
turing their respective HE landscapes. They are now being followed closely by
Norway and Sweden. Although a number of rational reasons for merging can be
raised, both from the side of providers as well as regulators/funders, the benefits for
both individual institutions and the system as a whole are far from obvious, as illus-
trated in some of the contributions to this volume.

Hansen (2014) has characterized mergers in Denmark as a “forced voluntary”
process based on the adoption of a pragmatic approach, in a complex process involv-
ing a large number of actors at different levels. In Sweden, the policy background
can be described as a shift from a focus on widening participation and expansion of
the HE system, to more focus on quality (excellence), both in teaching and in
research. In Norway, waves of mergers have swept over the country for decades,
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with the governmental approach shifting from forced (mid-1990s) to voluntary
(2007-2014) back to “forced voluntary” mergers (2015-onwards), as in Denmark.
In Finland, the mergers have been part of the structural development government
policy, but the actual mergers can be categorized as voluntary processes.

1.3 Organizational Perspectives on Mergers

In this section, we review key assumptions associated with major theoretical per-
spectives in organizational studies, from rational choice to more culturally-laden
approaches (associated with the historical transition from conceiving of organiza-
tions as closed towards more open systems, Scott 2008), and link these to the inves-
tigation of merger processes involving HEIs (the focus of this volume). Needless to
say, and due to space limitations, our discussion is not exhaustive but it simply
serves to illustrate the importance of approaching mergers from a broader organiza-
tional behaviour standpoint rather than taking HE dynamics as our point of depar-
ture (as many authors prefer to do). That said, it is worth pointing out that only a few
of these perspectives, most notably resource dependency and institutional theory,
have been operationalized in detail in the case chapters, in spite of the fact that many
of the features highlighted by the schools of thought described below are touched
upon, in one way or another, by many of the individual contributions composing this
volume.

1.3.1 Population Ecology

Proponents of this perspective argue that long-term change in the diversity of orga-
nizational forms within a given population (i.e. a set of organizations) occurs
through environmental selection (Hannan and Freeman 1977, 1989). A basic
assumption is that the majority of organizations possess structural inertia which
hinders adaptation during periods of environmental change. This, in turn, results in
the survival of the fittest, i.e. those types of organizations that become incompatible
with the environment are eventually replaced through competition, by new organi-
zational forms that are better suited to rising external demands. A population ecol-
ogy perspective on mergers involving HEIs would contend that the new forms or
designs, i.e. the merged HEISs, are the result of environmental adaptations, and thus,
all things being equal, the likelihood of future survival and success is higher than
would be the case by continuing standing on its own. A number of studies have sug-
gested that mergers are often motivated by the need to increase responsiveness to
environmental dynamics, such as the changing needs and expectations of various
stakeholder groups (Pinheiro et al. 2012; Pinheiro and Stensaker 2014). What is
more, increasing size and the need to enhance internal diversity (e.g. to explore
inter-disciplinary synergies) are often seen as a pre-requisites for success in the
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context of a highly dynamic and increasingly competitive market place (Pinheiro
2012), henceforth making mergers an attractive strategic option.

1.3.2 Structural Contingency Theory

Some scholars argue that the appropriate organizational structure depends on the
contingencies being faced by the organization; stated differently, there is no such a
thing as a “one design fits all” (Pennings 1987; Donaldson 1999). The theory puts a
strong emphasis on the level of ‘fit’” or alignment between internal structures — strat-
egies, goals, activities, norms and values, etc. — and environmental dynamics
(Burton and @bel 2013). The argument goes that organizations whose internal char-
acteristics tend to fit with key environmental contingencies (e.g. external calls for
increasing responsiveness or societal engagement) will perform better, all things
being equal. That is, they will perform more effectively when compared with orga-
nizations whose characteristics do not fit with their external contingencies in a given
situation. For example, a low level of specialization may enhance performance in
the case of smaller organizations, whereas the reverse often holds true in the case of
larger and more complex organizational forms (Donaldson 2008). Following this
line of thought, a structural contingency view on mergers involving HEIs would
argue that these are justified when the external contingencies facing the organiza-
tions in question require them to adopt this particular strategic posture. Earlier stud-
ies suggest that mergers involving HEIs are more likely to occur in periods of
disruptive environmental change. This includes, but is not limited to, a decline in the
number of students and the income they help generate and, consequently, a rise in
internal costs. This leads to the classic economies of scale argument, i.e. the need to
improve efficiency and performance, which is often used as the main contingent
justification for merging two or more HEIs (Harman and Harman 2003;
Goedegebuure 2011; Ahmadvand et al. 2012).

1.3.3 Resource-Dependence Theory

Organizations, particularly public ones, are dependent upon external resources for
the realization of their internal goals and core tasks (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978,
2003). This basically means that they need to accommodate the expectations of
resource holders, such as the government and other major funders, whilst devising
new structures, strategies and activities. Earlier studies suggest that resource depen-
dencies exercise a considerable degree of influence over merger processes in at least
three ways. First, since resource holders, primarily government agencies, tend to
provide additional financial incentives for merging or restructuring (“the carrot
approach”). A compelling example is the recent merger waves involving HEIs in
Finland and Norway. Second, given that in the majority of countries, the current
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funding systems for public allocations to HEISs are partly based on input metrics, i.e.
“more students equals more funding”. This, in turn, motivates HEIs to search for
higher enrolment rates to increase their annual budgets and/or the portion of the
public appropriation by the state (cf. Johnstone and Marcucci 2010). What is more,
larger institutions not only tend to be more resourceful but also have a stronger
influence at the system level, thus limiting the influence exerted upon them by cer-
tain resource holders, such as the government. Size, however, is a double edge
sword, since the larger the institution, the more resources it requires to meet its
goals and undertake its daily operations. One example of resource dependency is
falling student demand, which has been found to be a key driver for merging HEIs
(Goedegebuure and Meek 1994). Finally, rising costs and the need to reduce them —
through economies of scale — act as major drivers as well (Bates and Santerre 2000;
Harman and Meek 2002; Kyvik 2002). The aforementioned aspects, we contend,
point to the importance of resources and resource dependencies in merger pro-
cesses, from design to implementation to performance measurement.

1.3.4 Path-Dependence Theory

For social scientists interested in processes of change, the concept of path depen-
dency is useful. It has often been defined simply as “history matters” or “the past
influences the future” (Greener 2002; Clark and Rowlinson 2004). Mahoney (2000)
argues that path dependence is a specific characteristic of those historical sequences
in which contingent events set institutional patterns or event chains in motion. The
identification of path dependence, therefore, involves tracing a given outcome back
to a particular set of historical events and showing how these events are themselves
contingent occurrences that cannot be explained on the basis of prior historical con-
ditions. Path dependency is closely related to what historical institutionalists term
‘critical junctures’, i.e. the adoption of specific institutional arrangements at a spe-
cific moment (Cappocia and Kelemen 2007). These junctures are “critical” because
once beyond that point, it becomes progressively more difficult to return to an ear-
lier stage. This is a contingent event. Once one alternative has been chosen over
another, self-reinforcing processes take place which makes other possible routes
implausible (Mahoney 2000). When it comes to mergers, approaching the process
from a historical, path-dependence perspective on the evolution of the HEIs is of
great relevance to understand merger dynamics and its observed outcomes (cf.
Pinheiro et al. 2012).
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1.3.5 Network Theory

Network perspectives on organizations contend that the latter are dependent on rela-
tionships, mutual interests, and reputation, and that they are less guided by a formal
structure of authority as such (Powell 2003). There is solid empirical evidence sug-
gesting that inter-organizational network arrangements (a) foster learning; (b) rep-
resent a mechanism for the attainment of status or legitimacy; (c) provide a variety
of economic benefits; (d) facilitate the management of resource dependencies; and
(e) provide considerable autonomy for employees (Podolny and Page 1998). Trust
or social capital is a critical component within a network arrangement, given that
the parties involved tend to share sensitive information about its internal operations
with outsiders (Cook 2005). Shared norms and belief systems (e.g. as a result of
earlier socialisation) tend to reduce the cognitive dissonance between actors, thus
enhancing trust between stakeholders (Braithwaite 1998). Insights from network
theory have been critical in building a better understanding of stakeholders’ influ-
ences in organizational design and behaviour (Rowley 1997). These help to improve
our understanding of how organisations respond to (or not) the demands of multiple
stakeholder groups. Hence, a network perspective on mergers focuses on the sets of
mutual beneficial and reinforcing relationships amongst HEIs and their various
internal and external stakeholders that, on the whole, may either have a positive or
negative impact on the merger process. Earlier studies have shed light on the salience
of external stakeholders’ agendas when it comes to change processes in HE
(Jongbloed et al. 2008; Pinheiro 2015a), including mergers (Stensaker et al.
in press).

1.3.6 New Institutional Theory

New or neo institutional theory focuses on how organizations and the environment
are related to, and affect, each other (Brint and Karabel 1991; Hall and Taylor 1996).
For example, this theory focusses on how certain organizational models or arche-
types are disseminated within a given organizational field (cf. Greenwood and
Hinings 1993), and/or these are adapted (‘translated’) to local circumstances
(Czarniawska-Joerges and Sevén 1996). Further, the neo-institutional perspective
focuses on the importance attributed to structures of meaning at different levels that
are deeply embedded in rules, standard operating procedures, norms, identities and
traditions in organizational fields (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). This is intrinsically
associated with the ‘logic of appropriateness’, where emerging circumstances are
matched to existing (taken for granted) formal and informal rules (March and Olsen
2006). An example here is the legitimation of change and the language used by
senior management whilst launching change agendas within organisations
(Deephouse and Suchman 2008). A central tenet of the new institutional tradition
lies on the fact that, over time, and as a result of a phenomenon known as



14 R. Pinheiro et al.

‘isomorphism’, organizations operating within a given organizational field will tend
to become more similar (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Hence, we argue that taking
into account the highly institutionalized environments in which contemporary HEIs
operate (Olsen 2007) is of critical significance whilst assessing merger processes
across the organizational field of HE.

1.3.7 Cultural-Related Approaches

Scholars have long shed light on the importance attributed to the less visible or
informal structures of organizations such as norms, values, belief systems and local
identities (Smircich 1983). Institutional accounts of organizational change (above)
or the lack thereof (inertia) have often referred to the role of local culture as an
explanatory factor (Zucker 1991). Once institutionalized, culture becomes a ‘taken
for granted” dimension of organizations which can act as a major obstacle to envi-
ronmental adaptation if/when a clash exist between ‘old’ and ‘new’ norms and pos-
tures (Zucker 1988). Similarly, organizational cultures with a more positive attitude
towards change and experimentation are less likely to resist internal efforts (e.g. by
management) to adapt existing formal and informal structures to environmental
demands (Schein 2010).

The literature on mergers involving HEIs reveals that cultural dimensions are
indeed important. Merging two or more distinct organizational cultures is a complex
process which often takes an unexpectedly long time, and it is not always success-
ful. According to Locke (2007), this is because the benefits are new organizational
forms and increased organizational size, which in turn demand new management
styles and organizational cultures. Mergers not only do offer opportunities for inno-
vation to occur, but are part and parcel of an organizational innovation or transfor-
mation process per se (Cai et al. forthcoming). The factors affecting the success of
mergers can be related to transparency of management and prestige (Cai 2007,
p- 174). Some of the problems identified in earlier studies pertain to cultural clashes
within HEIs, including the cultural implications of the post-merged phase, i.e. on
how to integrate shared values, loyalties and attitudes and build a sense of collective
identity (Harman 2002; see also Bligh 2006). Thus, a cultural perspective on merg-
ers would pay close attention to: (a) the role played by institutionalized values, tra-
ditions and local identities associated with the former organizations (cf. Clark 1972,
1992); and, (b) the extent through which these are strategically aligned with one
another (cf. Fumasoli et al. in press) on the one hand and to the vision/profile of the
new (merged) institution on the other.

The analysis undertaken above drawing upon classic organisational perspectives
raises a number of pertinent questions as regards mergers. How rational are the
arguments being advanced to legitimize the process? Is the organizational field of
HE becoming more or less similar to other fields (e.g. industry), for example, when
it comes to competition and success factors, and if so, what are the possible conse-
quences as far as mergers are concerned? Do mergers, as an archetype, result in
considerable isomorphic pressures, and if so, what possible consequence does this
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entail? How are leadership structures within HEIs reacting strategically to such
developments, and what unintended consequences does this have for their organisa-
tions and the domestic systems in which they operate? What role, if any, path- and
resource- dependencies as well as norms, values and identities play? These and
other related questions fall outside the scope of the current chapter, but could be the
object of future investigations, and an attempt will be made in this volume to revisit
some of these queries in the concluding sections.

1.4 Nordic Universities: Between the State, the Market
and the Oligarchy

Burton Clark (1983) described universities as balancing between the state, the mar-
ket and the academic oligarchy. Despite its simplicity and limitations, this so-called
‘triangle of coordination’ has influenced many researchers of HE, functioning as an
important heuristic whilst attempting to interpret system-wide dynamics across a
variety of topics (cf. Pinheiro and Antonowicz 2015, in the context of governing
access to HE). Without doubt, contemporary HEIs the world over are still depend-
ing on these three “angles”, but it is also clear that other dimensions have become
increasingly pronounced since Clark’s initial writings. These include globalization
and internationalisation, collaborative networks/partnerships, stakeholders, leader-
ship, rankings, technology, etc. Notwithstanding their importance, and given the
limited scope of our inquiry, we revisit Clark’s original three elements in an attempt
to interpret major shifts in the dynamics facing HE systems across the Nordic coun-
tries in the last two decades or so (Fig. 1.1).

When it comes to governance-related issues, the Nordic countries have, for a
long time, been dominated by strong state control and the importance attributed to
the needs and expectations of various stakeholder groups; reminiscent to Johan

Fig. 1.1 Burton Clark’s
triangle (Source: Based on
Clark (1983))

Higher
Education
Dynamics
(Nordics)
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oligarchy
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Olsen’s ‘corporate-pluralistic approach’ (Olsen 1988). Writing on Sweden in the
late 1970s, Clark contends that “...academic barons feel particularly pushed around
by the state and outside groups.” (Clark 1978, p. 74) Gradually, with the rise of the
so-called ‘stakeholder society’ in the Nordic countries as elsewhere (Neave 2002),
the state gave way some of its initial powers (to govern) to HEIs (increased auton-
omy) as well as introducing market-based mechanisms such as contracts and perfor-
mance based funding (Gornitzka et al. 2004). This, in turn, led to increasing
competition — and the need for differentiation —and enhanced complexity and ambi-
guity associated with the urge to accommodate multiple, often contradictory,
demands emanating from a variety of external stakeholder groups (Jongbloed et al.
2008). What is more, this shift was accompanied by a change in the domain values
of the systems involved (see Clark 1983, pp. 240-262), from an original focus on
egalitarianism, collaboration and horizontal differentiation (along a binary divide)
towards a more (market-based) meritocratic ethos emphasizing excellence, competi-
tiveness and vertical differentiation. This development led to a number of tensions
both within HEIs — e.g. between (stronger) management (the ‘middle structure’)
and the academic heartland or ‘understructure’ — as well as between these and the
‘superstructure’ or governmental agencies (Clark 1983, for a recent account consult
Pinheiro et al. 2014). That said, it is important not to overestimate the importance
associated with the so called ‘Nordic model’ (Gornitzka and Maassen 2011), since,
despite their similarities, there are substantial differences amongst the Nordic coun-
tries accounting for the ways in which the respective HE systems have evolved over
time, and the mechanisms through which change and stability have been pursued,
both by the state and the HEIs themselves. More importantly, there are also differ-
ences within countries and their HE systems (e.g. with respect to historical trajecto-
ries, the types of institutions, regional spread, etc.) that need to be taken into account,
providing the backdrop for the current dynamics around mergers across the system.
That said, it is undeniable that Nordic HE systems, like other systems around the
world (cf. Marginson 2004), have increasingly become more ‘market-based’. The
latter phenomenon is linked in part to the “entrepreneurial turn” in Nordic higher
education (Pinheiro 2015b), substantiated around the rise of strategic science and
excellence as hegemonic policy regimes within the system as a whole (driven by the
state) as well as inside the fabric of HEIs (driven by management).

It is against this backdrop or new reality, we argue, that mergers are thought to be
a rather attractive solution — in the eyes of Nordic policy makers and institutional
leaders alike — to the manifold problems (Cohen et al. 1972) posed by rising national
and global competition. On paper, mergers are thought to result in stronger internal
synergies with the potential for enhancing national and global competitive advan-
tages (Porter 2008). This, in turn, leads us to another critical merger-related dimen-
sion alluded to earlier, i.e. the critical nature of size. In an increasingly competitive
environment, larger institutions are thought to be better prepared to address the
shifting demands of student publics and other key stakeholders such as government
and/or industry. What is more, size increases market attention, thus making it pos-
sible to strategically explore brand management (Stensaker 2007) and institutional
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profiling (Fumasoli et al. in press) at a different scale, as exemplified by the case of
the recently established Aalto University in Finland (Tienari et al. in press).

1.5 The Rationale for This Volume and Its Scope

By nature, mergers include a time dimension. Earlier research, as described above,
has addressed the various phases of mergers. Yet, the existing literature on mergers
in general and those involving HEISs in particular is laden with methodological pit-
falls and is rather inconclusive. Most studies lack a longitudinal approach, analysing
the effects (structural, financial, cultural, etc.) of mergers over a period of time.
More often than not, investigations are conducted within a single institution/national
system, thus not being truly comparative in nature. What is more, little systematic
attention has been paid to the complexities associated with the ‘black box’ of the
process surrounding mergers — touching upon critical dimensions like decision-
making, the role of external stakeholders, implementation, communication, leader-
ship, etc.

An aim of this book is to address these knowledge gaps. More specifically, it
investigates key procedural aspects associated with the different mergers stages,
over a specific period of time during the last decade or so and in a comparative man-
ner. The topic is of utmost importance to policy makers, institutional managers,
social scientists, student audiences (public policy and administration), and society at
large. This is so, given the considerable financial public costs involved with such
re-structuring exercises on the one hand, and the largely unanswered queries regard-
ing the effects on aspects such as equity, efficiency, quality; and the degree of respon-
siveness to the various stakeholder groups across the public and private sectors.

The volume encompasses cross-country contributions along three, key merger
phases:

1. The key drivers and primary rationale for mergers with respect to government
policy and the institutions involved, including the strategic agendas and future
aspirations of individual sub-units;

2. The actual organization and implementation of the pre- and merger processes;

3. The effects, both short- and mid- term, of mergers in the inner dynamics of the
institutions involved (with respect to selected dimensions such as core functions,
institutional profiles, student enrolments, formalized structures, academic syner-
gies, internal tensions, etc.)

The volume is organized along four distinct parts. Following the introductory
chapter setting the stage for the country-specific analysis, Part II provides a broad,
historical reflection on the key features associated with the dynamics and evolution
of the four Nordic HE systems, ending up with an account of the key drivers and
rationale (Phase 1, Fig. 1.2). This is followed (Part III) by a series of case studies
illuminating the more procedural-related issues (Phases 2) as well as outcomes
(Phase 3) surrounding mergers covering selected aspects. The volume concludes
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Phase 1:

Drivers &

Rationale
(Parts I & II)

Fig. 1.2 Key merger phases covered in the book volume

(Part IV) by taking stock of the lessons learnt and by sketching out the implications
of our findings to policy, practice and future research inquiries.

1.5.1 Partl

In the current chapter, the book editors provide an overview of the existing literature
on mergers involving HEIs, in addition to linking classic organizational perspec-
tives (core tenets) to an investigation of merger processes more broadly defined. The
chapter briefly reflects on the historical interplay between state, HEIs and market
forces in the Nordic context, against the backdrop of more recent developments.

1.5.2 Partl1l

In their contribution (Chap. 2), Kyvik and Stensaker highlight the importance of
mergers in the context of the institutionalization of Norwegian HE. In so doing, they
identify three key merger phases, namely; state-initiated ‘forced’ mergers (early
1990s), ‘voluntary’ mergers driven by HEIs (2000-2013), and (back to) state-
initiated ‘forced-voluntary’ mergers (2014-ongoing). By using ‘institutional logics’
as a starting point for their analysis, the authors contend that the different logics at
play have historically matched well with the notion of mergers as a solution to per-
ceived problems facing the entire sector, thus making mergers more attractive.
Chapter 3, by Benner and Geschwind, analyses the preconditions and forms of
consolidation in the Swedish HE system in the last decade. The authors found that,
after a rapid development and expansion of the system in the decade 1994-2004,
several policy initiatives were undertaken as to consolidate and streamline the
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sector. More importantly, it is shown that the reorganization of the domestic HE
system has resorted to experimentation in order to determine which models fit best.
The chapter’s main conclusion lies on the fact that, in Sweden, and in contrast to
other countries, recent dynamics are best characterized as a sort of strategic “game”
between rational actors aiming to clarify the gains and potential losses of mergers
instead of a top-down process based on forced re-organizations.

In Chap. 4, Aarrevaara and Dobson identify no less than six critical reform
phases at system level that are of relevance to mergers in the Finnish HE context,
which is characterized by a binary model composed of universities and polytechnics
(‘universities of applied sciences’). The analysis demonstrates that mergers were
largely initiated by HEIs themselves, as a strategic response mechanism to the
changing environment resulting from the various government-led reforms, most
notably the 2007-2008 structural reform aimed at enhancing efficiency and effec-
tiveness. The chapter concludes by outlining a recent development across the sys-
tem, namely, the erosion of the binary divide, which may result into a new round of
mergers involving institutions belonging to different sectors.

In Chap. 5, the last chapter of Part II, Aagaard, Hansen and Rasmussen sketch
out the changing domestic HE landscape in Denmark over the past 15 years, which
has been driven by the series of cross-sectorial mergers involving universities and
governmental research institutes, leading to the establishment of fewer but larger
(‘stronger’) HE providers. What is more, the authors outline the key changes expe-
rienced across the different levels of the system (types of institutions), and reflect
upon significant similarities amongst them. The latter part of the chapter casts light
on the key factors enabling the mergers to occur, and highlights some of the existing
(still unresolved) challenges that the Danish HE system is currently facing.

1.5.3 Part 111

In Chap. 6, Mathisen and Pinheiro analyse the merger between two Norwegian
university colleges, which led to the establishment in 2011 of the Oslo and Akershus
University College of Applied Sciences. Three aspects of the merger are analysed in
detail: (a) the background to and motivation behind the merger; (b) the relationship
between actors belonging to the two organizations; and (c) communication pro-
cesses and the role played by the central leadership structures. Conceptually, the
authors make a distinction between conceiving of organizations as either instru-
ments or institutions, and discuss three main perspectives associated with these
ideas. The case study shows that actors’ behaviour was shaped by a combination of
instrumental and institutional perspectives. More specifically, their analysis high-
lights the importance of endogenous and exogenous influences, with the findings
underlining the importance of “soft” aspects like values, culture and identity.

In Chap. 7, Arbo and Bull investigate the voluntary merger process involving
three Norwegian institutions based in the northern-most part of the country, and
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along two distinct merger phases. They identify a number of key factors affecting —
enabling or constraining — merger implementation and outcomes. For example,
institutional context and leadership were found to play a critical role, alongside
dimensions such as geography, size, and institutional distinctiveness. Their analysis
also sheds light on the importance of external support by regional actors and their
respective political platforms, and that, in the end, negotiations and compromise
(power relations) amongst the parties are critical steps in the attainment of desired
outcomes.

In Chap. 8, Geschwind, Melin and Wedlin provide an analysis of the process of
creating a new university, via a merger of two existing Swedish universities, with a
special emphasis on aspects like brand and identity formation. Their analysis sug-
gests that branding acts as a strategic tool for identity construction on the one hand,
and reputation building on the other. What is more, the study also found out that,
through help defining the essence composing the new institution — both inside and
outside organizational boundaries — branding facilitates cultural and structural inte-
gration following a complex, tumultuous and value-laden merger process.

In Chap. 9, Karlsson and Geschwind contrast two distinct ‘takeover’ merger pro-
cesses, termed as ‘hostile’ and ‘friendly’. Amongst other aspects, their analysis
reveals the type of merger to be of limited importance when compared to the merger
drivers, rationale and the process per se. On the whole, financial drivers were
thought to be easier to manage than cultural-ideological ones. Somewhat paradoxi-
cally, the ‘hostile’ case was characterized by cultural incompatibility, but was found
to deliver more positive early outcomes, suggesting that processes laden with con-
flict in the earlier stages are not necessarily doomed to fail.

In Chap. 10, Sutela and Cai study three stages in the merger of Pirkanmaa
University of Applied Sciences (PIRAMK) and Tampere University of Applied
Sciences (TAMK), one of the earliest mergers in the polytechnic sector in Finland,
namely; merger planning, post-merger integration, and merger outcomes. Based on
interviews with key stakeholders and documentary studies, they found that, overall,
this merger could be defined as a success story. One of the explanations suggested
is the nature of the post-merger institution as a limited company which makes
TAMK a stronger and more independent actor when it comes to financial manage-
ment and decision-making. A large number of staff and students were engaged in
the preparation and implementation of the merger. Furthermore, the authors con-
clude that the merger process was managed in a systematic way and was well-
organised, and that the change became more favourable over time.

In Chap. 11, Tirronen, Aula and Aarevaara examine the merger process that
resulted in the establishment of the University of Eastern Finland. Their investigation
sheds light on the change process seen from within. Their analysis concludes that,
although the process was a bottom-up one, driven by the local actors themselves, the
internal transformations resulting from the merger need to be assessed against the
background of much larger structural changes set in motion by the government.

In Chap. 12, Aagaard, Hansen and Rasmussen zoom in on three selected cases of
the Danish university mergers: University of Copenhagen, Aarhus University and
Aalborg University. The chapter shows how the Danish university merger processes
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have had a number of different faces across the sector, despite a common starting
point and the same overall political incentives. Furthermore, the authors highlight a
complex interplay between top down and bottom up dynamics and shows how indi-
vidual institutions have translated and transformed the overall national objectives in
order to make them fit with their own institutional goals. Furthermore, the chapter
shows how chance, uncertainty and conflicting institutional interests ended up influ-
encing the overall result of the merger process.

Finally, in Chap. 13, Aagaard, Hansen and Rasmussen cast light on the effects
from three distinct mergers in Denmark. Their comparative analysis suggests that
context does matter, with a different set of factors influencing the observed out-
comes. That said, their study also points to similarities across cases. For example, in
two out of the three cases, both the character and speed in which the mergers were
executed were found to affect the degree of staff involvement throughout the pro-
cess. This, in turn, determined the overall sense of ownership, a determinant success
factor, according to the authors. What is more, it is stressed that the complexity
inherent to merger processes cannot simply be captured by looking at a set of iso-
lated variables, and that researchers should, instead, investigate carefully the inter-
play between various factors like context, actors and implementation.

1.5.4 Part1V

In the book’s closing chapter, Geschwind, Pinheiro and Aarrevaara revisit the main
empirical findings across countries and cases and draw some general conclusions
regarding HE mergers in the Nordic countries. The volume ends with a discussion
regarding implications for policy and practice.
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Chapter 2
Mergers in Norwegian Higher Education

Svein Kyvik and Bjgrn Stensaker

2.1 Introduction

In Norway, higher education has traditionally been organised in two separate
sectors: universities and specialised university institutions, and professional schools
and colleges providing short-term and vocationally-oriented educational pro-
grammes. Until 2014, mergers of institutions mostly took place in the non-university
or college sector, but recent policy initiatives have put mergers between universities
and colleges on the agenda. Hence, the binary structure of the Norwegian higher
education system has been under pressure.

Different strategies can be identified for how mergers take place. National
authorities can opt for mandatory processes where the main issue is how the merger
process can best be organised and how system functioning and effects can be
optimised or, in more deregulated higher education systems where institutions have
more autonomy, merger decisions are shifted from the national political level to the
institutional level. As a consequence, the decision to merge or not becomes
voluntary, although institutions may also face situations where politically created
framework conditions make it difficult for the institutions not to engage in merger
initiatives (Rowley 1997).

In this chapter, we provide a description and discussion of how the government
has used forced mergers of institutions to transform the higher education system,
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and also how individual institutions have used voluntary merger initiatives as a
strategy to enhance their status and relative position in the higher education
system.

We use the perspective of institutional logic as a way to frame our analysis
(Friedland and Alford 1991; Thornton et al. 2012). The institutional logic perspec-
tive is a way to identify patterns of actions within a given organisational field. We
argue that mergers in the Norwegian higher education system can be understood
and explained by reform ideas, actions, and beliefs that can be linked to different
institutional logics, more specifically a bureaucratic and a market logic. In these two
logics we can identify different arguments about why mergers should be under-
taken, and how the process should be organised. For example, the decision to merge
or not may be mandatory or voluntary, or initiated and run by the state or the institu-
tions alone, although institutions may also face situations where they are politically
‘encouraged’ to merge (Rowley 1997).

In this chapter, we argue that the different logics operate in parallel, although
with shifting influence and impact on political actions (Friedland and Alford 1991).
We also argue that the logics impact on the behaviour of the universities and col-
leges in the system, and that this can create interesting system dynamics as institu-
tions engage in merger initiatives to limit competition, gain market share, or expand
geographically, to name a few (Bower 2001; Harman and Harman 2003). Interesting
dynamics have also been created when mergers have been used by individual insti-
tutions to enhance their status and reputation in the institutional hierarchy (Ursin
et al. 2010). We identify three phases of mergers in the Norwegian higher education
system, and end the chapter with a brief discussion on future scenarios based on
current developments.

2.2 Institutional Logics as a Perspective to Analyse Mergers

Institutional theory has been a key perspective for analysing higher education for a
long time. The prime example is Burton Clark’s seminal book on the higher educa-
tion system (Clark 1983), which in essence was based on key assumptions and ideas
taken from the so-called ‘old institutional’ theory, with a special focus on how
individual higher education institutions could be characterised by their inherent
values, norms and cultural beliefs (Stensaker 2004). However, Clark also paid
attention to how higher education systems were governed, noticing that countries
could be positioned and differentiated from each other with respect to their country-
specific combinations of state steering, professional autonomy and market influence
(Clark 1983).

In recent years, newer versions of institutional theory have further advanced the
thinking around how this perspective could be used to analyse the governance of
various organisational fields (Friedland and Alford 1991). The institutional logic
perspective is one of these, and can be defined as a ‘metatheoretical framework for
analysing the interrelationships between institutions, individuals, and organizations’



2 Mergers in Norwegian Higher Education 31

(Thornton et al. 2012: 2). It is, in other words, an interesting perspective for
analysing the relationship between policy ideas and initiatives on the macro-level
and actions and dynamics at the micro-level. Although policy ideas and initiatives
do vary across countries, it is possible to argue that, in general, policy initiatives in
the last few decades have been heavily influenced by the idea of coordinating and
regulating higher education systems using market and quasi-market mechanisms
(Gumport 2000). Norway is no exception to this, although market-like governance
mechanisms are far from being the only ideas to have been introduced in the sector
(Stensaker 2004).

Although numerous institutional logics can be identified in a modern society, in
this chapter we will distinguish between two partly competing, partly overlapping
institutional logics which have dominated public reform ideas in Norway, and which
are of special relevance for understanding and explaining mergers in higher educa-
tion (see also Thorthon et al. 2012: 43): the bureaucratic logic related to maintain-
ing public control over an expanding higher education system, and the market logic
related to a belief that there is an alternative to administrative control, which involves
institutions having a certain degree of autonomy and the state taking a more indirect
role in the governance of the sector (Christensen and Lagreid 2003). In principle,
the bureaucratic logic is associated with the belief that coordination of a social
system is best accomplished by establishing formal authority over the entities in the
system, and through the establishment of a clear division of roles and functions,
rules and regulations. Hence, within the bureaucratic logic, hierarchy is seen as a
necessity, and sanctions are needed to enforce actions. In the market logic, coordi-
nation is seen as being accomplished through competition in the social system, and
this competition will result in a division of roles and functions. Although there is a
need for some rules and regulations as to how the market should function, formal
hierarchy is generally seen as causing ‘market failure’, and the general belief is that
incentives are the most valid way to trigger actions (see also Thornton et al. 2012).

Interestingly, even if one could argue that the ‘root metaphor’ of the market is a
dominant one in current public reform initiatives (Scott 2014: 90-91), it is also pos-
sible to argue that both the bureaucratic and the market logic can be based on some
similar reform ideas. For example, over recent decades a number of reform initia-
tives in Norwegian higher education have been intended to foster greater standardi-
sation within the sector. The introduction of a common act on higher education, the
introduction of result-oriented planning as a mandatory requirement for institutions,
a common funding system for the sector, and the development of a common career
structure in all public higher education institutions in the country, are telling exam-
ples (Stensaker 2004; Kyvik 2009). In a bureaucratic logic, these reform initiatives
can be explained by the need to reduce complexity in the sector, making public
steering easier through the development of joint systems for administrative control.
However, increased standardisation could also be related to a market logic by
creating more similar institutions and thus facilitating greater competition between
them. According to the key ideas behind this logic, competition will force some
organisations to explore new niches and markets, and in this way standardisation
could also indirectly facilitate increased organisational diversification.
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Hence, although we may quite easily distinguish between institutional logics as
root metaphors, they are perhaps more difficult to distinguish in practice. Possible
implications are, first, that the two logics could be linked and thus impact on each
other in interesting ways. Second, that reform ideas may be interpreted quite differ-
ently by different actors in the system, and third, that political shifts between differ-
ent logics are not very difficult, since reform measures can be legitimised by both
bureaucratic and market-based arguments.

In the following section, we will use the two institutional logics as an interpreta-
tive tool for describing and explaining three different phases of merger reforms in
Norwegian higher education, and the dynamics that have driven system develop-
ments since the 1990s.

2.3 Three Phases of Mergers

2.3.1 Phase 1: The Merger of Regional Colleges in 1994

The first phase of mergers took place in the regional college sector in the early
1990s. However, to understand the reasons behind this large merger reform, we
have to go back 50 years to when reorganisation of this part of the education system
was suggested for the first time. Historically, the expansion of post-secondary edu-
cation beyond university level was characterised by the establishment of a large
number of professional schools and colleges in cities, towns and local communities
throughout the country. This development has been described as two interrelated
decentralisation processes: geographical decentralisation, which means that higher
education spreads to regions and local communities outside the traditional univer-
sity cities, and institutional decentralisation, which means that higher education
spreads to institutions outside the traditional universities (Kyvik 1983). Eventually,
these processes led to a highly dispersed and fragmented system composed of many
small educational institutions.

In 1965, the government established a Committee on Post-Secondary Education
to assess future needs for education at this level. This committee proposed a new
type of higher education institution, to be created through mergers of existing pro-
fessional schools in each of the two regions for higher education, and by developing
new types of work-oriented education in study-centres called ‘district colleges’. The
main arguments for this integration were to provide: a broader choice of courses; a
broader and better professional environment for the teaching staff; a better utilisa-
tion of premises and libraries; and improved student welfare.

The Committee defined a district college as an organisational superstructure of
short-cycle post-secondary education in a region, but recommended that a college
should be concentrated in one place in order to obtain an effective integration of the
various institutions. This proposal met with resistance from many of the schools
concerned and their professional organisations. Hence, the question of integration
was postponed, and the district colleges were established as autonomous institutions
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for new types of short-cycle higher education programmes without any formal ties
to the professional schools in the region (Kyvik 1981).

The geographical and institutional decentralisation process within higher educa-
tion continued throughout the 1970s, with the establishment of new professional
schools and district colleges in various parts of the country. In the 1970s and 1980s,
a large number of small professional schools for teacher training, engineering,
health education and social work, and other specialised schools were upgraded to
being higher education institutions. By the end of the 1980s, the decentralisation
wave in higher education had reached its peak. The college sector had developed
into a highly differentiated and geographically dispersed system that called for
measures to counteract the fragmented expansion. Regional boards, established in
1976 to coordinate the professional and vocational colleges in each of the 17 regions,
had proved to be too weak to integrate the various study programmes (Kyvik 2002).

Subsequently, mergers of institutions were included as one of the premises in the
mandate of a governmental committee (set up in 1987) to assess the future organisa-
tion of higher education. In its 1988 report, the committee proposed a reduction in
the number of independent colleges, through mergers within each region. The offi-
cial purpose was to create larger academic units, and to achieve administrative and
economic scale effects (Kyvik 2002). In addition, an important reason for the merger
of colleges into fewer units had to do with the Ministry of Education itself. Higher
education was one of the largest state sectors. In 1990, it encompassed some 127
public institutions. In addition, 22 private institutions were receiving government
support. The regional college system encompassed about 100 state institutions. The
large number of colleges under the Ministry’s auspices created considerable admin-
istrative capacity problems.

Furthermore, the idea of merging institutions was not new to policy-makers.
Several other Western European countries had already been through this process,
merging their many specialised professional colleges into a smaller number of
multipurpose higher education establishments (Kyvik 2004). This was a structural
reform that could be copied in a Norwegian context.

The outcome of this process was the establishment (in 1994) of 26 state colleges
based on regional mergers of 25 colleges for teacher training, 16 engineering
colleges, 30 colleges of health education, 3 colleges of social work, 6 music conser-
vatories, and 4 other specialist colleges for other vocations. In addition, this reform
encompassed 14 district colleges with programmes in economics and business
administration, many other types of vocational programmes, and some university
courses (Kyvik 2002). However, most of the formerly independent colleges were
retained as geographically separate departments within the new institutions.

The conditions for bringing about this reform were quite different in the early
1990s in comparison to the late 1960s. The weaknesses of the regional college sys-
tem were recognised, and the political opposition to a change in the educational
system had weakened. The political decision to undertake large-scale mergers in the
regional college sector, and the successful implementation of this decision in the
early 1990s, were facilitated by cultural and ideological shifts. Mergers had long
been an accepted means of achieving economies of scale in industry and business,
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and this measure was also adopted by the government as a general reform strategy
in public administration. The reforms of the public sector, inspired by New Public
Management ideas, then spilled over into the field of higher education, creating a
demand for larger and more cost-effective units (Christensen and Lagreid 2003).
Thus, the proposal to merge the regional colleges into fewer units was consistent
with prevailing trends in political and administrative thinking. Although one could
argue that New Public Management ideas consist of a combination of market and
bureaucratic logics, it was clearly the bureaucratic logic that dominated in the
mergers in the college sector. The idea of hierarchy and the belief in public steering
was clearly visible and was part of a political initiative to establish a division of
labour in the higher education system. The launching of a “Network Norway” was
the key political philosophy behind the merger process, in which the Ministry of
Education was to decide which colleges were allowed to specialise in certain
subjects and disciplinary areas (Kyvik 2009).

The university sector was not exposed to this merger process, with the exception
of a forced merger between the University of Trondheim, the Norwegian Institute of
Technology, and four other regional institutions, into the Norwegian University of
Science and Technology (NTNU) in 1996 (Stensaker 2004).

Formally, the merger process resulted in the creation of a binary system with a
division between a university sector (four comprehensive universities and six
specialised university institutions) and a college sector encompassing 26 state col-
leges and some private colleges. The initial intention was that universities were
responsible for basic research, graduate education and research training, while the
colleges were responsible for a wide variety of short-cycle professional and voca-
tional study programmes, and in addition took on some university programmes for
basic and undergraduate education. Within certain fields, where the universities did
not offer similar programmes, the new colleges could offer graduate education
(Kyvik 2002).

However, over the next decade differences between the two sectors decreased
considerably (Kyvik 2009). In 1995, the university academic rank system was intro-
duced in the colleges, and in 1996 all public higher education institutions were regu-
lated by a common act which specifically stated that the colleges should engage in
research and that teaching should be research-based. Since 1999, the colleges have
had the ability to apply for accreditation of PhD-programmes provided some spe-
cific criteria are fulfilled. Hence, the binary system came under pressure from col-
leges with university ambitions. As such, many tendencies of academic drift could
be identified in the system, especially at Master’s level, and in subject areas such as
business education, nursing, engineering, and broader social science areas. Part of
this development was possible due to a long-standing Norwegian tradition of
emphasising student choice as an important factor when expanding the system. As
aresult, a merger initiative very much associated with bureaucratic logic was incre-
mentally transformed, and ended up being played out according to a more market-
based logic.
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2.3.2 Phase 2: 2000-2013: Voluntary Merger Processes

In 2000, a governmental committee on higher education was set up to address the
issue of institutional drift in the college sector, and the committee proposed that
colleges and specialised university institutions be given the opportunity to be clas-
sified as universities provided they fulfilled of a number of specific requirements. In
2004, the government decided that colleges which fulfilled certain minimum stan-
dards could apply for accreditation to university status. Offering Master’s degrees in
at least five different areas and PhDs in at least four different fields were the most
important requirements. These suggestions fit well with both bureaucratic and mar-
ket logic, with the idea of clear regulation but also stimulation of competition among
the universities and colleges. In order to attain university status under the new regu-
lations, colleges chose different strategies: (a) to make it on their own, (b) to merge
with a university, or (c) to merge with nearby colleges and create a network univer-
sity (Kyvik and Stensaker 2013).

2.3.2.1 Individual Advancement

Three of the largest colleges had been aiming to become universities for many years.
The cities of Stavanger and Kristiansand had competed with Tromsg for Norway’s
third university in the 1960s. They lost, but each gained a district college as com-
pensation. In Northern Norway, Bodg is the second largest city (after Tromsg) and
had been working towards having a university of its own, based on the district col-
lege. For these three cities and their state colleges, the obvious strategy was to obtain
university status on their own. These efforts were successful, and resulted in three
new universities (University of Stavanger in 2005, University of Agder in 2007, and
University of Nordland in 2011).

2.3.2.2 Merger with a University

In 1999, the state college in Tromsg took the initiative of proposing a merger with
the University of Tromsg. Negotiations followed and there was a tentative agree-
ment that the two institutions should merge. Lack of enthusiasm from the university
delayed this process, but in 2009 the merger process was completed with the incor-
poration of the college into the University of Tromsg (see Chap. 7 by Arbo and Bull
in this book). In 2012, another college (Finnmark University College) merged with
the university. These mergers have been characterised as ‘take-overs’ by the domi-
nant university, even though — perhaps due to a perceived pressure to act - the merg-
ers were initiated by the colleges (Kyvik and Stensaker 2013).

Several other initiatives were undertaken to merge colleges and universities. In
Trondheim, the state college wanted to merge with the university but, after a nego-
tiation process, this proposal was rejected by the university. Similarly, in 2009,
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Bergen University College proposed a merger with the University of Bergen, but the
university rejected this proposal without further negotiations. The main reason for
these rejections was that the universities wanted to further their positions as research
universities, and that a merger with a large college would have led to a ‘hybrid-
university’ with a strong portfolio of professional programmes at Bachelor’s level.

Merger discussions also took place between colleges and ‘new’ universities.
Telemark University College proposed merging with University of Agder in order
to achieve university status, but after 2 years of negotiations the university decided
to end the process.

Mergers were also proposed by two of the new universities, who wanted to create
larger and more viable institutions in their regions. The University of Stavanger
invited the regional college to merge, but this offer was rejected. Similarly, the
University of Nordland invited the two colleges in the region to merge, without suc-
cess due to historical regional conflicts, large geographical distances between the
campuses, and a fear of the colleges of being taken over by the university.

2.3.2.3 The Creation of a Network University

In Sweden, where three state colleges achieved university status in 1999 — a devel-
opment that clearly influenced institutional drift processes in Norway — a fourth
state college achieved this status in 2005. This college (Mid-Sweden University
College) was established in 1993, under local initiative, as a network institution
constituted by several formerly independent and geographically dispersed colleges
(Nordling 1996). This experiment was followed closely by colleges in Norway, as a
potentially replicable strategy for building a similar network university through
mergers with nearby institutions, and the Swedish case was used in their arguments
for similar organisational solutions (Kyvik 2009). After the turn of the millennium,
several merger initiatives were undertaken by regional actors in Norway creating
larger institutions that might qualify for accreditation to university status.

We have previously identified six merger initiatives between university colleges
(Kyvik and Stensaker 2013), two of which succeeded: the 2011 merger between the
two colleges in the Oslo region into Oslo and Akershus University College, and
between two other colleges which became Buskerud and Vestfold University
College in 2013. Both these mergers were motivated by the wish to eventually attain
university status.

In our previous study, we examined a total of 14 voluntary merger initiatives
which began between 1999 and 2011, of which 12 led to further negotiations
between the potential partners. In 2013, seven processes had been terminated with-
out coming to an agreement, four negotiations had ended in mergers, and one pro-
cess was still ongoing. We found that the successful processes included mergers
within as well as across the two sectors, mergers between institutions with similar
as well as different academic profiles, mergers between institutions of equal as well
as of unequal size, and mergers with a single-campus as well as a multi-campus
outcome. The only two characteristics these mergers had in common were that the
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initiative came from within the institutions themselves and that only two partners
were involved. If we look at the failed merger initiatives, five of these involved three
institutions. These five merger processes had much in common. Each of them
involved colleges of about equal size, the mergers would have resulted in multi-
campus institutions due to large geographical distances, and none of the partners
would have the power to dominate decision-making in the merged institution. In
three of these cases, external regional stakeholders had put pressure on the colleges
involved to merge to be able to apply for university status. Hence, we suggested that
it seems to be easier to attain a successful outcome in voluntary merger negotiations
if only two partners are involved, and if the initiative comes from within the institu-
tions themselves (Kyvik and Stensaker 2013).

The various merger initiatives were stimulated by the 2004 change which allowed
the colleges to establish Master’s degree programmes and apply for accreditation of
PhD programmes. The large increase in the number of new Master’s degree pro-
grammes with few students and many colleges’ plans to attempt to gain university
status worried the government. In 2007 a committee was set up to address chal-
lenges in the steering of the higher education system. In its 2008 report, the commit-
tee suggested abolishing the binary system through mergers of all public colleges
with existing universities, in order to avoid the number of universities exceeding
eight to ten establishments in the future. The government supported the suggestion
for a reduced number of institutions, but stated that mergers should be voluntary and
up to the institutions themselves to decide. This decision was in fact a continuation
of previous policy; many colleges had already started the process of negotiation
with other institutions in their region to assess whether a merger might be a possible
and attractive solution.

The market logic implies that in the competition for students, resources, and
status, individual institutions will try to create beneficial relations with other actors
in the higher education system and position themselves in a favourable niche
(Fumasoli and Huisman 2013). In Norway, individual colleges’ strategic options
were, however, constrained by other institutions’ strategies and attempts to position
themselves, making it difficult to come to joint agreements on merger decisions
(Kyvik and Stensaker 2013).

In our previous analysis, we identified a number of drivers behind the many
merger initiatives within the college sector (Kyvik and Stensaker 2013). First, due
to increased competition for students and resources in this period, mergers were
seen as a way to both reduce competition and expand the institutions’ geographical
coverage. Second, mergers could pave the way for more efficient institutions in that
similar study programmes could be amalgamated. Third, besides the symbolic sta-
tus of being a university, the formal status would also mean that the colleges could
skip the process of seeking accreditation for Master’s and PhD programmes, because
universities have the legal status of self-accrediting institutions. Fourth, becoming a
university is important in attracting and retaining research-focused academic staff,
and developing the institution’s academic profile in an increasingly competitive
market for higher education.
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2.3.3 Phase 3: 2014 and Beyond: State Initiated Forced
Mergers

In December 2013, a new government took office proclaiming that higher education
and research was one of its main priorities, and that there was a need to review the
structure of the higher education system. The government blocked any further
changes of status from university college to university until a new higher education
structure was agreed. Echoing previous governments and political initiatives, the
government questioned whether the current structure was appropriate for improving
the quality of education and research. Too many institutions offered similar study
programmes in the competition for students and financial resources. Hence, too
many study programmes were below a critical mass of teachers and students.
Furthermore, the Ministry of Education and Research regarded many university col-
leges as too small to meet future requirements for higher education provision and
research environments, due to their weak administrative support capacity.

The Minister of Education and Research stated that the process of reducing the
number of higher education institutions through voluntary mergers had collapsed,
and that he intended to undertake structural changes by forcing all universities and
colleges to come up with suggestions for possible merger partners. This move, initi-
ated by a conservative minister, can be interpreted as a return to the more bureau-
cratic logic that characterised the mergers of the early 1990s. In the spring of 2014,
the Ministry sent a letter to all colleges and universities instructing them to assess
their options for merging with other higher education institutions and submit their
response by early 2015. The letter specified a number of issues that had to be dis-
cussed and responded to, such as the preferred strategic institutional profile in 2020,
and how this profile might be achieved in a domestic landscape with fewer institu-
tions and increasing expectations regarding the academic standards of teaching and
research. In particular, the institutions were asked to assess how they could become
stronger through merging with other institutions.

In parallel with this letter, the Ministry initiated several related policy processes
including adjustment of the sector’s funding system, and several initiatives meant to
stimulate the development of more world-leading research environments in
Norwegian higher education. It is therefore possible to argue that market logic con-
tinued to influence the political initiatives undertaken by the current government,
and that it was ‘commodification’ rather than ‘control’ that was the key motive
behind the merger initiatives.

The governmental initiative led to a hectic process within the universities and
colleges as well as between institutions in the various regions. The Minister held
dialogue meetings with the individual institutions to encourage ‘voluntary’ mergers,
threatening that reluctant institutions might be forced to merge with a nearby col-
lege or university. However, by the end of this process only ten institutions had
come up with provisional merger agreements, namely:

* Harstad University College and University of Tromsg — the Arctic University of
Norway: The decision by Harstad UC to merge with the University of Tromsg
was controversial. The external representatives and students on the board of
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Harstad UC over-rode the wishes of the rector and the representatives of the
academic staff, who wanted to continue as an independent institution.

o Telemark University College and Buskerud and Vestfold University College:
These colleges have a previous history of merger attempts, which were unsuc-
cessful. Telemark UC then turned to the University of Agder in a strategic attempt
to attain university status through merger, but after 2 years of negotiations the
latter decided to continue as a university of its own. Finally, the two colleges
agreed to merge, with the provision that the Government opened up the possibil-
ity that the merged institution might apply for accreditation to university status.

* University of Stavanger and Stord/Haugesund University College: The University
of Stavanger had previously offered the regional college the chance to become
part of the university, but the latter turned down this offer. However, in the course
of the process following the new government’s threat to force small institutions
to merge with a university or other colleges, Stord/Haugesund UC made a provi-
sional statement that the University of Stavanger would be its preferred partner.

* Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Ser-Trgndelag University
College, Alesund University College and Gjgvik University College: The deci-
sion to merge these four institutions was somewhat unexpected. Two of the col-
leges are located far from the university in the city of Trondheim, and the
university itself was created only 20 years ago, through mergers of several local
institutions. The merger decision was controversial, and the representatives of
the academic staff on the university board voted against it.

Most other universities and colleges have signalled to the Ministry that they
would prefer to keep their status as independent institutions, while a few institutions
that had suggested a merger with a university or college were rejected by the other
party. As a response, the Minister stated in a recent white paper that more mergers
will take place in the near future (St.meld. 18 2014-2015). While the outcome of
this process is not yet known, there seems to be a strong political will to force more
institutions into making binding commitments to amalgamations. This situation
resembles the scenario described by Rowley (1997) whilst arguing that, in some
countries, the distinction between voluntary and forced mergers is sometimes
blurred.

2.4 Mergers as Solutions, Drivers, and Mediators of Change

As shown above, merger processes have been a key ingredient of Norwegian higher
education in the last 20 years, and will most likely continue be a topic high on the
political agenda in the coming years.

From an institutional logic perspective, several interesting observations can be
made based on the Norwegian case. A first observation is that, over time, mergers
have been regarded as key solutions to the perceived problems in the sector — both
from a bureaucratic and a market logic. Increasing the size of higher education
institutions has been perceived as a way to stimulate to efficiency and quality in the
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sector. Following the bureaucratic logic, mergers were seen as a strategic means to
govern a very fragmented and multifaceted sector prior to the 1994 reforms, but
increased size was also regarded as a key factor in developing more professional and
pro-active institutions with sufficient internal administrative and professional capac-
ity to enable them to compete for national and international funding, and increase
their capacity to survive in a more competitive environment (Stensaker 2004).
Hence, the market logic also fits well with mergers as an organisational solution.

A second observation is that mergers can be a driver for further change in the
higher education sector. When politicians, especially during phase two of the merg-
ers, became critical of the academic drift in the college sector and questioned the
drive for university status, it was not acknowledged that this drift mainly became
possible due to the 1994 mergers that resulted in larger institutions with greater
organisational and academic capacity. Here, the two institutional logics can be said
to have played different roles. While the bureaucratic logic emphasising the need to
strengthen the administrative capacity to govern the system was a key argument
leading up to the 1994 reform, the changing political focus in the late 1990s and
2000s paved the way for governance ideas in which institutional autonomy, compe-
tition and ‘quasi-market’ regulation became prominent (Kyvik 2009). The two log-
ics then played out differently at the political and organisational levels. In phase
two, while the governments still argued for the need to merge to create larger and
more efficient institutions, some of the institutions can be said to have adopted the
market logic. As such, they started to behave like autonomous players in a competi-
tive marketplace created by the government and explicitly wanted university status,
although this development was not always in line with political ambitions at the
national level. The fact that the current government has signalled that no more col-
leges are to be granted the status of universities before a new structure of higher
education has been decided upon is perhaps the best example of the more bureau-
cratic logic currently over-riding the market logic. That being said, market logic is
not totally absent in the current political deliberations about future mergers.

A third observation one could make is that mergers seems to have a mediating
function as a flexible organisational solution between the global trends in higher
education governance and various national needs with respect to political demands
for diversity, quality and efficiency. By this, we suggest that the bureaucratic and
market logics should not be seen as being restricted by specific national borders,
and that they are root metaphors that operate on the global scene, influencing both
political ideas and organisational actions. Internationally, mergers have been high
on the agenda in the last decade (see Chap. 1 of this volume), especially in relation
to ideas about establishing excellent institutions and fostering internationally com-
petitive institutions (Salmi 2009). Here, mergers seem to be a solution that fits the
market logic more than the bureaucratic logic, although we should not rule out the
possibility that the current dominance of the market logic could be overtaken by a
bureaucratic logic in the future.

However, a lack of clarity over what the core arguments for mergers are can cur-
rently be found at the political and the organisational levels in Norway. But, if merg-
ers can be supported by both bureaucratic and market logic arguments, the
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implication is that mergers may be a ‘solution’ that is very difficult to reject, or
alternatively, a solution that is seen as attractive for politicians and institutions alike.
This explanation might be illustrated by the fact that there seems to be little or no
correlation between the political colour of the various Norwegian governments and
their interest in mergers as a political solution. Hence, both social-democratic and
conservative governments have argued consistently for mergers in the sector.
Furthermore, whether governments are social-democratic or conservative seems to
be of little importance to the role of the state as a driver for change. While the first
wave of forced mergers was initiated by a social-democratic government, the cur-
rent forced merger initiative is driven by a conservative government. In the period
in between, shifting social-democratic and conservative governments were all in
favour of more voluntary merger initiatives driven by the institutions themselves.

Whether the current political initiatives will result in a transformation of the
Norwegian higher education system is yet to be seen. However, based on previous
experiences with mergers in the Norwegian system, it is unlikely that the current
process will shut down the internal and external dynamics that have kept mergers on
the political agenda for the last 20 years. As previously indicated, we can identify
both bureaucratic and market based arguments for mergers. Yet, if the current
expansion of higher education is overtaken by a period of consolidation, the future
may imply more mergers within the sector as some institutions may struggle with
recruitment of students and mobilising resources for their survival. Since closing
down higher education institutions seems to be a solution few politicians think is
attractive, one can hypothesise that in the years to come mergers will be more and
more linked to system effectiveness arguments.
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Chapter 3

Conflicting Rationalities: Mergers
and Consolidations in Swedish Higher
Education Policy

Mats Benner and Lars Geschwind

3.1 Introduction and Historical Background

The Swedish higher education system has evolved in different phases. The first
university, Uppsala University, was founded in 1477 when Sweden was still a
Catholic country. In 1666, after the war with the Danes, the second university was
founded in Lund, to integrate the recently incorporated territory of Southern
Sweden. In 1632 and 1640 similar motives had underpinned the establishment of
universities in Dorpat and Turku, both part of an expanding Swedish territory (and
later lost after unsuccessful wars with Russia). In 1878 and 1889 Uppsala and Lund
were complemented by two general universities, founded by the municipalities of
Stockholm and Gothenburg, with a stronger focus on research and with fewer
attachments to the state or the church. Hence, widespread geography and concomi-
tant issues of access have, historically, been matters of some significance for
Swedish higher education.

Another important trait in Swedish university history is the significance of pro-
fessional specialisation, as the strength of professional interests has been mirrored
in the structure of the higher education system. A large group of specialised schools
for the medical and engineering fields were founded in the early 1800s, including
the Karolinska Institutet in 1810, KTH Royal Institute of Technology in 1827 and
Chalmers University of Technology in 1829, and institutes for veterinary sciences
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and agriculture in 1775 and 1834 respectively. In 1909 and in 1921, respectively,
Schools of Commerce were established in Stockholm and Gothenburg, in both
cases privately run and funded.

The university system remained stable until the post-war period, when a compre-
hensive new university in the north was founded in 1965 (Umed) in addition to
university extensions (colleges) around the old universities of Uppsala, Lund,
Stockholm and Gothenburg (Orebro, Vixjo, Linkoping, and Karlstad). In 1971, a
technical university college was established in Luled and in 1975 the university col-
lege of Linkoping was elevated to university status.

Following a major overhaul of the entire higher education sector in 1977, a series
of colleges that had been formed by county councils were elevated to the status of
state university colleges, while the universities incorporated a broad range of spe-
cialised training organisations (including schools of social work, nursing, teacher
education and medium-term engineering education). This was, if anything, the
phase of mergers and restructuring in Swedish higher education, when shorter pro-
fessional training, specialised professional training, and general education were
subsumed into one system of higher education provision with ensuing administra-
tive and organisational adjustments to meet the challenges that the mergers led to.
For instance, following the 1977 reform, Lund University incorporated several for-
merly independent professional schools: the College of Music in Malmo, the
College of Drama in Malmg, the School of Education in Malmg, the School of
Social Work in Lund, and the School of Nursing in Lund. It also took on responsi-
bility for medium-term training in engineering in Malmé and Helsingborg (college
engineers). A rather traditional university was drastically expanded and saw its
structure and remit grow. In addition, Lund and the other major universities were
integrated into five so-called university regional boards, where universities and uni-
versity colleges in each region coordinated educational programmes.

The university reform of 1977 stressed three traits for Swedish universities, all
with bearing on the question of mergers and organisational boundaries: universities
should contribute to social equality by increasing educational access; universities
should adapt their training programmes to the demands of all parts of the labour
market; and universities should transform their governance structures to better
incorporate the interests of stakeholders and students. Hence, the 1977 reform
changed both the structure and the governance of higher education in Sweden
(Wittrock 1993).

After a relatively quiet period in the 1980s, a new wave of reform of the higher
education system took place in the 1990s, when university colleges received lump-
sum funding for research, the right to hire professors and — after assessment — to
conduct PhD training independently of universities; they were also given the right
to apply for elevation to university status (subsequently, four university colleges
became universities). While this in itself did not trigger discussions of mergers but
rather invigorated a feeling of institutional independence among even the tiniest of
higher education institutions, higher education institutions gradually began to
search for viable strategies to locate themselves in the overall landscape: should
they operate individually, in tandem or as part of larger structures?
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What does this mean for an analysis of mergers today? It means that the Swedish
higher education system is large, diverse and regionally dispersed. While such a
structure may trigger mergers — as in Norway and Finland (as shown in this vol-
ume) — it may also hamper merger initiatives as these will tend to cross regional
political boundaries. The fact that Sweden has many specialised universities has
also made mergers more difficult to envisage, as the collective identity of these
institutions remains unclear (particularly for the specialised universities in the capi-
tal region). In addition, a somewhat traumatic history of government instigated
mergers (particularly following the 1977 reform) has made both universities and
politicians cautious about the merits and efficacy of mergers. Furthermore, the fact
that the state has withdrawn from a directive role in higher education means that
planning has been devolved to the higher education institutions themselves, which
means that they have to calculate the risks and advantages of restructuring. To make
matters even more complex, the state has expressed ambiguous stances towards
mergers — at times (for instance 2012-2014) promulgating the advantages of organ-
isational restructuring, at other times (for instance at the time of writing, 2015)
downplaying it. Additionally, on occasion direct interventions with financial incen-
tives have been tied to merger initiatives.

Given this, we should be looking at the various coping strategies used by univer-
sities and ways for purportedly rational actors to deal with the ambiguities of merg-
ers in the Swedish context. That is why our theoretical underpinnings (below) focus
on the interplay between rational actors and fuzzy and contradictory institutional
settings, where we find rationality among actors (higher education institutions) act-
ing in unclear institutional settings when dealing with mergers and other forms of
organisational adjustment.

3.2 Analytical Starting-Point: Actor-Centred
Institutionalism

We analyse the evolution of the Swedish higher education system as the interplay
between bounded rational actors (actors in possession of an understanding of their
preferences and with a perception of potential strategies to realise them) and insti-
tutional settings (historically moulded and not easily changed by the very same
rational actors). The dialectic between actor rationality and institutional stickiness
is a universal feature (Scharpf 1997). The phenomenon seems to be of particular
significance in complex and decentralised, multi-standard, fields such as higher
education policy (cf. Rgvik 2000). On the one hand, policies tend to be globally
influenced, nationally decided and locally implemented by several different profes-
sional groups and standards, shaped by path-dependency as universities have certain
durable attributes that are not easily changed by policy reforms. On the other hand,
policies display incessant attempts to remould higher education and research to the
alleged demands of a ‘globalised knowledge-based economy’, fluctuating labour
markets and the vagaries of international rankings and comparisons. Policies tend
therefore to be both sticky and ambiguous.
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Contemporary global debates in higher education governance focus on various
attempts — at both the national-systemic level and within and between organisa-
tions — to set relatively clear-cut strategies for the higher education system in gen-
eral (such as ‘smart specialisation’ and division of labour, or cost efficiency) and
specific tasks and functions in particular (excellence, employability, impact, etc.).
However, the exact formulation of such strategies and their implementation is
shaped by the actor-centred institutional processes, in which the ambitions and
actions of rational actors are remoulded by institutional structures. Hence, the chain
from policy formation to policy implementation is shaped by varieties of rationali-
ties, power structures, and networks of relations.

3.3 The Current Form of University Governance

After the tumultuous 1970s, the Swedish government concluded that the Swedish
higher education and research system had achieved a balanced structure: six com-
prehensive and five specialised universities, complemented by a dozen teaching-
only university colleges, was considered sufficient to cater for the needs of an
expanding welfare state, as well as industry, in terms of both education and research.
The structure was deemed sufficient to attain international eminence in research, to
secure the recruitment of new research staff, and to meet demand for professional
training. The system was, on the one hand, governed by well-endowed universities,
controlling the main share of resources for education and research (and supervising
the little research that was done within the college sector), and, on the other, by state
agencies responsible for the planning of education and the allocation of external
funding for research (SOU 1989: 27).

This relative stability and equilibrium had, as mentioned earlier, emerged after a
hectic reform period in the late 1960s and 1970s, when higher education reform had
been the feedstock of fierce political debates which led to several turbulent organ-
isational transformations. This process encompassed the integration of all post-
secondary education into the university system, the establishment of a dozen new
university colleges, the reconfiguration of the entire undergraduate education sys-
tem, new models of university governance, the inception of a complex planning
apparatus, etc. In addition, a very complex and large apparatus of mission-oriented
research funding was created.

The equilibrium did not last forever. In 1991 — in the wake of the deepest eco-
nomic crisis in Sweden since the 1930s — a transformation of the Swedish higher
education system was instigated. It consisted of the upgrading of university colleges
with specific research funding streams and the opportunity for them to establish
PhD training and hire professors. In parallel, the university colleges saw a massive
rise in undergraduate numbers. The universities were affected primarily through a
fundamental reform of the research funding system, with reduced floor funding and
a more pluralist system with several different funding streams operating in parallel.
In addition, state-university relations were relaxed, with increased autonomy for
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universities to redeploy resources, devise their own recruitment and promotion
models, form organisational structures, etc.

This was a contrast to earlier state-university relations which were based on intri-
cate regulation of everything from hiring procedures to the mandate of department
boards, with universities and university colleges regulated separately, and universi-
ties receiving most of their research funding through blocks grants. Everything was
turned around, with new funding models, a more pluralist system, a new funding
regime, and an emphasis on the measurement of outcomes. As a quid pro quo for
the growing operational autonomy of universities, the government created systems
for monitoring quality and outcomes in education, research and third stream col-
laboration. To make the utilisation of resources even more efficient, the government
created a system of increasing resource competition for research, reducing the share
of block grants with a growing proportion of research funding coming in the form
of externally supported projects (predominantly applied for by individual academ-
ics). Hence, the financial underpinnings of research in Swedish universities were
altered and their dependence on externally obtained resources increased — a system
of resource competition superseded the era of bureaucratic control.

These factors together made “conditional autonomy” the new policy equilib-
rium. Operational autonomy is clearly at a historical high, and universities now
enjoy considerable freedom to devise their organisational structures, set up educa-
tional programmes, allocate resources, hire staff, etc. On the other hand, universities
are expected to translate external impetus such as funding opportunities, demand for
educational programmes and competition for students, quality assessment schemes
etc., into practical action. Table 3.1 provides an overview of the major policy
reforms from 1977 to 1993. It shows the dramatic policy shift from detailed state
regulation and planning to a goal-oriented system with the state “steering from a
distance” (van Vught 1989).

In theoretical terms, we explain the shift from government to governance on the
basis of a mixture of rationalism and institutionalism. We assume that the rational
ambitions of actors become enmeshed in institutional conditions partly beyond their
realm of influence. Hence, reform initiatives and actors’ responses to these initia-
tives together form a ‘nested game’ where nobody seems to be able to fully realise
their ambitions (cf. Mayntz 1983). This constitutes an institutional environment

Table 3.1 Overview of two fundamental reforms in Swedish higher education

1977 1993
Governance based on legislation Governance based on goals and results
Detailed decisions by the government Decision-making at HEI level

Resources to educational sectors and faculties | Resources to HEIs, divided between education
and research

Resources based on input Resources based on input and output

A system of state HEISs, very few private Competitive market of HEIs (two became
foundations)
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which risks blocking the ambitions of all actors, not leading to a complete stalemate
but to unrealised opportunities and failed solutions to collective problems.

Our ambition here is not to examine the finer details — the drivers, ambitions and
outcomes — of these changes; this has been done elsewhere (cf. Benner 2008). Our
starting-point is instead to pinpoint how the governance system actually operates,
on different levels, and how different rational strategies at the different levels may
block one another in the current policy equilibrium. More specifically, we will focus
on how the interaction between rational actors’ intentions (agency) and institutional
structures plays out in how universities approach the issue of mergers (cf. Mouzelis
1995).

Methodologically, we rely on a re-analysis of studies conducted earlier, for other
purposes: a study of research policy trends in Sweden (Benner 2008) and an assess-
ment and in-depth study of recent mergers in Sweden (chapters in this volume by
Karlsson and Geschwind (Chap. 9) and Geschwind, Melin and Wedlin (Chap. 8)).
This gives the present study certain constraints, as the underlying data was produced
and processed for other purposes. On the other hand, it gives us the opportunity to
link hitherto unrelated processes at the policy and organisational levels (Mann
1994).

3.4 The Policy Development: From Widening Participation
to Research Excellence

In the 1990s, Swedish higher education experienced a virtual bonanza with increas-
ing student numbers, new funding streams and a fundamental reform of the process
of establishing new universities and conferring the right to run PhD training. This
effectively cut the ties between the university colleges and the old universities, as
previously university colleges functioned as extensions of the universities, focusing
on short and medium-term educational programmes targeting regional labour mar-
ket demand with miniscule research functions (in the form of lump-sum funding
directly from the government). The change was driven by both conviction and
necessity: the response to the economic crisis of the early 1990s was a massive
expansion of training programmes, including higher education, and the brunt of the
increase fell on the university colleges. But conviction also played a role: the crisis
policies of the 1990s were devised collaboratively by the ruling social democrats
and the Centre Party, and they shared the conviction that the university landscape
had been dominated by an oligarchy of the older universities, and that new universi-
ties could perform vital functions in society. Inspiration could be found in recent
science policy studies, such as those of Gibbons and associates (1994), which indi-
cated a growing decentralisation and decomposition of the entire area of higher
education and research; hence, the dominance of a few established universities
could be questioned in an increasingly networked and devolved knowledge system
(Benner 2001).
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The reform opened two opportunities for higher education institutions: first, it
formalised the process for promoting a university college to the status of a univer-
sity (which in Sweden confers the right to award PhDs without prior assessment, but
also brings larger direct appropriations from the government); and secondly, it for-
malised the right to award PhDs and offer PhD training in a specific field even for
those university colleges that were not elevated to full university status. The two
opportunities were open to all university colleges which could, either individually
or collectively, apply for university status or be given the authority to award PhD
degrees and run graduate schools on their own within broader areas (“disciplinary
domains”, Vetenskapsomrdden). The reform had a profound impact on the manoeu-
vring space of the university colleges, turning them from satellites of the universi-
ties into self-owning organisations — and they duly and rationally responded to the
increasing opportunities by flooding the Ministry of Education with applications for
university status and for ‘disciplinary domains’. Nearly 20 such applications were
submitted between 1998 and 2005, but less than half of them were evaluated in the
end, and in one case the university itself organised a review process.

In parallel, the funding of all universities — old and new, specialised and compre-
hensive — was gradually changed, reducing the share allocated through lump-sum
grants and increasing the share allocated by competition-based non-fixed funding
(with the lump-sum grant dropping from 70 % in 1990 to below 50 % in 2010).
Universities therefore saw a drop in their lump-sum funding for research and a con-
comitant rise in external funding streams of a size and complexity hitherto unknown.
EU funding and research support via so-called strategic foundations propelled uni-
versities to adopt incentives for competitive approaches to the funding market and
to capture opportunities opened up by the research sponsors. At the same time, the
importance of internal priorities and allocation mechanisms was reduced, as was the
steering capacity of the faculties.

Until around 2003, university colleges enjoyed the status of independent organ-
isations. Most of them were expecting their applications for university status or
‘disciplinary domains’ to be positively evaluated. Universities had adapted to the
new funding conditions by shifting career opportunities and funding profiles sharply,
from a primarily intraorganisational process to one in which individuals and groups
were held responsible for securing the financial underpinnings of their operations.
The critique that did exist centred on the total funding of universities, whose top
echelons argued that resources had been hollowed out (Sundqvist 2010). Some of
the university colleges were disappointed by the protracted evaluation process of
their applications for university status and ‘disciplinary domains’ (Benner 2008).
The main challenge was how to view the structure of the institutional ecology of
Swedish higher education, and a set of critical queries came to the fore:

e Could the expansion of new universities and university colleges be sustained
endlessly?

* Should their activities instead be directed in specific directions, and should they
be encouraged to merge or to form alliances?
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e How should the old universities continue to develop: should they continue focus-
ing on obtaining external funding for their research and aligning their strategies
with this, or should they prioritise their internal, strategic considerations?

e Should universities be subject to a version of a research assessment exercise
similar to that used in the UK, or should other incentives be used to fine-tune the
activities of Swedish universities and university colleges?

Universities and university colleges had already begun second-guessing the
state, with university colleges and new universities forming a variety of alliances
(with varying degrees of commitment) and old universities incepting various
schemes for quality auditing and evaluations. The research funding organisations
pressured universities and university colleges to act more ‘proactively’ in the com-
petitive landscape, for instance by creating various schemes for centres of excel-
lence. And the Swedish National Agency for Higher Education — and its Director
General — urged universities to ‘profile, collaborate and concentrate’
(Universitetsldraren 20-2008). Many different voices and actions came to the fore.

Typically for Sweden, the task of setting the balance was devolved to govern-
ment commissions. The first of these was appointed by the then social democratic
government in 2005, to deal with the multiplicity of the system and the many unex-
pected outcomes of the growth process, including the rising number of higher edu-
cation institutions and the unfulfilled upgrading ambitions. The commission
proposed an entirely new instrument — an intermediary — for the planning and evalu-
ation (and reward) of universities, with the ambition of maintaining the system as it
had emerged whilst simultaneously curtailing expansionary ambitions among the
university colleges, to foster a more coherent organisational strategy and culture
among the old and established universities; in effect, a recentralisation of university
policy after the tumultuous changes of the 1990s and early 2000s.

Despite an ambitious process of deliberation initiated by the commission itself,
its report was not met with great enthusiasm by the political system (or by the uni-
versities for that matter), probably to some extent because of its over-elaborated
proposal with numerous indicators to be managed by an independent but ill-defined
intermediary (with unclear administrative status vis-a-vis the universities). The
main reason, however, was the change of government, as the incoming centre-right
Reinfeldt government (2006-2014) had other convictions and was sceptical about
the importance of an intermediary, and instead preferred policy experimentation
among the HEIs. Many of the Commission’s proposals were then discarded due to
the lack of interest from the main stakeholders. Nonetheless, the commission’s
report raised several critical issues pertaining to the structure of the Swedish higher
education system, in particular the mandate of universities and university colleges.
This issue became a recurrent theme in the policy debates (after 2007, when the
commission report was presented). The commission implicitly intended to pave the
way — via the elaborate indicator system — for a reformed structure of higher
education.

As alluded to earlier, the Reinfeldt government rejected the idea of an intermedi-
ary charged with responsibility for remoulding the system. Instead it ventured into
a discursive strategy of talking to the university system about the need for structural
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reforms, but also adding some incentives in the form of financial support for univer-
sities intending to form alliances (in the form of relatively small sums, in total
around 11 million Euros). Sources indicate that there have been divergent views
within the government, with the Minister for Education and Research signalling his
preference for strategic alliances between older universities and new universities/
university colleges (a satellite model), while the state secretary, in contrast,
approached several university colleges enticing them to form alliances amongst
themselves (Interviews with Honeth and Norén).

The developments over the last 20 years have been characterised by a long period
of expansion which came to an end after the turn of the millennium, when a dra-
matic priority shift took place. The dominant overarching policy goals from 2003
onwards have been to foster ‘excellence’ and the highest possible quality, even
‘world-class universities’. Interestingly, this ‘elitist turn’ (Geschwind and Pinheiro
2014) was launched by the social democrat government but it was further developed
and reinforced by the liberal right wing Reinfeldt government.

The issue resurfaced towards the end of the Reinfeldt government’s second-term:;
in April 2014 the government appointed a new governmental commission to assess
the impact of two decades of decentralisation and indirect (ex post) steering of uni-
versities and university colleges, this time from the perspective of their educational
profiles. Even though universities are obliged to report how they aligned their edu-
cational programmes with labour market demand and students’ preferences, such
obligations have primarily been rhetorical. Similarly, the quality assurance systems
have not had a major impact on the structure of higher education in Sweden, at least
not yet. Steering mechanisms have therefore not achieved the desired degree of
concentration and profiling among Swedish higher education institutions. Implicit
in the remit of the aforementioned commission was that the structure of the higher
education landscape was too complex, that universities lacked incentives to priori-
tise and match educational supply with demand. However, remit and outcomes do
not necessarily connect, as many of the steering mechanisms have been dismantled.
The outcome of the commission seems very unclear, as universities and university
colleges have adapted to the large degree of organisational autonomy and, as such,
cannot be expected to reduce their educational programmes on their own initiative.

Compounding the complexity and ambiguity sketched out above, the recently
elected Lofven government is as yet undecided on the matter, having inherited a
starkly decentralised system with a few attempts made at realignment, and having
committed itself to maintaining a broad-based HEI system. Early statements by the
new Minister of Higher Education have revealed clear signs of a reorientation
towards widening participation, regionalisation (‘the whole country should pros-
per’) and gender issues, all hot topics before the elitist turn occurred. Furthermore,
the newly appointed Minister of Education has declared that there might be new
mergers, but that these should be initiated by the HEIs themselves rather than be
based on top-down decisions. Clearly, there are many different policy options and
policy lines operating in parallel.

Hence, the structure of the Swedish higher education system is such that indi-
vidually rational actors — universities, and university colleges, government commis-



52 M. Benner and L. Geschwind

sions, political actors — carry individual rationalities, but optimal institutional
solutions seem difficult or even impossible to attain, as the actors’ divergent inter-
ests seem to clash with the overarching understanding of the forms and functions of
the domestic higher education system. Instead, viewed through game theory, the
current structure resembles a prisoners’ dilemma, where optimal solutions cannot
be produced because of risk aversion and weak interaction amongst the actors. As
an illustration, the current political leadership seem, on the one hand, to favour
decentralised coordination (exacerbated by the deregulation of the universities), yet
on the other express a preference for reducing the number of higher education insti-
tutions. This policy logic of adopting a multitude of rationalities — decentralisation
but structural steering — is met with suspicion from the universities and university
colleges, which instead mobilise resources and support around their missions and
locations, and fine-tune activities to maintain their vitality. The outcome is decen-
tralisation with top-down, often implicit and indirect, steering, with many actors but
few coordinating mechanisms.

Among the older universities we again find divergent opinions and strategies: a
critical discussion that has surfaced concerns the stagnating international impact of
Swedish university research (SRC 2012). Two decades of increasing resource com-
petition (in itself expected to foster higher ambitions and international visibility in
research) seems to have hampered the very same ambitions, for a variety of reasons.
Here, again, we find a systemic inability to link the actions and strategies of rational
actors: universities, funding agencies and the state all agree on the need to raise the
quality of Swedish research, but face difficulties in agreeing upon viable conditions.
The latter are not fully within the reach of reforms either: two decades of competition-
based funding have fostered a decentralised academic culture where individual
groups, or at best larger constellations of interrelated groups, shape the research
agendas in intimate collaboration with funders and with the implicit support of the
state, but where university influence over strategy, planning and even recruitment
has faltered (Bienenstock et al. 2014). Despite the fact that there is widespread
agreement that recruitment is a pivotal factor behind scientific impact, university
leaders are widely viewed as too weak to set demanding agendas for research.
Hence, seemingly rational actors constrain one another and block the realisation of
optimal solutions.

3.5 Possibilities and Constraints of University Mergers

A tangible outcome of the policy development described above is a new wave of
mergers and takeovers. In the following, we will discuss the rationale for and con-
text of these mergers. To start with, it is worth mentioning that a large number of
mergers and strategic alliances have been considered and investigated, far more than
the number of completed mergers indicates. Lately, as mentioned above, the smaller
institutions have been under pressure to merge with the larger, older universities,
and the larger HEIs have been pressured to ‘take care of’ the smaller players. We
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begin our review with the completed mergers and end with those that have not suc-
ceeded or are still being planned.

3.5.1 University College Kalmar and Viixjo University

This full-scale merger of two independent HEIs was completed in 2010 when the
new university was opened. Originally, three HEIs were involved in a strategic col-
laboration (Academy Southeast) but the third party, Blekinge Institute of Technology,
opted out during the process. The merger can be described as voluntary, primarily
driven by the vice-chancellors at the time (Geschwind and Melin 2011), and its
rationale was primarily increased competitiveness, in both research and education.
As shown in Chap. 8 in this volume, the merger was the result of a long-term pro-
cess including a large investment in internal anchoring and identity-making and a
massive external communication programme. A striking early outcome of the
merger was the significant increase in student numbers. However, the process also
included open conflicts involving staff and the new management and the added
work was stressful for many people (Melin 2013).

3.5.2 Uppsala University and University College Gotland

Gotland University College (GUC), which was a late addition to the Swedish higher
education landscape (founded in 1998), was taken over by Uppsala University (UU)
in 2013. GUC, like many other small university colleges, had increasingly been
under financial pressure due to difficulties in attracting and retaining students.
Rather than keeping GUC as a separate unit, each academic staff member joined a
department within the UU structure (a total of 18 departments were enlarged in this
manner). Some advisory roles and support services remained at the former main
campus in Visby, now called “Uppsala University — Campus Gotland”. The formal
merger is too recent to assess, but some reflections can be made on progress so far.
In practical terms, a number of new courses and programmes have been developed,
and there are early indications that student interest is increasing on some Campus
Gotland based programmes.

3.5.3 Stockholm Institute of Education and Stockholm
University

Founded in 1956, the Stockholm Institute of Education (SIE) was a small university
college that specialised in teacher training, which was a shared task with Stockholm
University (founded in 1878), providing the theoretical parts of teacher education.
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In 2006, the Minister of Education initiated a merger between the two institutions
(Lararhogskolan i Stockholm). Despite strong objections from SIE, the merger was
implemented (structurally) in 2008. An early evaluation of the process has identi-
fied some positive results including the transfer of approximately 700 staff (Ekholm
2008), largely due to flexibility and a willingness to meet individual needs.

3.5.4 Stockholm Academy of Dramatic Art

Following the 1977 reform, the fine arts institutions in Stockholm (most of which
were founded in the eighteenth century) were integrated into the higher education
system. The institutions (all very small) were given the right to award first and
second-cycle qualifications. Recently, demand to build research capacity has
become the primary rationale for merging. In 2011, Stockholm Academy of
Dramatic Art (Stockholms dramatiska hogskola) was established in a merger
between Stockholm Theatre Academy (Teaterhdgskolan) and University College of
Film, Radio, Television and Theatre (Dramatiska institutet). This merger enabled
the new institution to have a more comprehensive profile within this particular area.

3.5.5 Stockholm University of the Arts

The creation of the Stockholm Academy of Dramatic Art also affected the other arts
schools in the Stockholm area, i.e. it was thought that they might all benefit from
closer cooperation. These schools addressed the wishes of the Ministry of Education
and proposed a network-based centre. The Ministry refused the proposal and sug-
gested a formal merger instead. Three of the schools accepted this invitation, while
another three rejected it. As of 1st January 2014, Stockholm University of the Arts
is the outcome of a merger between the University of Dance and Circus
(Danshogskolan, from 2010 Dans- och cirkushdgskolan), University College of
Opera (Operahdgskolan) and the recently merged Stockholm Academy of Dramatic
Arts (Stockholms dramatiska hdgskola). The specific aim of the merger was to
strengthen research activities, including a joint Arts PhD programme. This merger
can be characterised as a federation of the participating partner institutions, with, at
least initially, a low degree of integration.

3.5.6 Orebro University and Miilardalen University College

In 2004, Orebro University and Milardalen University College discussed a possible
merger (Brostrom et al. 2005). After 3 years of deliberations the proposed merger
did not go ahead, mainly due to differences in institutional profiles and strategic
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ambitions for the future. Whereas Orebro University had a long-term goal to become
a comprehensive university with a focus on basic research, Mélardalen University
College has developed a more applied character in close collaboration with local
industry.

3.5.7 A West Sweden Uniyversity

Three university colleges in the west of Sweden — Bords, Vist and Skévde — consid-
ered a closer collaboration. However, the HEIs involved were not equally commit-
ted and the plans were never realised (Deiaco et al. 2007).

3.5.8 A Large Capital Uniyversity

In 2011, three Stockholm-based institutions — Stockholm University, KTH-The
Royal Institute of Technology, and Karolinska Institutet — commissioned an analy-
sis of preconditions for more formalised cooperation (alliance or merger) (Ekberg
2011). A possible merger would imply the creation of the largest HEI in Northern
Europe with an expected ranking around 25 (Stockholm: Universitetshuvudstaden
2010). The process was primarily driven by the then vice-chancellor of Stockholm
University. But, whereas KTH Royal Institute of Technology at least considered it
an interesting idea, the vice-chancellor of Karolinska Institute refused it based on
the already strong position of the institution, a position later embraced by the uni-
versity board.

3.5.9 Lund University and South Sweden Partner

A third strategy pinpoints alliances between universities and university colleges as
a means to restructure the university landscape. An example of this was in 2012,
when the then vice-chancellor of Lund University reached out to the neighbouring
HEIs, offering closer collaboration or even a merger (but only, it has been stressed,
if a university itself so desires (Sydsvenska Dagbladet 2012-12-03). In the article,
the university leadership invited neighbouring higher education institutions to seri-
ously consider an amalgamation with Lund, to draw on their respective advantages:
Lund with its august reputation and size, Malmé University College with its broad-
based student recruitment, Blekinge Institute of Technology with its sharp profile in
information technology, and Kristianstad University College with its large teaching
education. Any expression of interest would be met with “an open and serious anal-
ysis of how this could enhance our and our region’s competiveness from coast to
coast” (Ibid.). Malmé and Blekinge have declined, while Kristianstad’s reply was to
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launch a commission with the task of investigating future steps for the institution,
reflecting the fact that Lund and Kristianstad have a long-standing collaboration
regarding teacher training. The initiative can therefore be seen as a rational response
from all parties: Lund adapting to political expectations of reformed organisational
boundaries and mergers; Malmé and Blekinge defending their hard-earned organ-
isational autonomy; and Kristianstad exploring the potential gains of a merger but
reserving the right to consider many different options. The end-result is that the
entire initiative is now being slowly eroded with no major decisions on organisa-
tional adjustments being taken.

3.6 Concluding Discussion

We have located the issue of mergers in Swedish higher education in the wider con-
text of state-university relations as they have evolved over time. Several points are
important to understand the peculiar path that Sweden has trodden: One is the leg-
acy of geography — geographical access has been a dominant theme throughout the
history of Swedish higher education, especially in the post-war period. As a result,
Sweden has a relatively large and geographically dispersed higher education sys-
tem. Second, Sweden has already gone through a ‘merger moment’, 40 years ago
with the state-driven structural transformation following the 1977 reform of higher
education, when universities and university colleges were thoroughly restructured,
merging a wide variety of training programmes under the umbrella of universities
and university colleges. Third, the state has reduced its steering of higher education
to framework conditions, while nudging universities to consider mergers and other
adjustments.

Our perspective is therefore one which stresses the individual universities as
actors — as the state has refrained from direct action and instead focused on frame-
work conditions, leaving the decision (and blame) to the university leaderships.
Change has become a policy banner in Swedish higher education policy, and this
has reinforced the importance and significance of determined and rational actors
with a clear sense of their own priorities. However, these rational priorities are
moulded in an unclear terrain of obligations and commitments, resulting in inten-
tions that clash and directions that are unclear. To some extent, this may seem
unavoidable given the enormous complexity that higher education governance is
confronted with — with a plethora of goals, and interests to be meshed at the level of
policy-making and institutional action — but it also hampers universities’ steering
capacity.

We have identified three weaknesses of the so-called current “equilibrium”, one
at the systemic level and two at the organisational level of universities and univer-
sity colleges. At the systemic level, the instability is primarily based on the devolu-
tion of decision-making from the state to the universities and the impact of new
steering mechanisms on the behaviour of universities and university colleges. The
combination of strong push and pull-factors in the 1990s (new funding streams,
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expansion of the number of students, widened remits for university colleges), was
exacerbated by the deregulation of universities. How has this been dealt with? The
government has expressed no desire for a policy at the systemic level: no universi-
ties are to be closed or merged by political fiat, this is instead the responsibility of
the universities themselves. The recent mergers can also be described as in the
‘shadow of hierarchy’ (Scharpf 1997), as is clear in the takeover cases; the univer-
sity sets the conditions for the merger. It is also a merger “in the shadow of hierar-
chy” in the sense that it represents compliance with political expectations, although
it has been engineered by the HEIs themselves without any direct political interfer-
ence. Hence, this is an example of mergers representing organisational survival
strategies and institutional compliance.

This in turn spills over to the inter-organisational strategies of universities, where
it is primarily mergers which cater to the immediate rational interests of HEI that
succeed, for instance when GUC approached UU as a senior partner, but where
other, possibly more symmetrical, alliances are aborted because of the lack of incen-
tives and guidelines. Hence, mergers and consolidations in the Swedish higher edu-
cation system, necessary as they may seem, are hampered by the rationalities of
each of its constituent parts and the lack of an overarching systemic logic and
rationality.
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Chapter 4
Merger Mania? The Finnish Higher Education
Experience

Timo Aarrevaara and Ian R. Dobson

4.1 Introduction

This chapter is intended to provide a simple description of the development of
Finnish higher education in recent decades, with a particular focus on institutional
mergers. Mergers between like organisations are generally promoted as one of the
paths to improved efficiency and effectiveness, often promoted by government pro-
grams of structural reforms. However, governments or other interested parties rarely
undertake any ex-poste analysis to demonstrate the efficacy of mergers.

Contemporary higher education in Finland is provided via a binary system of
research-emphasising universities and teaching-emphasising polytechnics. The
basic dichotomy between the two, however, should not be taken to suggest that
teaching is under-played by universities, or that polytechnics do not undertake
research (Maassen et al. 2012). Notwithstanding their mutually-exclusive empha-
ses, universities and polytechnics (known in the Finnish language as yliopisto and
ammattikorkeakoulu, respectively) have radically different histories.

In the Finnish case, a relatively small country found itself in 2009 with 21 uni-
versities (20 under Ministry of Education) and 27 polytechnics (25 under the
Ministry of Education) to service its population of 5.5 million. Having this many
higher education institutions, it could easily be argued, did not represent an optimal
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use of funds, even allowing for the dispersion of universities and polytechnics
across mid-sized regional cities. This, therefore, represents the starting point for
mergers in 2000s between Finnish higher education institutions.

4.2 Background: Finnish Higher Education 101

Since the 1990s, Finnish higher education has undergone several discrete rounds of
structural change. In the first round, formally commencing from 1991, Finnish
higher education became a binary system by the establishment of the polytechnic
sector in addition to the existing university sector. Initially, polytechnics were
experimental teaching organisations following amalgamations of myriad upper
vocational institutions (MinEdu 1996). This reform represented the transformation
from one of vertical diversity to one that introduced much broader horizontal diver-
sity. Polytechnics were closely linked to the local/regional/municipal level of gov-
ernment, and students from those parts of the country lacking any direct access to
higher education were now able to participate. Such a development guaranteed a
large network of higher education institutions, which improved equity in social,
gender and geographical terms.

The second round of structural change was ushered in by a new Universities Act
(559/2009), which took effect from 2010. Since then, universities have been given
more autonomy while being obliged to have more engagement with society and to
be more competitive in the international market. Under this Act, universities became
independent legal entities, and on paper at least, they ceased to be ‘government-
funded’, but funds from the public purse continue to be the source of the great
majority of institutional budgets. Other major changes, but less relevant to this
chapter, were the considerable changes in the ownership and management of uni-
versity buildings, and extensive changes to governance arrangements (Aarrevaara
et al. 2009).

The new Act affected all Finnish universities, from the first of which had been
established in the seventeenth century, through to the slow expansion in the early
part of the twentieth century, and the multi-disciplinary universities in regional cit-
ies established during the 1960s and 1970s (Aarrevaara et al. 2009). Prior to the new
Act, Finland had 20 universities, comprising ten that were multi-disciplinary, three
schools of economics and business administration, three universities of technology,
and four creative and performing arts academies. As a constitutionally-bilingual
country, two of Finland’s universities are there to serve the Swedish-speaking
minority (about 5 % of Finland’s overall population).

Several years later, governance-related reform of the fledgling polytechnic sector
has led to changes that in part are parallel to those undergone by the universities.
Initially, Finland’s polytechnics had been established according to the Polytechnics
Act (2003/351). These institutions primarily offer 4-year polytechnic bachelor’s
degrees, with other degrees that require 3.5 years’ attendance. The Ministry
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described as its broad aim to rationalise higher vocational studies and to increase the
standard of vocational education (MinEdu 1996), in order to provide qualified and
labour market-ready personnel. This factor was a major reason for the government’s
wish to have a viable non-university higher education sector (Aarrevaara and
Dobson 2012). Polytechnics were a major player in the massification of Finnish
higher education, and part of their aim was to promote regional development, and
the wider availability of higher education (Aarrevaara et al. 2009). Establishment of
polytechnics made it possible for thousands of Finns to become professionally qual-
ified, as well as expanding the number of locations around the country in which it
was possible to obtain such qualifications (Aarrevaara and Dobson 2012). Not all
students aspire to university education, because their own career interests are practi-
cal rather than theoretical. Before the establishment of polytechnics, regionally-
located Finns had fewer options for acquiring professional, but vocationally-linked
qualifications without relocating to larger cities. Polytechnic units can be found in
all regions, and larger cities have both universities and polytechnics, which have a
strong regional impact in those cities.

Reform of the polytechnics occurred from 2014, via a new Act of Parliament
(932/2014). Under this Act the reform of the polytechnic sector has many similari-
ties to the university reform effective from 2010, as the polytechnics have become
independent legal entities. The polytechnics are no longer to be under the direction
of local government authorities, and they now receive their funding directly from
the national government. (Finnish primary and secondary schools continue to
receive funding via local/regional municipal councils). The Ministry’s funding for-
mula emphasises structural change, as well as emphasising the quality and impact
to the society (Government decree 922/2013). Under the 2014 funding formula, the
teaching function drives 85 % of total funding, with 15 % being provided for
research and development functions.

The polytechnic licencing scheme was revised to take effect from 2014 with
more emphasis being placed on quality and the impact of performance. There are
still one or more polytechnics situated in each provincial region, but the Government’s
intention is to reduce the number of universities and polytechnics as a whole. Under
the licence process, the profiles of polytechnics have become more focused on their
key areas of expertise. For this purpose, the polytechnics are also combining to form
larger entities aimed at enhancing their innovativeness and efficiency. Among the
difficulties experienced by institutions in the polytechnic sector is that the impact of
its research and development has so far been quite low and has not been well linked
to other development activities and teaching (Maassen et al. 2012). From the point
of view of government structural policy, the developments in research and polytech-
nics’ regional impact is reasonable to aggregate units into larger entities, with the
expectation that they will become more effective.

The new Acts of Parliament that have led to reform in the university and poly-
technic sectors of higher education do not specifically mention ‘mergers’, but a third
set of structural changes is specifically about separate institutions merging. Finland
is implementing an extensive research reform, the aim of which is to reform sectoral
research funding, and its implementation and monitoring. The government’s
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Phase Activity Contents

1989-1991 | Establishment of a second sector | Aggregation of myriad upper vocational institutions
of higher education: with particular responsibility for regional development.
polytechnics Their academisation was required of the operating

licence.

1997-2002 | Increasing autonomy and Increasing of universities’ autonomy with defined
establishing performance strategies and profiles.
management

2003-2006 | Defining the performance Performance management procedure with monitoring
management mainly based on the fina ncial statements and national

database on institutional performance.

2007-2008 | Ministerial plan for structural Goal to reduce the number of universities and to
reforms in higher education improve university efficiency and effectiveness

2008-2010 | First wave of mergers First mergers in two sectors since 2008. From 2010
universities ceased being part of state administration,
becoming semi-independent entities under public law or
foundations under private law

2011-2014 | Second wave of mergers Changes in the ownership base of polytechnics (from
municipalities to limited companies), new funding
formulas for universities and polytechnics aimed at
performance and quality

2015- Increased administrative and Emphasis on national innovation system and cooperation
financial autonomy between universities, polytechnics and public
research institutes.

Fig. 4.1 Government actions to enhance higher education reforms

objective with this program, scheduled for the period 2014-2017 (Government
decision 5 September 2013), is to undertake structural reforms. The first of these has
already commenced, effective from the start of 2015. In addition, funding worth
about €70 million is being re-allocated to provide government support to decision
making (about €7 million per year) and the Strategic Research Council under the
Academy of Finland (€55 million per year). During this reform, the Government
has adopted three main themes for strategic funding: utilisation of disruptive tech-
nology and changing institutions, a climate-neutral and resource-scarce society, and
equality and its promotion. These themes indicate where the focus of national
research funding will be leading to in the next few years.

Figure 4.1 presents a summary schema of what has occurred, and continues to
occur in Finnish higher education.

4.3 Mergers in Finland

4.3.1 The Push for Mergers

Mergers between organisations in any area of endeavour, whether between com-
mercial organisations or civic organisations predominantly funded by governments
tend to be instigated in the name of improved efficiency or effectiveness. In a
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commercial context, combining the resources of two or more separate companies
will typically be seen as a way to boost revenue or reduce costs, usually both. In
such a setting, it may be possible to test the impact of a merger quite quickly: annual
accounts will quickly show whether sales/revenue have increased and overall
expenses have decreased, and the extent of the positive impact on share value and
dividends for the ultimate owners of the companies.

In the case of mergers between civic providers of services such as higher educa-
tion, particularly in higher education systems funded predominantly via the public
purse, the actual impact of a merger between institutions is less readily computable.
There is also a matter of definition of ‘merger’ to be considered. Although we have
used the term broadly in this chapter, some ‘mergers’ are in fact ‘takeovers’ as
reported in the Swedish case elsewhere in this book, whereby smaller institution
might all but disappear within the structure of a stronger or larger institution. Other
mergers require common departments at antecedent institutions to become a single
entity in the new, merged institution. For a more thorough study of the types of
merger in higher education consult Chap. 1 of this volume.

Despite the government’s intention being that polytechnics be equal but different
higher education, a classic case of isomorphism has ensued in the polytechnic sector
(DiMaggio and Powell 1991). Starting from the early 2000s, polytechnics started to
refer to themselves as universities of applied sciences in their English language lit-
erature (Dobson 2008). Official Ministry of Education and Culture websites etc.,
continue to describe the institutions from the non-university higher education sector
as ‘polytechnics’. Although not a topic for this chapter, one can perhaps perceive
the likelihood of mergers in the future between ‘universities’ and ‘universities of
applied sciences’. Many might think that future generation of mergers will be take-
overs of a polytechnic participants by stronger universities, rather than mergers of
equals. However, in some regions the polytechnics are major players and their clout
in merger negotiations would be considerable. Universities and polytechnics have
faced different expectations, and they are different but equal (Ahola 1997).

The overriding theory and some of the practice of higher education mergers have
been dealt with elsewhere in this volume, but terms such as efficiency, effectiveness
and accountability crop up regularly. As has been the case in many countries that
have seen a massification of their higher education systems, actual overall costs of
providing higher education have increased because of the huge increases in num-
bers of students. (See for example, Calderon 2012.) In Finland, the number of uni-
versity students was 110,500 in 1990, and the total expenditure was €543 million
(Budgetary funding and building investments in national currency). In 2013, there
were 166,000 university students and 143,800 students enrolled in polytechnic pro-
grammes. It would seem only natural for governments to seek savings in other
regards, as part-compensation for the cost involved in the many additional students
being educated. Part of the change in higher education in recent years has come
about through governance changes that allow institutions to reduce their relative
dependence on the public purse for their operations, but Finnish higher education
remains predominantly funded from the national budget, and is likely to do so into
the future.
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It should be noted that despite major reforms and new Acts of Parliament affect-
ing governance and practice in both sectors of higher education, mergers of univer-
sities and of polytechnics have not come about because of direct parliamentary
demands. It is not clear that there was a government position on mergers before they
started to occur, but in higher education (and perhaps in other areas of government-
funded provision of services), waves of ‘reform’ seem to move around the world
(Arthur 2011). Other countries had seen institutional mergers, so it is natural that
considerations about ‘more efficient’ larger institutions would occur in Finland also.
In the Finnish case, mergers within both sectors of its higher education might have
seemed a logical and reasonable thing to occur, given that Finland is a relatively
small country with a relatively large number of universities and polytechnics. As at
the end of 2009, Finland had 20 universities and 32 polytechnics to service its popu-
lation of 5.3 million. By the start of 2015, these numbers had been reduced to 14 and
26, respectively. (Twenty-four of the polytechnics operate under the auspices of the
Ministry of Education and Culture).

4.3.2 Mergers Came to Pass

The first, and perhaps main merger to be brought about was the creation of Aalto
University from the former Helsinki University of Technology, the Helsinki School
of Economics and the University of Industrial Arts, Helsinki (Aula et al. 2015). In
this instance, a large university (about 14,000 enrolments in 2009) merged with two
niche institutions (with 3,200 and 1,900 enrolments, respectively). Before being
named in honour of alumnus and designer of some of the Helsinki University of
Technology buildings, the future university was known as ‘the Innovation University’
(Virtanen 2008).

The new Act ushered in governance changes, and two of the pre-Act universities
became ‘foundations subject to private law’, with the others being ‘institutions sub-
ject to public law’ (Aarrevaara et al. 2009). The newly-merged Aalto University was
one of the ‘foundation’ universities. Foundation universities faced no restrictions on
the composition of their governing boards, but for ‘public law’ universities, external
board membership was restricted to 40 % of members.

Governance arrangements and the appointment of Aalto’s senior officials were
well under way by the time the new university started its official life on 1 January,
2010. Discussions within the government on this merger had begun in 2007. This
particular merger was made more interesting because it represented Finland’s tilt at
the ‘Harvard Here’ windmill. There were high expectations, that Aalto would
quickly become a ‘world class university’, which was perhaps a low blow to the
University of Helsinki (Est. 1640), which typically ranks about 100th in the
ARWU (ARWU 2015) and between 80th and 90th in the Times Higher ranking
regarding reputation (THE 2015). Helsinki is also one of the highest-ranked non-
English-speaking universities, and one of the highest-ranked among universities in
the Nordic countries.
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Trying to create a ‘Harvard’ in Finland or any other country by government fiat,
even with a massive injection of funding is probably not possible. In its fifth year of
life, Aalto University has still not got close to the University of Helsinki in world
university ranking schemes. Technology and arts disciplines are not as competitive
in key research results as Science and Medicine. In 2015, the merged Aalto
University was not ranked in 500 in ARWU and Times Higher rankings (ARWU
2015). In 2015, engineering and technology at Aalto had been ranked among the top
100 in reputation subject ranks (THE 2015). Part of the issue is that massive injec-
tions of funding would be needed, far more than most governments would likely put
into the local ‘Harvard’. Analyst Tony Sheil (2009) reported that developing a Top
20 university is not an option for small countries. The top universities are typically
enterprises worth US$ 1.5-2 billion (Sheil 2009). He has also drawn on research
that indicates that such universities are usually well-established, well-resourced,
small-to-medium in size, and selective of both staff and students (Sheil 2009).
Aarrevaara et al. (2009) calculated that Aalto University and the University of
Helsinki had per student funding of about US$30,000 and US$28,000, respectively.
These sums need to be compared with Sheil’s (2009) calculations that major US
universities such as Harvard, Princeton, Stanford and Yale have huge budgetary
resources. Sheil (2009) mentions sums ranging from US$149,000 to US$227,000
per student being available at some Ivy League universities.

Elsewhere in Finland, mergers were discussed, and whereas some came to pass,
others did not. The University of Eastern Finland was created by merging two
similarly-sized universities in the regional cities of Joensuu and Kuopio (with about
8000 and 6000 students respectively, in 2009). Joensuu and Kuopio are about 470
and 390 km from national capital Helsinki, and about 170 km from each other. The
new university came into formal existence from 2010 (Aarrevaara et al. 2009).

Another successful merger occurred within the city of Turku, where the multi-
discipline University of Turku (15,500 students in 2009) merged with niche Turku
School of Economics and Business Administration (2,500 enrolments). This merger
had also been discussed in earlier years (Aarrevaara et al. 2009).

Another merger that had been discussed for several years was one that eventually
occurred from 2013 between three niche creative and performing arts institutions:
the Academy of Fine Arts, the Sibelius (music) Academy and the Theatre Academy
became the University of the Arts located in Helsinki. The resulting University of
the Arts was created from a merger some years after the merger activities of other
universities, but also there the aim was for the merged university to become an inter-
nationally attractive research and teaching arena (University of the Arts 2013).

Other mergers have been discussed, but did not come to pass. Discussions about
creating a Central Finland University, merging the Universities of Jyvaskyla and
Tampere, and the Tampere University of Technology were held at the end of the first
decade of the twenty-first century, but each remained independent. More recently,
however, there is to be co-operation or a merger within the city of Tampere (popula-
tion 220,000; 180 km from Helsinki) between the University of Tampere, the
Tampere University of Technology and the polytechnic in Tampere. This merger
will come ‘on-stream’ from 2016 as joint vision between different types of higher
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education institutions MinEdu 2015. At time of writing, it had been proposed that
plans be firmed up as to how Tampere-based higher education institutions could
better ‘cooperate’ in the future. ‘Cooperation’ might involve a formal merger or new
collaborative models.

Finland has two officially Swedish-speaking universities: the Hanken School of
Economics, located in Helsinki, and Abo Akademi, 150 km away in Turku. This
potential merger was resisted by Hanken, and did not come to pass. There were also
discussions about ‘closer cooperation’ between Hanken and the University of
Helsinki, but this proposal did not come to pass either.

The polytechnic sector has also been the site of mergers and governance changes.
As with the situation for universities, there is not necessarily any connection
between the two sets of changes. From 2015, polytechnics have severed their gov-
ernance ties with local government authorities, and are now more directly affiliated
with the national government via its Ministries of Education and Culture, and
Finance. Polytechnics have in one sense been ‘privatised’, according to the
Polytechnics Act of 28 June 2013, as they have been made into limited companies.
As at March 2015, only two polytechnics are still awaiting inclusion within this new
governance schema.

Several polytechnics have entered into merger arrangements, and several others
have already, or will soon, enter into collaborative arrangements with each other. As
far back as 2008, Helsinki-located Stadia and EVTEK polytechnics merged, renam-
ing themselves in their merged form as Metropolia. Within the regional city of
Tampere, Tampere and Pirkanmaa polytechnics merged into Tampere University of
Applied Sciences (polytechnic) in 2010. More recently, the polytechnic from north-
ern cities of Kemi and Torni merged with the equivalent institution from Rovaniemi
to become Lapland University of Applied Sciences (polytechnic). This occurred in
2014.

Other polytechnics have engaged in ‘closer co-operation and partnerships’, such
as arrangements between polytechnics of Kymenlaakso and Mikkeli. These two
institutions have formed a network with joint services and internationalisation
affairs. Three other polytechnics established the Federation of Universities of
Applied Sciences (FUAS) consortium between the polytechnics in the cities of
Hémeenlinna, Lahti, and Laurea University of Applied Sciences, which has its main
campus bases in near-Helsinki suburbs (formerly separate towns) of Vantaa and
Espoo.

The process of merging of previously-independent government research insti-
tutes into higher education institutions commenced from 2015. The first two of
these, the National Consumer Research Centre and the National Research Institute
of Legal Policy have been merged into the University of Helsinki effective from the
start of 2015. As noted, these mergers represent part of the reforms being under-
taken in the Finnish research system. Others will perhaps follow. In one sense, such
‘mergers’ have the potential to become takeovers. Although a discrete research
institute with a specific charter and mission will be able to maintain elements of its
independence, other support roles, such as in human resources and financial ser-
vices might soon be moved away from centres. It is to be hoped that government
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research centres merged into university departments are permitted to maintain their
unique identity and role. In addition, government research centres are at risk of hav-
ing their specific role diminished by the more powerful departments or faculties that
now have power over budgetary resources.

There is more cooperation between the public research institutes and universities
than polytechnics, and the trend has been strengthened by the establishment of the
Strategic Research Council as an investment funding instrument. According to
Ministerial report on these institutes (MinEdu 2015) this is because their general
orientation and the nature of research is ‘more similar’ between the polytechnics
and the research institutes. There is lack of information about the economic bene-
fits, accumulation of competence, quality improvement and benefits for education.
The higher education institutions and public research institutes have some overlap-
ping functions in most of these fields, but there has been a lack of co-operation
between several actors, so enhancement opportunities through co-operation as part
of the broader institutional development has been less than it could have been. The
bottlenecks are in boundary-breaking co-operation (co-creation), joint research
infrastructure and sharing of modern research infrastructure between institutions
(MinEdu 2015). The lack of co-operation relates primarily to actions within the
national innovation system, because at the regional level there is evidence of this
cooperation.

4.3.3 Landscape for Mergers

Regarding universities, although the mergers were not a direct outcome of the 2009
Universities Act and its implementation, by stressing the importance of the wider
national innovation system and the relevance for society in that Act, mergers could
be seen as being a logical extension. The University of the Arts was a result of
merger some years after the other universities, but also there the aim was to become
an internationally attractive research and teaching arena. The success of mergers
have been reported in last years. It seems the commitment of academic staff to new
university profiles lag behind the institutional strategy (Aula and Tienari 2011). At
Aalto University, the new innovative, interdisciplinary, and practically relevant
institutional profile breaks the traditional culture of the three specialised universities
involved in the merger process. The commitment of staff has been reported as being
a key factor of the success of the merger in the University of Eastern Finland (Puusa
and Kekéle 2013).

As Fig. 4.2 shows, the many of the mergers and takeovers have taken place
between relatively small institutions. Within the polytechnics/universities of applied
sciences, there are still several quite small units, and there is likely to be an ongoing
interest in mergers as a direct outcome of the presumption of efficiency in a larger
unit. The problem is how to maintain the system of higher education units in all
regions around the country. The alternative for future institutional mergers is there-
fore to be ‘trade-offs’ of educational fields between polytechnics. Another alternative
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Fig. 4.2 The landscape for higher education reform
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Fig. 4.2 (continued)

that could promote mergers is also if there were to be closer co-operation in first
cycle degrees between the polytechnics and universities.

There will be opportunities for reforms in the future, as the Polytechnics Act and
Universities Act do not allow the full mergers between universities and polytech-
nics. A need to deepen the co-operation between the two sectors is evident in first
cycle degrees as well as in research and development functions. Arto Mustajoki, a
dean at the University of Helsinki and former chairman of the board of the Finnish
Academy and Tuula Teeri, rector of Aalto University have suggested halving the
number of academic units in universities from its current 272 (Mustajoki and Teeri
2015). The University Rectors’ Council (UNIFI) has prepared a proposal for univer-
sities to focus on specific disciplines (UNIFI 2015), which aims to focus on the
distribution of resources. This proposal implies the merger of units, closing educa-
tion programs, merger of fields of education and research and by providing some
units with more resources redistributed from other units. The proposal includes an
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alternative for mergers for the institutions. It would be the first time in the history of
Finnish higher education that universities could decide on structural changes based
on university-driven plans, and the units could move from one university to the next,
thereby increasing the scale of operation.

4.4 Conclusion: Merger Mania During Periods of Reform

Reforms in Finnish higher education have been introduced by legislation. Such leg-
islation is therefore the most obvious manner way that governments can exert their
power to influence. This is particularly relevant in higher education systems in
which the majority of funding comes from the public purse, and Finland is an excel-
lent example of this phenomenon: ‘he who pays the piper, calls the tune’.

However, other reforms happen less directly, and the situation in Finnish univer-
sities has been such that several changes that occurred following the 2010
Universities Act have been presumed to have come about as a consequence of that
Act. For example, the use of the full cost model for external funding has been criti-
cised by university researchers, but full costing was instigated not by legislation, but
because several major funding bodies demanded it, including the European Union
and the Academy of Finland. As a corollary to this, external funding bodies have
also demanded that researchers working on projects allocate their work time to spe-
cific projects. Again, many researchers presumed that this requirement followed
from the new Universities Act.

Changes to institutional information systems have also come about in the period
since promulgation of the new Act, and not everyone has been comfortable with
these new systems. However, such changes have typically been related to the usable
life of existing systems, rather than any external demand for change. Institutions
update their management systems regularly.

Arguably higher education mergers in Finland fall into the category of ‘reforms’
external to the new Universities Act, and in time the situation with the 2014
Polytechnics Act will be similar. Ministerial ‘persuasion’ has led Finland to having
fewer universities and polytechnics than in the past, in part by the use of the ‘carrot
and stick’ method of inducing cooperation. A recent Ministry of Education and
Culture (2015) report makes it clear that more mergers should be in the offing. The
report compares numbers of students and institutions in a number of countries, and
concludes that Finland still has a surfeit of higher education institutions.

Mergers will continue to be part of the higher education environment, but
whereas the attention has been paid to having universities merge with universities,
and polytechnics with polytechnics, one possible extension into the future is that
Finland might consider changing its current binary arrangements for the provision
of higher education. Within a given region, it could be that polytechnics are merged
into the local university, perhaps with the intention of having the former polytechnic
operate as a provider of teaching to students in their first or second years, that is, as
a ‘feeder’ system. In such hypothetical arrangements, it is unlikely that polytechnics
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will be the senior partner in the merger. Should such a situation arise, polytechnics
might rue the fact that they tried to give the impression that they were more
‘university-like’ by calling themselves ‘universities of applied sciences’. Had poly-
technics pointed out how they were different from universities, rather than trying to
be more like them, thoughts of mergers (or takeovers) of polytechnics by universi-
ties might have seemed like a less likely ‘reform’.
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Chapter 5
Mergers in Danish Higher Education:
An Overview over the Changing Landscape

Kaare Aagaard, Hanne Foss Hansen, and Jorgen Gulddahl Rasmussen

5.1 Introduction

Higher education in Denmark has historically been organised into three types of
programme offered by different types of institutions. Short-cycle programmes were
offered by institutions responsible for vocational training, medium-cycle pro-
grammes by colleges specialising in training teachers, pedagogues, social workers
etc. and long-cycle programmes were offered by universities. Through reforms and
mergers this structure has changed significantly over the last 15 years. In the 2000s,
the short-cycle programmes were transferred from institutions responsible for voca-
tional training to a new type of organisation called academies of professional higher
education (erhvervsakademier). In the same period the specialised colleges offering
medium-cycle programmes were merged, firstly into centres of higher education
(CVU’er) and later into university colleges (professionshgjskoler). These two sec-
tors are increasingly developing into one sector, with a common law outlining the
framework conditions, and as the result of a number of cross sector mergers. Finally,
in 2007 a merger reform was implemented in the university sector. This reform
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included both inter-university mergers and mergers between universities and GRIs.
The university sector was maintained as a separate sector governed by its own law
and offering education programmes organised mainly according to a 3+2+3
Bachelor, Master’s and Ph.D. structure.

In this chapter the merger changes in the Danish higher education system as a
whole are described and analysed. The following research questions are addressed:
(1) How have mergers changed the landscape of higher education institutions? (2)
What has influenced the process and forms of the mergers? Research question one
is answered through a descriptive analysis of the overall landscape changes in the
higher educational field. In the analysis of the dynamics of the merger reforms,
which provides an answer to research question two, the university sector has been
chosen as the case for thorough analysis.

The time period covered is the last 15 years. However some minor mergers
within the Danish higher education sector did take place earlier than this. What is of
particular interest as we assess developments within the higher educational field is
the interaction between several streams of change. One stream of change concerns
the changes in governance and management systems which can be seen as part of
the overall reformation of the public sector. The second stream is the dramatic
increase in the number of students and share of the youth population enrolled in
higher education. The third is the change in the financing of higher education, with
moves towards more output-based allocation of resources. And the fourth can be
seen as the creation of a formalised Bachelor education system outside the univer-
sity sector. These changes have all developed gradually over more than two decades
and have in general been supported by a broad majority of the Danish political
parties.

In addition, these streams of change and the merger processes have taken place
in a political climate with a widespread belief in the idea that education is a neces-
sity for increasing the competitiveness of the country, and where it was widely
believed that further education improves an individual’s chances of getting a stable
job and overall living conditions for the individual. However, the changes have also
taken place in a national economy where a major political objective has been to stop
the growth in public sector expenditure. In the last part of the chapter we will return
to the question of the interaction between the merger reforms and the other parallel
streams of change.

5.2 Background: The Danish Setting

The University of Copenhagen dates back to 1479 (Hansen 2000) and was the only
multi-faculty university in Denmark until 1928, when Aarhus University was
founded. However from the middle of the nineteenth century to the beginning of the
twentieth century a small number of mono-faculty university institutions were
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established in order to educate an academic workforce for specific sectors: agricul-
ture, industry and business. They were all situated in the metropolitan area and had
the right to educate students to Bachelor and Master’s levels.

While all long-cycle higher education institutions were located in the metropoli-
tan area until the establishment of Aarhus University, medium-cycle education was
spread throughout the country. Teacher training took place in fairly small teachers’
colleges financed through public means but often initiated locally. The same applied
to institutions providing education for pedagogues for kindergartens and other types
of social institutions as well as for institutions providing education for social work-
ers and engineers. Health care personnel were, with the exception of medical doc-
tors, educated through vocational training in local hospitals. All these institutions
were more or less fully financed through public means. Privately financed higher
education has barely been seen in Denmark in the last couple of centuries.

The decision to establish a university in Aarhus in 1928 was supported by a
strong regional pressure group. The was also the case in the early 1960s when the
decision was taken to establish a university in Odense, and again in the late 1960s
in relation to the founding of a university in Aalborg which was established in 1974.
The only university started without a strong local pressure group was Roskilde,
which was established in 1972 to ease some of the pressure from an increasing
number of students attending the University of Copenhagen. However, all Danish
governments seem to have been very careful not to increase the number of universi-
ties too drastically.

In the Government Research Institute (GRI) sector a number of institutions were
established and developed throughout the twentieth century. The GRIs’ income
came from two sources. One was basic funding given through the sector-ministries’
national budgets while the other was the sale of specialised high-level knowledge to
customers, which could be private firms, industry organisations, municipalities,
county administrations, state institutions, ministries, or international institutions.

Until the mergers, the higher education system in Denmark was organised into
three different sectors, where only the universities had the dual functions of teach-
ing and research. They were also the only institutions obliged to offer Master’s and
PhD education. In addition to the universities, the GRIs were involved in doing
research as well as giving knowledge-based advice.

The changes which led to mergers within the entire system began when part of
the system of higher education started changing. The high schools and vocational
schools gradually started to develop so called short-cycle higher education within
the fields of technical and business programmes (1-2 year education programmes).
The number of students following these programmes increased in parallel to the
continuing increase in students within the universities and medium-cycle education
institutions. In the same period, the education of personnel for the hospital sector
was formalised into specific education, with increasing weight on theory. Together
with the older colleges, these institutions formed a kind of medium-cycle sector
within higher education.
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5.3 From Growth in the Number of Institutions to Mergers

In the first decade of the 2000s, institutional mergers happened in all parts of the
higher education system. In addition, most of the GRIs were merged into the univer-
sities. However, mergers have not solely been a characteristic of higher education.
The merger idea has permeated public sector reform in the 2000s, including reforms
of local government, the police, the judiciary and the hospital sector (Greve and
Ejersbo 2013; Berg-Sgrensen et al. 2011). It was almost as if a merger competition
rose across ministries and sectors.

Several arguments for introducing mergers in Danish higher education were put
forward. The most common were economies of scale; e.g. pooling of finances,
knowledge, technical facilities, buildings, etc. — and the possibility of saving admin-
istrative and perhaps teaching resources. Scale is often seen as a way to enhance the
competitiveness of the organisation (Johnson et al. 2012: 329) and decrease costs.

The argument of competitiveness has often been used in combination with the
idea of ongoing globalisation, especially in the university sector: the formation of a
global or European market for higher education (Sursock and Smidt 2010), where
larger organisations will be able to develop more specialised, high quality education
taught in English for an international audience, and where they will be able to create
large specialised and internationally competitive research groups. This has been
used as a strategic argument at both institutional and governmental levels.

The argument of decreasing costs has also been used in several ways. One is the
possibility of using teaching resources more efficiently by having larger classes or
by having the same programme and curriculum taught at different locations within
the same institution. Another way of using fewer resources is through scale in
administration and in relation to teaching, student, and research matters. The idea of
using fewer people to perform managerial functions by establishing larger groups,
departments, faculties and institutions has been closely connected to this.

The arguments of scale and costs have put different solutions on the agenda. One
radical proposal was to merge all Danish universities into one; another was a clearer
regionalisation of the higher education system; and yet another, a distribution of
subjects taught and researched by individual institutions. The solution which was
eventually chosen comes closest to the idea of regionalisation with three separate
higher education systems: the professional academies; the university colleges; and
the universities.

5.3.1 Professional Academies

Today, a total of nine academies of professional higher education constitute one part
of the higher education landscape. Sixteen percent of all HE student enrolments are
in these institutions (Danske Professionshgjskoler 2014). These institutions offer
short and to some extent also medium-cycle higher education, primarily within the
technical and business fields. The academies of professional higher education were
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established in a rolling process. Most recently it was decided that, with effect from
2009, the higher education programmes located at institutions responsible for voca-
tional education and training should be transferred to a new type of organisation
called an academy of professional higher education. The aim was to develop an
unambiguous organisation and separate the economies of vocational and higher
education (Rambgll 2013). After experiments with different ways of organising
this, in 2010 it was decided that the academies of professional higher education
should become independent institutions. Today the nine academies of professional
higher education are regional institutions, all of them offering programmes at sev-
eral campuses. The dynamics in this sub-field have been based on splitting educa-
tional programmes from their original institutional context in order to merge them
into newly established institutions.

5.3.2  University Colleges

Seven university colleges constitute another part of the higher education field.
Thirty-two percent of all HE student enrolments are in these institutions (Danske
Professionshgjskoler 2014). These institutions offer mainly medium-cycle higher
education programmes, mostly directed towards the public sector. The former spe-
cialised colleges have gone through several processes of restructuring before
becoming university colleges. After a period, in the second half of the 1980s, when
small teacher colleges in particular were closed down, this sub-field was the first to
be confronted with large scale merger reforms. In 2000 there was a reform which
urged institutions to re-organise into centres for higher education (CVU’er). Such
centres could be organised in different ways. Existing independent educational
institutions could collaborate by establishing a new centre or they could merge into
a joint centre. Institutions choosing the first model were given an 11-year transition
period to merge into a joint centre.

The reforms were voluntary and there was room built-in to maintain the identity
and culture of the original institutions. In 2004, 23 centres were established, formed
from 96 previously independent educational institutions (Rigsrevisionen 2004). In
2007, further mergers had reduced this to 14 centres. However, some “old” totally
independent specialised colleges still existed. The rolling mergers continued, but
the voluntary approach to the reforms was replaced with a more coercive one. In
spring 2007 it was decided to establish eight university colleges (professions-
hgjskoler) by merging the centres and most of the remaining specialised colleges.
The reform was to take effect from January 2008. Three institutions were allowed
to continue independently. These reforms transformed the medium-length higher
education system into a landscape of regional institutions. Two regions, however,
have two university college institutions: The Capital Region of Denmark and The
Region of Southern Denmark. Alongside this merger process it was debated whether
the university colleges should be given a mandate to establish Master’s
programmes.
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In the late 2000s and beginning of the 2010s the government supported mergers
between the academies of professional higher education and the university colleges.
In fact, it was decided that the boards of the academies should decide before January
Ist 2015 whether they wanted to merge with a university college situated in the
same region. If they decided not to merge, their right to offer medium-cycle educa-
tion programmes would be transferred to a university college (Regeringen 2012).
However, after an evaluation of the academies in 2013 (Rambgll 2013) a political
agreement was reached stating that the academies of professional higher education
should be maintained as a separate sector and that academies should maintain the
right to offer medium-cycle education programmes within the technical and mer-
cantile fields (Regeringen 2013).

5.3.3 Unipversities

Eight universities constitute the last part of the higher education system. The univer-
sities have 49 % of all HE student enrolments (Danske Professionshgjskoler 2014).
They offer education programmes with a 3+2+ 3 Bachelor, Master’s and PhD struc-
ture and they are responsible for a major part of public research activities. In this
field the need for mergers was put on the agenda in 2001, but not much happened.
However, in 2006 political action was taken and a process of voluntary coercion was
initiated, as institutions were asked to work out proposals for mergers with other
universities as well as GRIs. The process and the results are analysed in Sect. 5.4
below.

Overall, the merger processes have been anchored in rationalisation ideas of
economies of scale and decreased costs. Likewise they have been implemented in
an organisational world where centrifugal forces in the form of new educational
areas, new specialisations, and new research programmes have often created a drift
towards disintegration of the organisations, spoiling the benefits of scale. In higher
education institutions, these processes unfold within organisations infused with
strong organisational and managerial traditions and identities (Hansen 2000; Clark
1983) and within organisations tightly integrated in broader, international networks
of knowledge production (Weick 1976). Due to this, the majority of implementation
processes have been challenging and laden with conflicts, as shown in more detail
in Chaps. 12 and 13 of this volume.

5.4 Merger Dynamics

Having discussed the new landscape of higher education, we will now focus on the
dynamics of one particular merger reform by analysing the case of the university
sector. The focus in this section is thus on the merger processes from 2006 onwards,
when the majority of the Danish GRIs merged with universities, and the number of
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universities decreased from 12 to 8. While the entire process is analysed in more
detail in Chap. 12, this section presents some of the factors enabling the mergers,
the key challenges, and the actual results (at system level). Based on this brief anal-
ysis, the final section of this chapter raises a number of questions regarding internal
(merger) processes and external benefits, which are then analysed further in Chaps.
12 and 13.

5.4.1 Agenda Setting

As mentioned above, the need for mergers was on the policy agenda across the uni-
versity sector for several years. Two different types of mergers were discussed.
Amalgamations between the GRIs and the universities were on the agenda from
2001, when the so-called ‘Research Commission’ established by the government,
suggested a review of the GRIs with the aim of creating more binding partnerships
and consortia with the universities (Research Commission 2001; reviewed in
Hansen 2001). A few months later, the new Liberal-Conservative coalition govern-
ment stated in its programme that there was a need for greater cohesion between
teaching, research and innovation, and that a study should be conducted on the role
of the GRIs in order to move funds from governmental research to academic
research (Danish Government 2001).

In the wake of this, several reports fed into the policy making process. The
Danish Research Council (2002) reviewed the GRI field, recommending whether
each of them should continue unchanged, be merged or closed down (Danish
Research Council 2002). Later, an inter-ministerial working group was set up to
formulate some general guidelines for the process. The working group proposed the
establishment of a committee to identify joint principles for how cooperation
between governmental research institutes and universities could be developed.
Mergers were not the favoured solution for the majority of ministries. Following
this, another committee conducted a survey showing that widespread educational
collaboration between GRIs and universities was already taking place, particularly
at Master’s and PhD levels (Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation 2003).
The study thus implied that the problem of lack of collaboration with regard to
teaching did not appear to be as pronounced as some of the merger proponents had
initially suggested.

However, over time the open agenda was overtaken by political action, as the
government decided to reduce the number of GRIs by merging two into the Royal
Veterinary and Agricultural University, one into the University of Copenhagen and
one into Aarhus University, starting on 1st January 2004. Action was thus added to
a process that had hitherto involved only the articulation of problems and solutions,
and the solution which was agreed was merging. Significantly, two of the merged
GRIs had been under the auspices of the Ministry of Science. If a merger policy was
to have a chance of being considered credible by other ministries, the Ministry of
Science had to lead the way.
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The other type of merger discussed was inter-university mergers. This discussion
can also be traced back to the 2001 Research Commission, which suggested a
review of the universities. This recommendation was adopted when the OECD was
asked to conduct a study of the Danish university system, which it completed in
early 2004. One of its recommendations was that ‘mono-faculty universities’,
defined as universities with one or two faculties, should be integrated into the multi-
faculty universities (OECD 2005). This recommendation was later supported by the
Danish Council for Research Policy (Danish Council for Research Policy 2006).

In February 2005, the second Liberal-Conservative government coalition
assumed power. Under the title “New Goals”, the government programme outlined
a number of ambitious targets. Denmark was to be a “leading knowledge society”,
a “leading entrepreneurial society” and to have “world-class education” (Danish
Government 2005a). To achieve this, the government would appoint a Globalisation
Council to formulate a strategy and provide advice. The Globalisation Council was
established in April 2005 and held a series of consultations and meetings in which
research and education issues were prominent, thus contributing to a ripening of the
proposed reforms.

In 2005, the government established yet another committee, called the Bgrsting
Committee, tasked with evaluating the feasibility of merging the Royal Veterinary
and Agricultural University with a research institute within the field of agricultural
sciences. Furthermore, the committee was asked to put forward proposals on ways
in which other universities and research institutions could be persuaded to collabo-
rate more formally. In December 2005, the committee proposed creating a ‘Food
University’ by merging the Royal Veterinary and Agricultural University with sev-
eral full research institutes, with selected parts of other institutes and with parts of
two universities (Committee to Evaluate Options for Improving Research at the
Royal Veterinary and Agricultural University of Copenhagen and the Danish
Institute of Agricultural Sciences 2005). Unsurprisingly, the proposal was well
received by those institutions that were to be merged in their entirety, but was criti-
cised by those who were to cede parts of their organisation.

Before the publication of the proposal, but presumably on the basis of knowledge
of it, a research institute not in favour of establishing a new food university pro-
posed the establishment of a Danish MIT-like university, to be created by merging
several universities and research institutes. Another group of stakeholders were thus
testing the waters and trying to create a diversion to counteract the proposal of
establishing a food university. The two incompatible proposals made the differences
in opinion abundantly clear. Some wanted to promote a food university, while others
wanted to promote a more technology and innovation-oriented approach. The
merger agenda was boosted, but it also became clear that decisions on mergers were
complex and full of potential conflicts.

As has been noted, a number of actors and events in the fields of public sector
reform and general research and university policy interacted to advance the merger
idea as a solution. The fact that the merger solution turned out to have such an
impact was not least related to a new University Act, passed in 2003. This intro-
duced the universities to a classic company model with a hierarchical management
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structure and boards with a majority of external members. The boards were to
appoint vice-chancellors, who would hire deans, who in turn would appoint heads
of department (Hansen 2004). By early 2005, the new boards were in place and by
the end of the year all but one of the vice-chancellors had taken up their posts.

The new decision-making structure thus served as a window of opportunity for
the merger reform. The newly hired managers could hardly duck their responsibili-
ties with regard to mergers. At the same time, institutions were tempted to merge by
the broader political agenda outlined by the Globalisation Council, which promised
additional resources for the universities in the future. The establishment of a
decision-making structure that generated managerial commitment, combined with
an approach that included both carrots and sticks, created a powerful momentum for
the initiation of the merger reform.

5.4.2 The Decision-Making Process

As has been noted, the merger agenda was set in late 2005 with the incompatible
proposals for the establishment of a food university and a Danish MIT-like univer-
sity. In addition, a proposal from the Globalisation Council (Danish Government
2005b) used a new phrase, suggesting that the GRIs should be “integrated” into the
universities. The agenda was narrowed, but the concept of integration was not
clearly defined.

In light of this in February 2006, the minister of science chose, on behalf of the
government, to adopt a more general approach. The minister sought a solution that
involved the entire institutional field, now defined as the 12 universities and 13
GRIs. The patience of those who had been waiting for a step-by-step implementa-
tion of marginal initiatives had run out. The minister asked all universities to
“engage in a dialogue with all potential partners in advance of a process towards
integration” (Sander 2006). On the basis of this, the universities drew up expres-
sions of interest.

At the same time, the GRIs were asked to draw up expressions of interest for
possible integration with universities and other GRIs. The expressions of interest
were to be submitted to the ministry barely 2 months later, on 3 April 2006. The
agenda was fixed and clear: mergers were to go ahead, but it was also an open pro-
cess. All input from the institutions would be evaluated, they were told, before deci-
sions were made about how the rest of the process would be organised. This process
seems to have been inspired by local government reform. The organisation of the
process had clear similarities to the process the government had successfully used
in 2004 to encourage local authorities to find merger partners (Christiansen and
Klitgaard 2008: Chapter 6).

The entire decision-making process went through four main phases in 2006
(Table 5.1, below). The table shows the phases with regard to the reform paperwork.
In between proposals, input and announcements, several meetings were held, some
involving the minister and the two groups of chairs, others between the specific
potential merger partners and the relevant ministries.
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Table 5.1 The process — from government proposal to a new university map

Phase: Activity Contents
Phase 1: The proposal: the The chairs of the university boards and the GRIs
10.02.06-03.04.06 | government invites are asked to submit expressions of interest in the
“partners to dance” integration of the latter into the universities, and
the need to join forces in the university sector to
respond to international competition
Input: the institutions | Responsiveness and scepticism. Virtually every
submit requests for conceivable integration combination is brought
dance partners into play
Phase 2: The proposal: the The proposal is made for the establishment of

22.06.06-15.09.06

government reports

the main outline of the
new map and requests
continued discussions

five new universities, which involves the
integration of two universities and ten GRIs, and
the continuation of one university (unchanged).
Four universities and four GRIs have not yet
been plotted on the map

Framework
clarification

A range of conditions concerning management,
personnel and funding are clarified

Input from the
institutions

Of the four universities still to be placed, two
remain sceptical. Of the four GRIs not yet
placed, two remain sceptical and one wants to
be moved to one of the regions

Phase 3: 04.10.06

The government
announces the new
map of Denmark

It consists of three major universities, four
medium universities, one small university and
three national research centres. The position of
one university remains unresolved

Phase 4: November
2006 — February

Final clarification

The last university is merged into one of the
major universities

2007

In general, the universities’ and GRIs’ expressions of interest — phase I —looked
like the results of brainstorming sessions, with most of the answers couched in
doublespeak. Some welcomed the proposals, but were also sceptical. Others were
sceptical, whilst welcoming. The GRIs in general argued that there was no need for
integration and that the two sectors did fundamentally different work. The universi-
ties argued that large units are bureaucratic and slow, and merger processes long
drawn out and expensive. Reading between the lines, the common denominator for
the majority was that they perceived a risk that mergers would lead to the loss of
their essential characteristics and a breakdown of academic identities.

Rather than clarifying the process, the input from institutions muddied the waters
somewhat. Many possible integration combinations were identified, but certain pat-
terns did emerge. Eight universities and eight GRIs were mainly positive towards
mergers, while four universities and five institutes were rather sceptical. One joint
response submitted by a university and a GRI tried to maintain awareness of the
suggestion of a food university. In general, the input of the GRIs identified University
of Copenhagen and the Technical University (DTU) as the most attractive “dance part-
ners”. The expressions of interest also showed that the universities were adopting
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different strategies. The University of Copenhagen was open to the integration of
the GRIs solely in the health and science fields, while both Roskilde University and
Aalborg University were open to integration over a broader academic spectrum.
Finally, the expressions of interest showed that the mono-faculty universities were
identified as interesting partners in accordance with the agenda set by the govern-
ment. At the same time, two of these — ITU and Copenhagen Business School
(CBS) — clearly stated that “they did not want to dance”.

The expressions of interest from the institutions returned the ball to the minis-
ter’s court, leading to the start of Phase 2. Two-and-a-half months after the input
from the institutions, the government announced the main outlines of a new map for
Danish higher education and research. In the intervening period, a number of bilat-
eral meetings had been held between the Ministry and the institutions. The govern-
ment’s solution consisted of new, enlarged versions of University of Copenhagen,
Aarhus University and the Technical University, and smaller additions to Aalborg
University and the University of Southern Denmark. The proposal tried to balance
different interests in the institutional field and can be interpreted as an attempt to
secure a compromise by meeting the needs of the majority. The idea of a life-science
university was supported; so was the desire for growth of the Technical University.
All the regional universities were “given presents”. The challenge of Roskilde
University, which no one “wanted to dance with”, was solved by allowing it to con-
tinue unchanged. The package was presented as a fait accompli.

The role of the boards was to continue to work on the merger and integration
plans and to support the academic objectives behind the mergers. The boards were
also to address questions pertaining to the organisation and contracts with the rele-
vant ministries. However, a couple of problems remained. In the university sector,
the government’s objective was that two or three more universities should be merged
into the University of Copenhagen and one more into Aarhus University. In relation
to the GRIs, further negotiations were required with four institutes. The deadline set
for all this to happen was 15 September 2006.

By the time the institutions submitted their responses to the second round, they
had largely accepted the government’s proposal. However, there were still voices
arguing for a food university and most of those who were initially negative about the
merger solution remained so. In addition, this phase was characterised by a growth-
competition dynamic where several universities expressed interest in two of the
GRIs still in contention. The feelings were not reciprocated, however.

In October 2006, the government announced the plan for the new university
landscape. There were few changes in phase 3. The government took what it could
get, but did not exert further pressure. Two mono-faculty universities retained their
independence, as did two GRIs which had to change their names. One institute was
moved to the hospital sector. The food university supporters were “paid off” with
the establishment of a National Food Forum, a body designed to coordinate the
work of all institutions in the area. Only one problem remained at this point: the
University of Education (DPU), which had been referred to a special committee set
up to prepare a merger between the University of Education and the University of
Copenhagen. However, this solution was never implemented. In February 2007, it
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was announced that the DPU had instead agreed a merger with the University of
Aarhus. This brought the decision-making process to an end.

Summing up, the merger process was comprehensive and multi-phased, and
characterised by considerable uncertainty, which was resolved through inter-
institutional dialogue and negotiation. For some institutions, the process led to the
maintenance of the status quo but for most it resulted in significant mergers, typified
by loose partnerships. Initially none of the existing institutions were physically relo-
cated or broken up. However, as shown in Chap. 13, this situation changed for a
number of institutions during the post-merger processes.

5.4.3 The New Danish Higher Education Landscape

The new domestic higher education landscape could be presented in numerous
ways. What we will do here is to present it as it looked in 2012, based on informa-
tion that shows the size of the universities in terms of spending and enrolments, as
well as the number of universities and GRIs integrated within each institution (as a
result of the mergers) (Table 5.2).

In 2012 the Danish university landscape included two large universities, four
medium sized, one small, and one very small. This is in a country with a population
of five million inhabitants and a total of 150,000 university students.

In relation to the arguments for the benefits of mergers, the figures shows that the
“big is beautiful” objective was partially implemented, but at least two universities
and two GRIs were able to stay out of the process. The overall result can thus be
seen as a combination of voluntary and coercive elements.

Another objective which was partially achieved was to have a university in each
national region. Southern Denmark, Middle Jutland, North Jutland and Zealand all
maintained one university, while four universities remained in the metropolitan

Table 5.2 The University and GRI landscape in 2012

Spending No. of No. of universities | No. of GRIs
University 2012 EUR students integrated integrated
Uni. of Copenhagen® 1,000,000,000 39,000 2 (2 before the

merger reform)

Aarhus University* 820,000,000 38,000 2 2
Aalborg University* 330,000,000 19,000 0 1
Technical University 590,000,000 8,000 0 3
South. Denmark 342,000,000 20,000 0 1
Copenhagen Business 156,000,000 20,000 0 0
Roskilde University 101,000,000 7,600 0 0
IT-university 33,000,000 2,500 0 0

Sources: The annual 2012 reports from the different universities
*Analysed in detail in Chaps. 12 and 13
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area: one comprehensive and three mono-faculty universities. But, this picture is to
some extent deceptive as three of the universities (the University of Southern
Denmark, Aarhus University and Aalborg University) have campuses in two or
three regions, which can be seen as an unintended by-product of the merger
process.

Seen from the political perspective, the main external benefit is that the number
of institutions has been drastically reduced, thus simplifying the ministerial steering
and control of the sector. In some respects this has also given the boards of the indi-
vidual institutions more resources and more room for strategic manoeuvre, though
this may have been counteracted by closer monitoring from both the ministry and
Parliament to ensure that resources are used according to plans. Finally, another
important benefit was realised in a number of cases, namely increased cooperation
between university researchers and teachers and former GRI researchers in the
realms of both research and teaching, which stimulates greater international com-
petitiveness in research and education and enhances the development of new ideas,
concepts, processes and patents.

5.5 Conclusion

This chapter has focused on two research questions: (1) How have mergers changed
the landscape of the higher education institutions in the Danish context? (2) What
influenced the process and the forms of the mergers? In this section we will sum-
marise the answers to these questions and reflect upon the consequences of our
empirical findings.

5.5.1 The Changed Landscape

In the last 15 years mergers have taken place in all parts of the higher education
system in Denmark. Through the mergers the number of institutions has reduced
considerably and institutional sizes have increased. Before the mergers, short and
medium-cycle higher education programmes were offered by local institutions,
while today they are offered by regional institutions. However, most regional insti-
tutions are multi-campus organisations. In the university sector, we have seen both
inter-university mergers and GRIs being merged into the universities. To some
extent the university sector has also been regionalised, but several universities have
campuses in several regions. This development may reflect the fact that new types
of universities are evolving.

The higher educational field in Denmark cannot be seen as one sector. The uni-
versities are regulated by one law, the university colleges and academies of profes-
sional higher education by another. The universities are in charge of most public
sector research and they are the only higher education institutions allowed to offer
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Master’s and PhD programmes. In spite of this, the boundaries between the three
categories of education have become increasingly blurred. Academies of profes-
sional higher education offer both short and medium-cycle higher education pro-
grammes. In some fields, first and foremost within the field of engineering,
medium-cycle higher education programmes have been merged into the universi-
ties. In addition, the university colleges are increasingly trying to build up research
capacity and they argue that they should be allowed to offer Master’s programmes.
Hitherto, they have not gained support for this and some have tried enter the market
for Master’s programmes by offering a Master’s course in collaboration with for-
eign universities.

5.5.2 Influencing the Process

The dynamics of the merger processes have differed across the sectors. The acade-
mies of professional higher education were established as short-cycle educational
programmes were moved out of their prior institutional context and merged into
new institutions. The university colleges were established by merging specialised
institutions into large institutions with broader profiles. In the university sector
mono-faculty universities were, to some extent, merged into multi-faculty universi-
ties and GRIs specialising in sectorial research were moved into the universities.
These mergers in the higher education sector happened in a context where mergers
were taking place in many other areas of the public sector. In general, the processes
were also dominated by discussions about solutions rather than discussions about
the problems the solutions were intended to address.

All the merger processes have been characterised by complex interactions
between top-down and bottom-up initiatives. In addition, the processes have been
rolling, as there have been several waves of mergers. Often top-down merger initia-
tives have been linked to opportunities for institutions to obtain resources not other-
wise available. In many cases these potential benefits made the merger proposals
hard to refuse. To some extent, and seen in short time intervals, there has been an
element of institutional voluntary involvement in the processes, but at the same time
the top-down initiatives have been persistent and coercive. In the university sector,
the 2003 management reform seems to have been an important precondition for the
merger reform.

Mergers dynamics are complex and mergers are lengthy processes. The duration
is not only related to formal decisions and the design of a new organisational struc-
ture; it is also about building new processes of collaboration, new divisions of work
and new ways for employees to understand the parts of the organisational designs
that have implications for the way they are expected to work. A merger is not fully
realised before each employee has come to terms with the new conditions. This does
not mean that the individual employee needs to be in favour of all the new structures
and processes, but he or she has to accept them and understand how to work effi-
ciently under these new conditions.
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This is in fact an ongoing and never ending process as the organisation and the
new conditions, and the possibilities and challenges of the merger continuously
have an impact on daily work processes. A merger will be the subject of debate and
reflections for a long time, and will lurk in the back of the mind of the individual for
even longer. Therefore questions about how mergers are experienced by different
groups in the new institutions, and how such experiences change over time, are
important. They are important because they define the central conditions of the
working life of the employees and because the ways these experiences develop
plays a central role in the success of mergers. In Chaps. 12 and 13 we pursue these
questions, analysing the differences in merger dynamics and post-merger experi-
ences in three case organisations.
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Case Studies



Chapter 6
The Anatomy of a Merger Process
in the Greater Oslo Region

Elisabeth H. Mathisen and Rémulo Pinheiro

6.1 Introduction

As indicated in part II of this volume (Kyvik and Stensaker), Norwegian higher
education has undergone major changes over the last 20 years, and thus the sector is
facing great challenges (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2014). Mergers or amalgama-
tions amongst domestic providers have come to the fore as a solution to some of the
problems facing both individual providers (e.g. lack of students, high costs) and the
system as a whole (erosion of the binary divide, quality concerns, fragmentation,
etc.). A 2008 independent commission report (Stjerng) highlighted the need for
major structural changes in years to come, including mergers amongst existing
domestic providers at the regional level (NOU 2008). Following this, many univer-
sities and university colleges have chosen to merge (Kyvik and Stensaker 2013),
and have therefore directly contributed to a major restructuring of the Norwegian
higher education landscape.

This chapter focuses on one of these mergers, a voluntary merger between two
university-colleges based in the greater Oslo region, the most densely populated
area in the country. The study, which was an integral part of a Master’s thesis in
public administration at the University of Agder, was undertaken in the spring of
2014 and sheds light on the intricacies of some of the key phases linked to the
merger (Mathisen 2014). As discussed in the introductory chapter of this volume,
mergers are often time-consuming, complex and rather difficult processes that are
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laden with ambiguity, tensions and anxieties. Taking this as point of departure, the
research problem driving this inquiry is:

How can the process leading to the formal merger between Oslo University College and the
Akershus University College be described and understood?

Three aspects are analysed in detail: (a) the background and rationale for merg-
ing; (b) the relationship between actors belonging to the two institutions during the
negotiation process (e.g. climate of trust, equal treatment, etc.); and (c) the ways in
which the merger was communicated — inside and outside the organisation — as well
as the role played by formal leadership structures.

Following the introduction, section two of the chapter sketches its conceptual
foundations. We then proceed to a brief presentation of the case study, as well as the
research design and methods. Section five presents the empirical results, and section
six discusses them in the light of theory. The chapter concludes with a summary of
key findings and their major implications going forward.

6.2 Conceptual Backdrop

Social science scholars make a distinction between instrumental and institutional
perspectives on organisations (March and Olsen 2006; Scott 2008; Selznick 1996;
Thompson 2008). The former conceives of organisations as fools for the accom-
plishment of specific goals, often set by management or influential external stake-
holders like government. The latter, in contrast, focuses on the importance of
endogenous factors such as organisational rules, norms, values and identities.
Decision making procedures within each of these perspectives take place around a
specific inner “logic of action”. An instrumental perspective favours means-ends
rationality, i.e. attempts to ascertain the future effects of a premeditated plan, what
some term the logic of outcomes or consequences (March and Olsen 2006). In con-
trast, institutional perspectives on organisations stress the fact that participants or
social actors tend to act in accordance with past experiences and taken-for-granted
assumptions of what is perceived as reasonable, fair and acceptable; thus, resem-
bling a logic of appropriateness with behavioural rules matched to emerging cir-
cumstances (ibid.).

As far as change dynamics are concerned, an instrumental perspective conceives
of the change process as a result of the rational (strategic) adjustment of internal
goals and structures to shifting external (environmental) imperatives and stake-
holder demands. In contrast, an institutional perspective on change gives privilege
to those organisational aspects that tend to be rather durable (continuity) and evolve
gradually and naturally over time, irrespective of their performance effects (Selznick
1966; Zucker 1991).

Turning now to the specific realm or organisational field (see DiMaggio 1991) of
higher education, while an instrumental perspective views the university or other
type of higher education institution as involved in a set of contracts (Gornitzka et al.
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2004), an institutional perspective, instead, pays close attention to internal and
external rules and organised practices, embedded in structures of meaning and
resources (Olsen 2007). As an institution, the university is involved in a social pact
based on long-term cultural commitments (Maassen 2014). Actors belonging to the
university are supposed to be the guardians of its constitutive purposes, principles,
rules and processes, thus guaranteeing some degree of stability and continuity
(Olsen 2007; see also Zucker 1977).

Each of these perspectives can be further divided into two relatively distinct
approaches, as outlined by Christensen et al. (2007). Institutional perspectives can
either be linked to traditional bureaucratic models of decision making, embodied in
an hierarchical approach (Blau 1972), or to decision making models substantiated
around negotiations and compromise (Pfeffer and Salancik 1974). The first approach
puts an emphasis on top-down structures, power distance and formalisation, whereas
the second approach sheds light on the political and power-laden dimensions inher-
ent in organisational life, with different internal groups competing for strategic
influence and resources (for a discussion related to higher education see Covaleski
and Dirsmith 1988; de Boer and Stensaker 2007). As for institutional perspectives,
these can be split into cultural and myth approaches. The former pertains to the
importance of the endogenous life of the organisation — its cherished norms, values,
roles, and identities — in decision making processes (Christensen et al. 2007,
pp. 37-56). The latter relates to the role attributed to exogenous, hegemonic ele-
ments such as stylised models, scripts, blueprints, (global) ideas and/or organisa-
tional receipts, on how best to organise internal functions and activities (ibid.
pp- 57-78).

While the rational model of decision making assumes full access to information
and a list of possible choices of options and their consequences, bounded rationality
(Simon 1991) is based on the notion that decisions are made by processes which are
characterised by randomness and uncertainty regarding the quality of the outcome.
This is largely due to the cognitive limitations of the actors involved (ibid.) and the
complexity inherent in the environments in which they operate (Scott 2008).

The two distinct organisational perspectives (and the four approaches) presented
above prompt the following case-related research question:

What set of critical elements associated with either the instrumental or the institutional
perspective provide an explanatory account of the merger process involving the two case
institutions?

6.3 Case-Study

In order to paint a picture of the settings for this merger, this section provides back-
ground information about the two university colleges involved in the merger. In
addition, it will describe the vision of the merged institution and why this case is
seen as interesting from a researchers’ perspective.
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The Oslo University College (OUC) and the University College of Akershus
(AUC) were first established as a result of reforms (forced mergers) across the non-
university college sector in the mid-1990s (Kyvik 2002). During the planning of the
college reforms, in 1994, the long term goal was that there should be one single
college serving the neighbouring administrative regions of Oslo and Akershus, in
the Southeast of the country.! Yet it took 17 years for this ambition to be accom-
plished. Prior to the merger, OUC was the country’s largest college, enrolling
around 13,000 students, the equivalent of 15 % of the university college population
(NSD-DBH 2014). In Norwegian terms, in autumn 2010 AUC was considered to be
a mid-size institution, with about 3600 enrolments. OUC and AUC were formally
merged in autumn 2011, creating the Oslo and Akershus University College of
Applied Sciences (OAUC). In 2013, OAUC enrolled 17,638 students and employed
1700 people, making it the third largest higher education institution in the country
(after the University of Oslo and NTNU) in terms of enrolments (NSD-DBH 2014).

Prior to the merger with AUC, OUC had intended to become a university and
was actively working towards this goal. In addition to being in close geographic
proximity (approximately 30 min by car), the two institutions were similar in sev-
eral ways; they offered many complementary professional courses, both had small
research communities and dynamic groups in a few areas. In addition, they were
both at a developing stage when it came to graduate and postgraduate education.
According to OUCA’s strategy, the aim is to achieve full university status within a
few years of the merger, with the long-term goal of becoming a leading university
in Scandinavia with an academic profile oriented towards professional fields like
pedagogics, business economics, health and social work, media and communication
(OAUC 2014).

This particular merger case was chosen for two main reasons. First, the merger is
quite recent and therefore allows us to study the decision making process retrospec-
tively, by speaking to the key actors involved in the process. Second, the organisa-
tions had similar institutional profiles (both were university-colleges), although they
were different sizes and had different core competencies within teaching and
research. This means, amongst other things, that this case is of particular relevance
to actors within the university college sector currently evaluating a possible merger
with a similar type of institution (Kyvik and Stensaker 2013).

6.4 Design and Methods

The study adopts a case study research design. Case studies can be used to increase
the knowledge of individuals and groups in an organisational and social context,
and thus are suitable for inquiries that aim to understand complex social phenomena

"Norway consists of 19 administrative regions or counties (fylker). Combined, the Oslo and
Akershus counties have around 1.2 million inhabitants (24 % of the total population) making it the
most densely populated area in Norway.
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(Yin 2009). Further, case studies provide researchers with the ability to perform in-
depth investigations of how people act and relate to one another (Stake 1995). Given
the exploratory nature of this inquiry, a mixed-methods approach was chosen
(Bryman 2006), based on interviews with key actors involved with the merger pro-
cess and desktop research using official documents, meeting reports, and statistical
databases. A total of 12 face-to-face interviews (lasting about 60 min each) with
representatives from both colleges (6 from each) were conducted during the spring
of 2014. Purposive sampling following the snow-ball method (Biernacki and
Waldorf 1981) was used. The sample was two representatives (one per institution)
from each of the following stakeholder groups: senior management; administration;
academic; students; board member; other internal representative (non-academic/
administrative). The interviews (face-to-face) were digitally recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. The cross data analysis — both within and across institutions and
types of respondents — was framed around major themes associated with the ques-
tions posed (Miles et al. 2013), which were then related to the research- problem
and question driving the study.

6.5 Key Findings

This section describes: (a) the background and rationale for merging; (b) how the
merger took place; and (c) leadership and communication-related issues surround-
ing the merger process.

6.5.1 Background

The path leading to the merger began in the spring of 2008, when the academic and
administrative leaders of the OUC and AUC began discussing the possibilities for
closer cooperation and a possible future merger. Later that same year, the boards of
both colleges formally approved this strategic ambition and decided to explore the
conditions necessary for closer cooperation, with view to a possible amalgamation.
The boards endorsed the establishment of a joint steering committee tasked with
leading this process. The Rectors were given full authority to appoint participants to
the committee and lay down its official mandate. The committee consisted of the
executive management for both colleges, the two Rectors, an external board mem-
ber, and OUC’s administrative director, as well as representatives from the boards
of each institution (two external, two internal, and two students from each institu-
tion). Following this, the steering committee appointed a project team consisting of
12 members, 6 from each college, responsible for undertaking the actual prepara-
tory work. Students and trade union representatives were also invited to attend
meetings on an as needed basis.
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The vision for the newly created institution — Oslo and Akershus University
College® — was (and still is at the time of writing) to become a national leader in
education and research within the professions and the world of work, rooted in the
region yet with a clear metropolitan (‘big-city’) profile and international orientation
(OAUC 2014). Following the merger, the campus at Kjeller, which was originally
the main campus of AUC, was kept in operation, as were many buildings at the
second campus, Pilestredet.® The Kjeller campus hosts two Faculties, while the
Pilestredet campus is home to three departments, in addition to the central adminis-
tration and the rectorate.

6.5.2 Rationale for Merging

When asked about the background and rationale for merging, the interviewees from
both colleges often referred to the first round of mergers in the mid-1990s and the
aim of those reforms, namely the establishment of a binary system of higher educa-
tion (see Kyvik 2009). These two issues, along with the influential report by the
2008 Ministerial commission alluded to earlier (NOU 2008), were described as the
main triggers for the current dynamics facing the entire sector. The 2008 commis-
sion proposed mergers at the regional level as the strategic solution for overcoming
the current challenges and future dilemmas facing the sector. These included, but
were not limited to, programmatic and academic fragmentation, and the tendency
for university-colleges to aspire towards full university status (NOU 2008). There
were similar responses from both camps regarding the general perception that it has
always been the intention to have a single university college serving the Oslo/
Akershus-region. Although the data point to there being a shared aim to unite the
two colleges, the critical issue of retaining both of the existing campuses led to
some resistance from OUC’s union. According to a representative of OUC’s union:
“It would be rather cumbersome to operate two colleges geographically separated
when OUC just had a huge process of moving together in one single place”.

Further, there were also some objections about the timing of when the merger
was initiated. According to the majority of interviewees from OUC, the merger
should have taken place after OUC had successfully achieved full university status
on its own.

Turning now to the main motivation or rationale for the merger, it was stated that
the main goal was “to stand stronger together”, as publicly acknowledged in the
assessment report titled “One region — two university colleges” (En region — To
hegskoler) (OAUC 2008). The data suggest that there were different accounts of the
rationale for merging. On the one hand, interviewees from both organisations gave
the impression that, prior to the merger, their respective institutions were

2The full, official name in English reads Oslo and Akershus University College of Applied Sciences
(Hggskolen i Oslo og Akershus).

3OAUC now also has a ‘knowledge centre’ in the Sandvika area, just outside of Oslo.
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well-functioning organisations which, looking into the future and being keenly
aware of system-wide changes, recognised the advantages associated with a formal
merger between the two organisations. On the other hand, interviewees emphasised
that for OUC the merger was first and foremost a stepping stone towards becoming
a fully-fledged university, whereas for AUC the primary motivation was to be able
to survive in an increasingly competitive domestic market-place. In retrospect, it is
perhaps more accurate to say that, by merging, OUC strengthened its overall posi-
tion in the domestic higher education landscape since there were no direct, external
threats towards its existence (consult NOU 2008).

In the eyes of one interviewee associated with OUC, who is also a union mem-
ber, the merger acted as a kind of “rescue mission” for AUC. A number of inter-
viewees from AUC agreed with this assessment to some extent, for example by
suggesting that AUC was “too small” to fend for itself. A slight contradiction to
these statements came from a board member at AUC, when stating that: “There was
no crisis at AUC! [but there were some issues to grasp]”. Regardless, there was a
broad agreement amongst interviewees representing both colleges that AUC had the
most to gain from the merger, given its relatively weak position when compared to
OUC. The latter has historically been the largest and leading university college in
the nation, largely given its privileged location in the capital city. According to a
former AUC board member: “The merger was considered a community project that
served a greater purpose”. This statement was supported by one of his colleagues
representing the central administration, who underlined the need for AUC “to keep
up with the times”. Finally, the notion of “large is best” was corroborated by a num-
ber of interviewees from both sides, who referred to the fact that larger organisa-
tions hold more power or influence at the system level.

Several interviewees referred to the successful merger between the Tromsg
University College and the University of Tromsg undertaken in 2009 (Arbo and
Bull 2016, this volume). This particular case was used as benchmark (Charles and
Wilson 2012) since it involved a fairly large comprehensive university which
merged with a small university college located within its immediate geographic
vicinity. The procedural similarities between these two merger processes — Tromsg
and Oslo/Akershus — were a conscious choice according to numerous former board
members.

6.5.3 Reactions Towards the Merger

The interview data suggests that the actors involved understood the rationale behind
the decision for merging, but that does not imply that they all personally agreed with
it, as is often the case in similar situations (Part III of this volume). From the per-
spective of OUC’s union it was stated that: “It [merger] was expensive and time
consuming. It created a lot of turmoil in the organisation. Why should they [OUC]
Jjoin forces with a college that scores inferior to them on all accounts?” Similarly,
from the other side of the fence, an academic from AUC contended that: “It
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[decision to merge] was not a peoples’ choice, but clearly a strategic choice by
management. All the time, the goal was to try to create [wide] support for what one
[central leadership] had already decided at the onset.”

When it comes to the nature of the relationship amongst actors belonging to the
two university colleges, the key sub-themes coming out of the data encompass
aspects like culture, resistance, and support mechanisms. According to two board
members, one from each college, both institutions had considered tight strategic
collaborations with other colleges and/or universities in the geographic vicinity. A
key actor associated with OUC said that their college was “waiting around” for a
suitable suggestion (merger partner), and that AUC had been proactive in approach-
ing them with the right arguments and attitude. Overall, respondents said that both
colleges recognised the clear benefits of the merger, with some slight differences, as
discussed above.

Cultural features associated with the two institutions were barely referred to by
the interviewees, somewhat surprisingly given the attention paid to the topic in the
existing literature (Chap. 1, this volume). However one interviewee with a union
background said: “The culture at AUC was different than at OUC”. The main cul-
tural difference identified was that AUC had not experienced the same degree of
academic drift (Kyvik 2007) or academisation as OUC. None of the interviewees
reported extended degrees of collaboration, thus the impression one gets is that
there was ‘limited cooperation’ between the two institutions prior to the formal
merger. Once again, surprisingly, it appears that the actors across the two institu-
tions knew rather little about one another. Interviewees alluded to the fact that the
leadership structures at both institutions had similar goals with the merger, and that,
at this level, there was agreement on a shared vision for a future joint institution
whose profile would be centred on the professions. That said, the majority of
accounts suggest that the overall plan or future goal of becoming a fully-fledged
university was primarily driven by OUC, with AUC merely joining in the pre-
developed strategic plan or ‘joint vision’. Overall, actors linked to OUC were found
to be more keen to become a fully-fledged university (i.e. emphasis on research
activities and the teaching-research nexus) when compared to their academic and
administrative counterparts at AUC. In the words of one interviewee linked to OUC:
“How could OUC become a fully fledged university in the simplest possible
manner?”’

One aspect of relevance is that the merger process was closely covered by the
local media, with some coverage from the national media as well. Certain individu-
als were especially critical of the merger, and used the media to express their opin-
ions. There was even a resistance group which highlighted all the negative aspects
of the merger. For example, lack of democracy in the decision making leading to the
merger was criticised. Resistance against the merger was particularly strong at
OUC. The arguments used were, amongst others, that it would prevent OUC from
becoming a university due to the relatively low research profile of AUC staff.
Support for the merger also existed, but supporters were much less visible or vocal
than those arguing against it. Generally speaking, AUC staff was more positive
towards the decision to merge.
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One of the basic foundations for the merger to work was the principle that the
two colleges were to be considered ‘equals’ at the onset. Notwithstanding this, the
data show some tensions when it comes to the power asymmetries between the two
institutions, with OUC implicitly having a more dominant position given its larger
size and legitimacy/status within the sector. According to a central actor at the level
of AUC’s board, AUC was not afraid of being “eaten up” by OUC since the alterna-
tive they would be facing — “survival on their own” — was even worse. From other
accounts, from both institutions, several interviewees were under the impression
that OUC never wanted AUC. Some academics associated with the former OUC
pointed to the fact that, in essence, the merger was driven by a “social” or “rescue”
mission, similarly to the Uppsala-Gotland case (Chap. 9 of this volume). This view,
however, was not emphasised at all from the side of AUC, whose members were
more committed to the joint vision of an institution with a strong professional ori-
entation. Some interviewees from AUC did not experience the sense of equivalence
which was explicitly expressed in the intention agreement signed by the two parties,
in addition to the ‘One region—two colleges’ report alluded to earlier (OAUC 2008).
Finally, there were some who suggested that the two institutions were never on
equal terms, and therefore could not use ‘equality’ as a starting point. Notwithstanding
this, it is worth stressing that many respondents from the former OUC were keenly
aware of the danger of acting like “a big brother” towards AUC (which, according
to them, they avoided doing).

6.5.4 Leadership and Communication

The majority of interviewees reported that the leadership structures associated with
the old colleges performed rather well as regards communicating, both internally
and externally. However some interviewees believed that the central administration
did not always listen to dissenting internal views, despite the fact that in their view,
on the whole, the central leadership conducted the entire process in a rather profes-
sional matter. Once again, the critical issue of size came to the fore. According to an
interviewee involved with one of the unions:

Formal leaders will always want a larger organisation. The bigger their organisations are,
the more powerful they [leaders] are as well!

Regarding the nature of communication between the leadership structures and
staff, an individual linked to the former OUC commented:

It [discussions] was not a particularly good climate, but it was professional. She [Rector]
was never enemy with some of them [critics] and it was not hard to disagree [...] They
[employees who disagree with the merger] had opportunities to present their arguments, but
they were not heard.

Other prominent issues were the role of the central administration in creating “a
sense of urgency” and the need for adaptation to new environmental circumstances.
Within the former AUC camp, some alluded to the charismatic nature of the Rector
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as a key success factor in maintaining the momentum and “keeping the ball rolling”.
Within both OUC and AUC camps the majority of interviewees contended that the
merger was driven from the “top-down”, with some suggesting that this was the
only feasible alternative. On the positive side, interviewees linked to the former
AUC referred to the rather short and open lines of communication (power-distance)
between employees and the central administration. The data further suggest that
communication across the two organisations, in particular amongst those involved
with the merger process (working group), was, generally speaking, fairly good. By
this, it was meant that there had been open lines of communication and a climate of
trust and mutual respect had permeated discussions.

An important feature highlighted in several interviews involving former OUC
staff pertains to the fact that the senior leaders (i.e. Rectors and Vice Rectors) from
both sides truly believed in this merger. They were mainly viewed by the others as
“committed” and “dedicated”. That said, one interviewee pointed out that this
behaviour can either be perceived as “standing up for one’s beliefs” or as “undemo-
cratic and overrunning”. The central leadership, especially at OUC, was criticised
by the employees’ union for not listening to critical voices during the process. All
in all, the merger process was described by most as initiated and driven from the top.
Interestingly, and against the backdrop that ‘size does matter’, the data suggest that
it was much easier for AUC’s rector to convince internal stakeholders about the
need for change (merger), than for his counterpart at OUC. Finally, according to an
academic from the former OUC: “When clever moves [by the leadership] are about
to be made, you do not receive information, as simple as that”; thus, insinuating that
some critical information regarding the merger had been held back from being pub-
licly disclosed.

6.6 Discussion

According to the instrumental-hierarchical perspective presented earlier, the merger
between OUC and AUC was driven by the fact that both colleges had ‘problems’
(now or in the near future) that required a ‘solution’ (Cohen et al. 1972). Both insti-
tutions faced a number of key challenges associated with the changing domestic
higher education landscape, including fiercer competition for students, staff and
funding. Whether these external challenges can be considered ‘internal problems’,
is a matter of interpretation. Indisputably, they can be seen as the triggering factors
for the merger process. A thorough prior assessment, by the project committee, of
the external challenges and opportunities as well as internal strengths and weak-
nesses (known as a ‘SWOT analysis’), reveals the attention paid to environmental
screening and information processing (Birnbaum 1988; Holttd and Karjalainen
1997). These aspects are intrinsically associated with rational decision making by
the actors involved (cf. Allison and Zelikow 1999), most notably the leadership
structures of both institutions. From the interview material, it also emerges that
several members of the AUC’s Board had thought about other possibilities, such as
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merging with university colleges at @stfold and/or Hedmark, but that these oppor-
tunities came up short. Such a thought process has strong associations with a ratio-
nal mind set characterised by a goal orientation and means-ends rationality (March
and Olsen 2006), namely: where are we now? (situation assessment); where are we
going? (future vision); and, how do we get there (means)? Finally, another example
of the importance of the hierarchical perspective is visible in the way in which the
central leadership structures at both colleges handled the entire process. As indi-
cated in the case description, the two rectors decided to create a steering committee,
which in turn was responsible for establishing a project committee. This shows the
importance of the formalisation of norms, roles and responsibilities allocated on the
basis of formal structure (Blau and Scott 2003; Ramirez and Christensen 2013), in
addition to the legitimating function that such, so-called “representative” bodies,
entail (Deephouse and Suchman 2008; Drori and Honig 2013).

That being said, how rationally did the actors involved actually behave? The data
suggest that neither OUC nor AUC were at a stage where they had to make a radical
change (although some interviewees felt that it was a critical time for AUC), with
the final decision to merge taken in response to future (rather than current) chal-
lenges. There must have been challenging (and here we speculate) to outline a future
merged college given that neither OUC nor AUC had been part of a merger process
previously. Certainly, actors could look to other similar cases, such as the merger in
the city of Tromsg (Arbo and Bull 2016, this volume). However, the so-called “les-
sons learnt” from that merger case could not be systematically transferred to the
merger between OUC and AUC for two main reasons. First, due to timing, since the
outcome of mergers tends to take considerable time to realise (Pinheiro et al. 2016,
this volume), Second, due to the fact that contextual dimensions do matter, with
each merger being unique in its own right (Locke 2007; Pinheiro and Stensaker
2014; also Part III of this volume). Despite the various options being considered
(and rejected) and the number of assessments carried out prior to the decision to
merge, the final outcome would be impossible to predict with accuracy since it
depends on many other (internal and external) factors, for example; sector-wide
dynamics, the selection of a new leadership group, changes in the regulatory frame-
work, etc.

Thus, seen from the instrumental-hierarchical perspective (Christensen et al.
2007, pp. 20-36), the rationale for merging OUC and AUC was largely to do with
the best interests of both parties. The hierarchical perspective suggests that, in such
situations, actors (i.e. formal leaders) attempt to calculate, rationally, the outcomes
of a decision-making process so as to make the right choice; aligned with March
and Olsen’s (2006b) ‘logic of consequences’. Considering the various studies (situ-
ation assessments) that were undertaken in advance, in tandem with the fact that the
colleges shared a common desire to become bigger and more influential, this per-
spective seems to provide (at least in part) an explanation for why actors involved
with the merger process behaved in the way they did.

This, however, is only part of the story. Institutional scholars have long argued,
and empirically demonstrated, that decisions are shaped by factors that are beyond
actors’ control (intentionality), for example, cognitive awareness regarding
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alternative courses of action (March and Olsen 1979; Simon 1991). From an
institutional-cultural point of view (Christensen et al. 2007, pp. 37-56), a major
change, such as the decision to merge with another organisation, can, alternatively,
be viewed as part and parcel of a more gradual evolutionary or ‘natural’ process (see
Scott 2003) where the outcomes are determined less by the intentions of key actors
and more by path-dependencies (historical trajectories) on the one hand (Kriicken
2003; Suddaby et al. 2013) and taken-for-granted, i.e. deeply institutionalised,
norms, values and belief systems on the other (Tolbert and Zucker 1983; Zucker
1988; Olsen 2007).

The contention, by many interviewees, that a merger project involving a number
of key players within the Oslo region — with the aim of creating a larger organisa-
tion — has been part of the zeitgeist ever since the merger reform in 1994, suggests
that the recent merger between OUC and AUC was, in part, shaped by institutional-
cultural dimensions. What is more, the “logic of action” associated with the
institutional-cultural perspective points to the fact that the decision making process
surrounding the merger between OUC and AUC was characterised not by means-
ends rationality but, instead, by a situation where cultural (highly legitimated) rules
and behaviours were matched to emerging circumstances substantiated in the form
of a ‘logic of appropriateness’ (March and Olsen 2006). As demonstrated earlier,
and according to the majority of interviewees, the merger was “the right thing to do”
partly because the organisations in question shared a number of key characteristics
(cultural match), thus showing clear indications of the importance attributed to the
institutional-cultural perspective referred to by Christensen and colleagues (2007).
In addition, a number of interviewees drew attention to the non-economic benefits
associated with the merger, which is yet another indication of the prevalence of
cultural-cognitive dimensions, like organisational identity (cf. Fumasoli et al. 2015),
in processes of change and adaptation within (Norwegian) higher education
(Pinheiro 2013; Stensaker 2015).

Evidence of the constraints imposed by cultural dimensions (cf. Zucker 1991)
has also been identified. This was, for example, manifested in the various negative
comments, mostly from the academic staff, towards: (a) the way in which the merger
process was undertaken (‘top-down’); and, (b) the final decision to merge as a per-
ceived threat to established norms, values, traditions and identities (cultural persis-
tence). A so-called “clash of value systems” or “logics” (Berg and Pinheiro
forthcoming) also played an important role. For the most part, those associated with
OUC subscribed to an organisational archetype (Greenwood and Hinings 1993) or
stylised university model (Pinheiro et al. 2012) more closely associated with the
classic, ‘research-intensive university’, whereas actors linked to AUC were keener
to adapt the more ‘vocationally-oriented” and ‘locally-embedded’ model associated
with the traditional (regional) university college (Kintzer 1974; Kyvik 2009).

Finally, a third perspective — focusing on rationalised myths (Meyer and Rowan
1991; Christensen et al. 2007) — is necessary to fully grasp the decision making
processes surrounding the merger between OUC and AUC. A key element of the
latter perspective is that actors have a tendency to act — sometimes symbolically and
not always rationally — in accordance with what is perceived as reasonable and
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acceptable in the context of the organisational fields (DiMaggio 1991) or external
environments of which they are an integral part. Fashion following (Birnbaum
2000; Sahlin and Wedlin 2008) is important here, with laggards looking at the ways
in which leading organisations within their respective fields solve emerging prob-
lems (Ramirez et al. forthcoming). Following this line of thought, and when faced
with increasing uncertainty about the future, the actors directly involved with the
merger process between OUC and AUC looked at their immediate environment for
clues (solutions) as to what to do. Thus, the fact that, as an organisational recipe
(Pinheiro and Stensaker 2014), mergers were becoming rather prevalent both in
Norway (with the case of Tromsg used as an example or template) and throughout
the Nordic region (Pinheiro et al. 2013; this volume), facilitated the final decision to
merge. The concept of ‘garbage can’ decision making (Cohen et al. 1972) is of rel-
evance here, where, as a hegemonic idea or recipe, the merger could be interpreted
as a ‘ready-made solution’ seeking a problem to solve rather than the other way
around. Finally, the willingness of central leadership structures to create a “success-
ful template” or blueprint that could be used as a reference for others within the field
or sector, is yet another indication of the importance attributed to aspects associated
with the myth perspective (Christensen et al. 2007, pp. 57-78) in unravelling the
complex and often contradictory processes of adaptation and change in contempo-
rary higher education, both in the Nordic countries (Pinheiro et al. 2014) and beyond
(cf. Vukasovic et al. 2012).

6.7 Conclusion and Implications

The merger between OUC and AUC took place against the backdrop of consider-
able change in the domestic higher education landscape in Norway. The merger
participants or social actors demonstrated a considerable degree of knowledge
regarding the changes and future challenges facing the system. Some believed the
merger was overdue or had been long coming, while others were more sceptical
about the possible effects of drastic organisational change, particularly within a
context characterised by the absence of an internal crisis.

The core findings of the study show that actors’ behaviours were shaped by a
combination of instrumental and institutional perspectives, which, in part, could be
associated with the different phases or stages of the merger process. That said, sig-
nificant variations in postures and logics were detected. For example, some partici-
pants felt ignored and perceived the decision process as driven from the top and
being rather undemocratic, thus clashing against the traditional notion of collegial-
ity (Tapper and Palfreyman 2010) — despite the fact the university colleges have,
traditionally, been more top-down (“strong management”) than universities (Kyvik
2002). In addition to hierarchical dimensions, aspects pertaining to the importance
of local values and identities as well as environmental influences were also detected.
All in all, this confirms the existing literature on mergers (Pinheiro et al. 2016, this
volume; Pinheiro et al. forthcoming) suggesting that such processes are laden with
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both conflict and ambiguity. What is more, this study provides further empirical
evidence of the importance of ‘soft’ organisational dimensions like culture and val-
ues, aspects that are often under-estimated by the merger architects.
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Chapter 7
Mergers in the North: The Making
of the Arctic University of Norway

Peter Arbo and Tove Bull

7.1 Introduction

Like all modern organizations, higher education institutions have three basic
characteristics (Aldrich 1999; Schrey6gg 2003). First, they are goal-directed. They
have a defined purpose and mission that guide their activities. Second, they maintain
an organizational boundary. A line of demarcation is drawn, indicating who and
what belong to the organization. Third, they are formalized activity systems, based
on a division of labour. The formal structure specifies positions, rights and duties,
and the relevant sets of interdependent role behaviours. Mergers in higher education
affect all these three aspects. When previously separate entities merge, goals are
questioned and reformulated, boundaries are redrawn, and formal structures
are altered. Identities and affiliations are at stake. This makes mergers challenging.
The processes can be more or less conflict-ridden, and the outcome and effects can
be more or less successful, depending on a number of factors.

Previous research has identified several conditions that seem to affect the fate of
higher education mergers (Eastman and Lang 2001; Harman and Harman 2003;
Skodvin 1999). One aspect is how the merger originated (voluntarily or involun-
tarily; initiated by the institutions themselves or mandated by government). Another
is the institutional characteristics (institutions of the same or different size; similar
or complementary academic profile; single sector or cross-sector merger; two or
more partners involved; co-located or geographically dispersed activities). A third is
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how the merger was prepared and carried out (articulated vision or no clear goals;
top-down or broad involvement; full or stepwise integration; unitary or federal
structure). A fourth aspect is the degree of external support (resistance or backing
from key stakeholders; additional funding made available or not).

While all these aspects seem to be highly relevant, we still know little about how
the different factors actually interact and influence specific merger initiatives. Other
factors may be important as well. Moreover, it is difficult to make cost-benefit anal-
yses of mergers. Mergers always entail disruptions and short-term restructuring
costs while the benefits may be more long-term and harder to measure. The main
purpose of a merger is normally to enable something that the institutions could not
achieve individually, but the motives and objectives can be highly mixed, and they
can change during the process. It is also difficult to define when a merger is com-
pleted and to pinpoint exactly what changes that can be attributed to the merger, as
we never know the counterfactual situation — what would have happened if the
merger had not occurred.

The aim of this chapter is to add to the understanding of the merger phenomenon
with a case study of the mergers that have taken place in the northernmost part of
Norway. The University of Tromsg is the only Norwegian university that has been
involved in two mergers — first with the Tromsg University College in 2009 and
subsequently with the Finnmark University College in 2013. The Tromsg case is
also special in that the two merger projects are the only recent Norwegian mergers
that have involved different categories of higher education institutions.

The present chapter is organized as follows: First, we outline the merger history
and the debates about where to draw the boundaries of the University of Tromsg.
Next, we focus on what has been achieved so far through the mergers. We then
compare the two merger projects in 2009 and 2013. Finally, we discuss the main
lessons of the mergers.

7.2 Data and Method

The chapter is based on a review of all relevant decision documents submitted to the
University Board in Tromsg. The Norwegian Database for Statistics on Higher
Education (DBH) has also been used. Furthermore, it draws on a number of inter-
views with current and former staff of the University of Tromsg, Tromsg University
College, and Finnmark University College.! In total, we carried out 20 interviews
with individual informants and 3 focus group interviews with 18 participants. In the
selection of informants, we sought to include academic and administrative staff at

't should be noted that the two authors of this chapter have been active participants in the merger
processes. Tove Bull was the Rector of the University of Tromsg from 1996 to 2001, and a member
of the Board of Finnmark University College from 2003 to 2007, while Peter Arbo was a member
of the University Board from 2005 to 2008 and also a member of the Stjerng Committee.
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different organizational levels who have either been involved in or affected by the
merger processes.