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Change management at a Danish university: the introduction of a common 

market for education 
 

Abstract 

This article discusses the approach to the management of change taken by a Danish university when 

introducing a university-wide market for education and it explores the different positions taken by 

some of the central stakeholders in one of the faculties involved. I argue that neither the inadequacies 

of a popular management model nor insufficient communication fully explain the problems with the 

change project. Based on strategy papers, memorandums and detailed observations of meetings, I 

discuss the introduction of the education market and analyse the reception given by directors of 

studies to a specific social technology, a common year and timetable structure.  I offer an explanation 

of their reactions that draws on an anthropological approach to organisations. I call for university 

leaders to take what I call an ‘improvisational’ approach to leadership, which takes account of local 

ways of interpreting the meaning and significance of large-scale changes and works through 

professional motivation.   

 

Keywords: Change management, improvisational leadership, management of education, 

marketisation of education, higher education reform, Denmark. 

 

Introduction 

 

They overestimate how much they can force big changes on an organisation. They 

underestimate how hard it is to drive people out of their comfort zones (Kotter 1996: 5). 

 

This article is a reflective analysis of educational changes at a Danish university. In 2003, a national 

university law replaced Danish universities’ democratic decision-making forums with a single 

hierarchy of appointed leaders, each responsible to the level above (Wright and  Ørberg 2008: 45; 

Gravesen 2006: 9). A new governing board reports to the Ministry of Science, Technology and 

Innovation and is responsible for ensuring that the university achieves the performance indicators 

agreed with the ministry. In the years following the reform law, the new leadership embarked on 

ambitious programmes of organisational change, which were supposed to help them compete in the 

so-called global knowledge economy. One of the things considered crucial to reach this goal is the 

development of an efficient and dynamic educational market. Universities have approached this large 

scale task in different ways, one of which is the concern of this article. Studying this process, it 

appears that  managers at various levels in the hierarchy had a great deal to learn about how to enact 

this new kind of university. For how precisely can one lead in a university culture of independent 
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minded thinkers who are used to be lead by self-motivation? It is the aim of this article to attempt an 

answer.  

 

This article builds on participant observation, email correspondence and interviews.  Informants were 

invited to read a draft of this article and discuss it with me, and it became abundantly clear that in such 

analyses people have something at stake careerwise (see Mosse 2011: 63-64). For this reason it has 

been necessary to change the positions and titles of my interlocutors. We might not necessarily agree 

on all aspects of my interpretation but the dialogue itself can hopefully contribute to an initial, 

admittedly small, step in influencing the management of change at universities. A university is a 

public institution of a special kind. Rather than relying on dominant change models, the university 

should take it upon itself to rethink how we can manage change processes without wasting precious 

resources. My motivation for writing this article is thus simple: I think we can do better.    

 

  

 

At a point in time when the universities in Denmark were staggering under the weight of new rules 

and regulations which the government were imposing on them, one of the first tasks of the new 

management was to fuse a number of universities. At the university in question, the combined 

institution would have more than 30.000 students. A university-wide market of education, among 

other things, was intended to make this fusion meaningful. One of the top managers played a key role 

in the decision to introduce a common market of education. It became an important element in the first 

ever strategy in the history of the University. The common market of education shares with the single 

market of the EU the aim of bringing down barriers and simplifying existing rules to enable students 

(consumers) to make the most of the opportunities offered.   

 

In order to pave the way for the vision of developing a common market of education, henceforth 

termed the common market, the top management including, among others, the rector, the vice rector, 

and the deans of the faculties approved a plan drafted by the strategic council of education.1 The plan 

contained six sub-projects2 one of which was a common academic calendar and time table for the 

whole of the university. The plan was for all of these sub-projects to start up within the four year 

timeframe of the strategy. Some of the faculties of the university (the natural sciences) had a keen 

interest in the realisation of a common market (they had in fact already introduced a common time 

table) and the top management therefore knew they could count on their support. The presumption 

behind the process of change was that the ‘complexity of the knowledge society’ demands that 

students are able to combine distinct disciplines of knowledge. A common academic calendar and 

time table was supposedly the social technology3 that would enable students to follow courses at other 

departments and faculties and a common data base of all available courses would ensure that students 

could get a bird’s-eye view of what was on offer throughout the university. In their approach to the 

change process the management team focused on logistics, i.e. technicalities such as a common course 

data base and flexible study programmes which would allow students to get ECTS credits4 for courses 

followed outside their own department. They did not, however, pay attention to whether the academic 

staff, including the directors of studies, were enthused by the vision. The crucial task of ensuring their 

support was seen as the responsibility of the deans, but they were not provided with thorough 

guidance on just how this could be done.  It is important to note that the top management did not 

change the system of budgeting at the university. As the existing budget model transfers more than 

double the amount for exams taken within the natural sciences compared to exams taken within the 

social sciences and the arts,5 a proposal for greater parity might have stimulated an interest amongst 

the arts and social sciences faculties which did not have a common time table. 

 

The most demanding of the six sub-projects in terms of education planning was the common 

educational time table structure and I will focus on this in the rest of the article. Whereas some 

faculties (the natural sciences) have organized almost all their courses according the common time 
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table, other faculties have yet to begin the change process. The first part of the article discusses the 

approach to organizational change used by the top management at the university. I argue that the 

change model referred to by the management makes little sense when seen in relation to the 

ethnographic data.  In the second section I consider how, in one faculty, the chief administrator (CA) 

initiated the change process, how the directors of studies responded to the change process and the 

social technology of the common calendar and time table. This particular faculty did not share some 

of the other faculties’ keen interest in introducing a common market. In the third section I argue that 

to understand the positions of the directors of studies in relation to the change directive it is necessary 

to consider how they were influenced by practices of local significance. Based on this experience, I 

suggest that  university employees responsible for management rethink their task as one of facilitating 

a ‘democratic’ process of change that makes use of the energy of everyone concerned, as opposed to 

the ‘authoritative instrumentalism’ (Shore and Wright 2011) of conventional change management.6 

This requires that the top management is willing to reflect on what ‘implementation’ might mean in 

relation to a specific change project at the university. In a well established university is it more 

important to make large scale changes quickly or maintain the employees’ motivation? Timing and 

not least the time frame are crucial elements to take into consideration when planning a change project 

of this scale. 

 

Change management at the university: intervention, communication and transfer of 

responsibility 

After the rector of the university had approved the plan, it was the responsibility of the strategic 

council of education to begin the process of implementation. A year later one of the administrators 

involved in this task reflected on the process in a public presentation. It is perhaps a sign of our time 

that inspiration was found in John Hayes’ three dimensional model of change management (2002). 

His three key factors, which are intended to aid managers in making interventions, are the nature of 

the problem, the level of the change target, and the depth of intervention required. The administrator’s 

retrospective analysis of the effects and impacts of the design of the change process describes the 

creation of a common template for the description of educational programmes as an example of a 

'quick win' and a 'low-risk intervention' that is not likely to create conflicts between faculties. The 

academic calendar and timetable structure are described as a ‘deep’ 'techno-structural' intervention 

which takes place at an organisational level whereas communication and management are described as 

a 'strategic' intervention of medium ‘depth’ taking place at group and organizational levels. This way 

of categorizing the six sub-projects results in an illusion, which is far removed from the complexity 

which characterizes the change project. On the surface a 'medium deep' intervention appears to be 

easier to carry through than a 'deep intervention', but as the last section of this article will show, even a 

strategic task requires that someone responds in order to make a difference.  

 

Hayes distinguishes between interventions that seek to modify values and behaviour and concludes that 

an intervention to prove effective must act on both fronts (2002: 197). Retrospectively the administrator  

found that the change project had in fact aimed to change values as well as behaviour at one and the 

same time. Attempts had been made to change values through communication and leadership whereas 

behaviour was to be changed through the common time table. The experience related to introducing a 

common market was thus seen to support Hayes conclusion: 

 

In order to reach deep and real change in our multi-faculty university setting, we find it 

effective to work simultaneously with different types of interventions, different approaches 

and different targets using the sequence and the dynamics of interventions as a tool in the 

change process (administrator’s unpublished paper on the  change process).   

 

Hayes’s abstract model reduces complex processes of human interaction to a question of ‘levels’ and 

degrees of ‘depth’. The level of abstraction makes it impossible to explain the reasons why a ‘deep’ 

intervention might fail at one faculty whereas it proves successful at another faculty. In order to 
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understand these differences it is necessary to move from abstractions to detailed analysis of practice 

which involves individual actors with diverse interests. To draw on a model such as Hayes’ in order to 

understand (or plan) a large-scale change project is therefore unlikely to be helpful. Hayes three-

dimensional model certainly cannot explain the outcome of the process so far. 

In the management literature, communication is often understood to play an important role for 

successful change management (see Hayes 2002; Kotter 1996) and it is one of the themes discussed in 

change management courses aimed for administrative employees at the university. In a chapter that 

reviews the failure of planned change, Kotter warns that ‘Without credible communication, and a lot 

of it, employees’ hearts and minds will never be captured’ (1996: 9). He argues that it is crucial to 

communicate the vision behind any planned change (1996: 21). Looking back at how the vision of the 

common market was communicated to employees and students, there are indeed lessons to be learned. 

First of all the choice of vocabulary is worth considering. Market-related terminology is perhaps not 

the optimal choice when working within a university setting. The term ‘market’ is central to the 

project title and was also used in the strategy to argue for the necessity of the reform: 

 

Universities once attracted students from the local area, but today education is a rapidly growing 

market. The students 'vote with their feet' and increasingly look towards the institutions that can 

offer the best training and the most stimulating education (university strategy, my translation). 

 

As Danish universities are paid by the government for students’ education only when they have 

passed their exams (the so-called taximeter payments, see endnote 7) the universities in effect receive 

income to cover teachers’ salaries only in rears. The threat of losing students - and thus the taximeter 

payments  that are a prerequisite for retaining employees – might have been intended to create a sense 

of urgency that could function as a base to initiate the desired change. However, despite the implicit 

and very real danger of losing jobs, the market terminology is not likely to have the desired effect. If 

education is in fact reduced to a market many university professors are likely to feel alienated. 
 

Market-related ways of thinking were reflected in various articles published in university publications 

a year and a half before the common market was supposed to be implemented and they provide a 

splendid metaphor for what some of the members of the contemporary administration understand  a 

university to be. An article in the management’s monthly newssheet, in January 2008 presented the 

idea behind the common market in the following words:  

 

The university should be like a department store. The minute you enter the glass door, a world 

of possibilities opens up. One can freely choose whether to shop in the perfume section on the 

ground floor or in the toy section on the fourth floor (Newssheet 2008, my translation).  

 

One month later an article in the university paper carried the following headline: ‘The University ... 

will become a huge candy store with free choice on all educational shelves’. The journalist explained 

the management’s argument for change at the university  as follows: ‘Today there are lots of local 

rules and traditions, which hinder the students from freely choosing which candies they wish to put in 

the bag of education’.  

 

The comparison between courses and perfume or toys or candies is unlikely to get university staff to 

connect to the vision. The point is that university lecturers are deeply committed to their subject 

matter. Reducing their subject to a commodity is not necessarily the best way to keep their 

engagement with students, without which the university will cease to be. Some members of the 

administration are aware of this and they communicate in a manner more in tune with the employees. 

In a university newspaper independent of the management an interview with an administrator 

responsible for initiatives related to educational matters will serve as illustration: 
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It will not become a large candy shop allowing students to choose whatever they like. That 

would not benefit anybody. It is still necessary to focus on subject strength and on progression 

in the educational curricula  

 

It is thus tempting to explain why the implementation of the change project took so long with 

reference to a failure of communication. The question, however, is whether the common market 

would have been realised more quickly if only the communication department had had a better 

understanding of their audience. I doubt it. Even carefully planned communication is unlikely to have 

the desired effect if the employees feel that the content is ill-conceived.  

 
 

In a critique of change management, Grey writes that it ‘rests upon the conceit that it is possible 

systematically to control social and organisational relations ...’ (2003: 9). Grey here points to a 

fundamental problem in classic change-management theory, which has an instrumental understanding 

of organizations. The notion that a process of change can be devised and planned by a management 

team in isolation from the employees, and be 'implemented' does not account for the complexity 

which will always characterize an organization (see Wright 1994; Dobbin 1994; Grey 2003; Weick 

1993). Post-modern contributions to change management of which Hayes is one example present an 

eclectic approach which typically offers different models from which leaders can choose depending 

on their specific needs. However, eclectic approaches do not present a break with the idea that planned 

change is possible. Attention is still mainly directed towards input such as the character of 

interventions and the order of succession rather than the people involved in a change project.  It 

should therefore come as no surprise that the outcome of an invention is often far removed from the 

original intention. As the next section will show, actors respond in diverse ways depending on a range 

of factors of which social relations, the specific situation, their local environment and experience are 

just a few.  

 
'Implementation' in practice: from adjustment to explicit opposition 

The designation of an organization as complex does not tell us anything about what implementation of 

a plan involves. In what follows, I use a concrete example from one faculty as an analytical starting 

point. The top administration made decisions of consequence for the faculties but left it to the deans to 

decide just how the decisions could be ‘implemented’.  Considering just how different the faculties are 

culturally this is understandable. It is nevertheless problematic. It is taken for granted that the 

appointed leaders of the faculties have the skills needed to lead large-scale change projects although 

they might not have the relevant experience or educational background for that matter. In the 

following section I will scrutinize the negotiations that took place in one faculty between the Chief 

Administrator (CA) and the directors of studies (DoS) about the introduction of the academic calendar 

and the common time table.  

 

At the meeting between the CA and the DoS on 1st February 2008, the introduction of a common 

market was on the agenda for the first time. An attachment to the agenda was the call for a response to 

the plan for introducing a common market accompanied by an explanatory email sent by a faculty 

administrator.  

 

To give students greater freedom to organize interdisciplinary courses, the management team 

(rector, vice rector, deans, etc.) has decided to establish a common market from autumn 2009. A 

committee ... has worked hard [sic] to think through the options and make a proposal (my 

translation).  

 

With an extreme degree of detail, the proposed annual calendar and time table involved a complete 

reorganization of the teaching. The new structure was to be implemented within 18 months. The 

structure (somewhat surprisingly) allowed the faculties to choose between a semester and a block 
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structure which were adjusted in order to function together.  Courses in a semester structure might run 

over a period of 14 weeks and courses organized according to the block structure must be completed 

within a maximum of 9 weeks. The structure divided the working week into timeslots I, II, III, IV etc. 

All courses were to be organized according to these timeslots. The idea was that it would be easy for 

students to make a choice without encountering timetable clashes. A student of Biology for example 

who followed courses classified as I, II, and IV  in his own department had to chose a III course if he 

wished to follow a course elsewhere in order for the classes not to collide. Despite the fact that the 

management required all departments to adjust all their courses to the calendar and time table, this 

demand was not backed up financially. It was thus up to the faculties to decide whether they would 

invest in the reorganization. Only a few faculties decided to finance the organizational change. In the 

majority of faculties the time and effort involved in academics’ reorganising courses had to come 

from their research time. In addition to standardising the timetable, the directive specified the dates of 

the teaching, exam periods, and the holidays in the academic year. Lunch breaks were fixed at 12.00-

13.00 hours so as to allow students to travel between campuses.7  

The study boards,8 the departments, and the Academic Board9 among others were given a five 

weeks' deadline to submit their responses to the implementation plan. Apart from one, the study 

boards were all unequivocally critical of the plan. Political economy might well have played a role in 

the one study board which accepted the initiative. This study board has seen one of the departments 

that suffers from the taximeter system, a system which financially punishes departments which have 

students who fail their exams. The department in question in other words had a pecuniary interest in 

attracting students from other departments to increase their taximeter income. Apart from this, the 

department offered a course in collaboration with a department from another faculty and therefore 

would benefit from the common market.  

The critical study boards were first and foremost disconcerted that considerations about the 

coordination and standardisation of study programmes should take precedence over educational 

content and educational objectives. A repeated concern was that an adjustment of shorter courses to 

the block structure would make it more difficult for students to take in the subject matter due to the 

condensation of teaching. Secondly they were concerned about the logistics of implementing the 

changes within the given time frame. Thirdly they raised the issue that the very short exam period 

made it impossible to use certain forms of assessment which required more time - for example a 

written exam paper followed by an oral. Fourthly they mentioned the resources involved in adjusting 

the syllabus to the common market, academic as well as administrative. Fifthly they mentioned the 

large number of changes which were continually drawing on the resources of staff as well as the local 

administration. Examples were the introduction of thesis contracts,10 the mandatory signing up for 

exams,11 and a new grading scale (see Dahl et al. 2009). They recommended that if the management 

insisted on carrying through the plan for a common market, the time frame for its implementation 

should at least be extended by another year. Moreover they stressed the importance of flexibility and 

variations when necessary, in order to avoid compromising the quality of education. A couple of study 

boards moreover stressed that they did not see a need for a common market as their students already 

followed courses in other departments. On the basis of the comments of each study board, the faculty 

send a common response to the central administration of the university. Although the above points 

were mentioned in this document, the critical edge which characterised the responses from the 

majority of the study boards was significantly toned down if not left out entirely. Assuming that this is 

likely to have been the case at all faculties, this is significant. It means that the top management was 

cut off from knowing just how severe a criticism their plan raised. Below are two quotes from the 

response from one department’s study board, to give a flavour of the kind of critical language that did 

not get conveyed upwards from the faculty to the university leadership:  

 

It is of some concern as well as surprising that the management ... is willing to take a decision of 

this kind in isolation without having considered the relation between the benefit of this kind of 

initiative and the costs, not least of administrative character, which are related to carrying 
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through a bureaucratic task of this scale. The ‘common market’ will in fact move resources from 

teaching and research to administration (my translation).  

 

The study board is also critical of the language used in the proposal: 

 

Generally the proposal would have benefited from leaving out the empty and undocumented 

explicit and implicit postulates such as ‘the healthy and natural pressure of development’, ‘the 

synergetic effects’, ‘the positive relation between the freedom of choice and quality’, all of 

which appear to be founded on the ideological belief that market forces and ‘free choice’ 

automatically bring forth quality in education.  

 

The study boards and their departments thus advanced well-reasoned arguments why management 

should not go ahead with their plan for a common market, or why they should delay the date of 

implementation by at least a year.  

 

Six months later, the agenda for a meeting between the Chief Administrator (CA) and the directors of 

studies (DoS) contained an attachment which was the final guideline on the calendar and timetable 

structure. The submissions from the faculties had not in any way influenced the structure or the 

content, and the effective date was maintained. It is against this background of fruitless responses to 

the management’s consultation that the following detailed description of that meeting between the CA 

and the DoS should be read.  

 

The meeting, held on the 25th of September 2008, took place in one of the rooms designated for 

faculty meetings. The participants were placed around one end of a large table with the CA at its head. 

I draw attention to these details, because the formal setting, with its embedded political rituals of 

power and norms of acceptable behaviour influence the participants' behaviour (Foucault 1982). The 

CA introduced one of the items on the agenda by outlining the guidelines for the year and timetable 

structure set out in the pre-circulated attachment. She emphasized that she expected all study boards to 

adjust courses to this structure by the end of August 2009. After the briefing, the CA opened the 

discussion. The majority of the DoS reiterated the concerns raised in the previously mentioned 

submissions. There were personnel issues, as many staff and students had children and the 

university’s autumn holiday always coincided with the week when the schools were closed – but now 

the autumn break was moved to a different week. The new structure would be inconvenient for 

foreign exchange students as they would return too late to begin term in their home countries. There 

would be less time for research as traditionally there are no courses offered in January and lecturers 

generally have a little more time to concentrate on their research. Rather than repeating the problems 

already stated in her study board’s response to the proposal, one Director of Studies, Petersen,12  

simply stated that she did not intend to implement the academic calendar and time table structure: 'it 

will not be with me at the end of the table’. The CA replied jokingly to Petersen, that in that case she 

might have to reconsider her position because the implementation was not up for negotiation. Silence 

spread across the table. Neither Petersen nor the other DoS presented any more objections but as 

embodied social beings, who among other things understand one another through gestures (Merleau-

Ponty 1962: 185-869), the majority of the DoS left no doubt about their critical stance. The CA went 

on to the next item on the agenda. 

 

As part of the management team, it was the CA’s job to see that this social technology was 

implemented in the faculty whether she herself thought the plan and timings were appropriate or not. 

As a leader, she was free to choose how she would ensure that this happened. Unlike the centrally 

used strategy, the CA wisely did not try to create a feeling of necessity based on economics but 

articulated the technology as an indispensable requirement from the university management team. 

Nor, however, did she introduce any other themes which might have positively motivated the directors 

of studies such as, for example, the opportunity to develop new courses and teaching methods. In a 
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university culture that was otherwise characterized by self-motivation (Wright 2011) the CA depended 

on her right to lead. 

 

The incident when Petersen expressed overt opposition shows how resistance can potentially activate 

discipline (Foucault 1982). Foucault writes: 

 

... the exercise of power ... is a total structure of actions brought to bear upon possible actions; it 

incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult; in the extreme it constrains or 

forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless always a way of acting upon an acting subject or acting 

subjects by virture of their acting or being capable of action. A set of actions upon other actions 

(Foucault 1982: 220).  

 

As a form of power, disciplining will become explicit the moment resistance takes place.  

Interestingly the potential threat affects the space of action not only for Petersen but also for the other 

DoS. With her refusal to obey orders, Petersen broke the dominant norms of behaviour. The formality 

of the meeting implicitly defined how interactions could take place and thus enforced a specific 

behaviour. The moment the norms were broken with an ‘intransigent line’ (Goffman 1974: 62), the 

setting called for a sanction. It was therefore not surprising that Petersen’s resistance resulted in 

reference to her possibly losing her position. Then followed what Goffman terms a ‘situational 

withdrawal’ (ibid.), Petersen remained silent during the rest of the meeting and did not again express 

opposition to the project. Directly confronted with a potential threat, Petersen changed her strategy - a 

classic behaviour according to Goffman (ibid.). After this exchange none of the other DoS had 

anything to add, as already mentioned. The DoS are likely to have had different reasons for their 

silence. One explanation might simply be that they had already made their opinion clear. Another 

possibility is that some had taken note of what the consequences of resistance could be - at least that 

would explain the adjustment in their behaviour that characterized the next meeting.  

 

The minutes of the meeting are just a record of decisions and do not contain a summary of the 

discussion. Therefore the minutes do not reflect that the meeting was marked by opposition to the 

introduction of a common market. The record only mentions that it was decided to establish a 

procedure by which the DoS had to report every three months on the progress of implementation. 

Such an arrangement to record only decisions rather than to summarise the discussion is often justified 

on the grounds of saving time and effort. The decision, however, presents an act of ‘indirect power’ 

with implications for future actions. Should anybody read the minutes at a later stage, they will have 

no reason to believe that the introduction of a common market was met with overt opposition. 

 

At two meetings during the following year, when the common market was not on the agenda, a 

relatively inexperienced DoS, Hansen, brought up her concern that the structure might result in a 

reduction of learning for students. With one exception, neither the CA nor the other DoS commented 

on the problem: they simply let it hang in the air. For this reason there was never a thorough 

discussion of the educational consequences of the management’s plan.  

 

Analytically the silence of the CA and that of the DoS are of two kinds. The silence of the CA in 

relation to Hansen is to be expected as a consequence of the formal set up where only items on the 

agenda are discussed. The CA does not have to explain why she does not respond to questions about 

didactics raised by a DoS who has little experience of the games of negotiation. Her silence simply 

confirms the expectations already embedded in the formal meeting. One might have expected the 

other DoS to respond to a question related to didactics.  A focus on strategic interaction, however, 

offers a possible explanation for this silence. The meeting can be seen as a ‘stage’ (Goffman 1959) on 

which the people participating perform. On the ‘stage’ the DoS must obey their leader's instructions, 

while the CA must crack down on any opposition. Behind the ‘scene’, however, they might act 

differently. Here the DoS have to take account of local conditions and practices amongst their 
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colleagues and they do not necessarily welcome the changes planned by the management. It follows 

that what the DoS does in practice can be very different from how he or she presents them officially. 

As long as their actual practices are not brought up on ‘stage’, they are unlikely to result in a sanction. 

The DoS in other words engage in what Goffman refers to as ‘secondary adaptation’, a practice that 

does not directly challenge the leadership (2001: 52-53). The repeated questions of Hansen possibly 

implied a risk for some of the other participants in the meeting who in a discussion of praxis might 

well disclose that they had not actually implemented the new technology.  

 

At the last meeting concerning educational matters in 2008, the Chief Administrator (CA) wished to 

ensure that the process of implementing the new technology had started and asked each individual 

director of studies whether the calendar and time table structure was fully implemented in their own 

department. Everybody confirmed with a 'yes' and thus was able to continue their ‘secondary 

adjustment’ without risk of detection. This behaviour should not come as a surprise. In his discussion 

of accountability in public management in Britain, Amann points out the similarities to the central 

planning regime of the former Soviet Union. In both cases leaders were very distant from those 

implementing their plans, and accountability was through second order reporting rather than direct 

contact with what was going on ‘on the ground’. His description of how Soviet bureaucrats dealt with 

huge administrative pressure to live up to performance expectations also bear an uncanny familiarity 

for anyone who has been part of administrative processes at public institutions in Denmark. Amann 

writes: ‘Recognising that performance indicators were so numerous that many were in conflict and 

could not be achieved, they discovered semi-legal ways around formal rules; ... they were adept at 

tactical deference, bluffing, deception ... All these were essential survival systems (Amann 2003: 

471). My point in describing this kind of ‘game’ (ibid.) is that the CA and other leaders in the current 

culture of public management are cut off from the reality of their employees. Leaders have to submit 

reports which reflect an imperfect knowledge of reality but nevertheless document that performance 

targets have been met.  

 

Two and a half years after the academic calendar and time table structure should have been 

implemented, only some of the study boards had adapted parts of their teaching to the common 

market. Others had not implemented any aspects of the social technology. This was evident, for 

example, on the home page of one department that showed that the week of the autumn holiday had 

not been changed.  

 

It is striking that study boards, DoS and the local departments, apart from Petersen’s single protest and 

Hansen’s repeated questions described above, kept silent when their critique was ignored by the 

management. To understand this it is important to remember that Denmark has had a strong cultural 

tradition for consensus-seeking behaviour (Goldschmidt 1992). As illustrated above one should not, 

however, confuse silence for acquiescence. Closing down opposition will simply move alternative and 

oppositional ideas to a life off stage.  

 
Local rationales for particular positions in relation to the social technology 

 

The concept of culture I espouse ... is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, with Max Weber, 

that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be 

those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law 

but an Interpretive one in search of meaning. It is explication I am after, construing social 

expressions on their surface enigmatical (Geertz 1973: 5). 

 

The previous section gave an insight into the concrete negotiations at a specific faculty over the 

introduction of a common calendar and time table structure. It offered an impression of what the 

abstract term complexity might mean in practice. The following section further explores the 

complexity involved in introducing a common market by uncovering structures of local significance 
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and their background in specific academic environments. If one sees the behaviour of the Directors of 

Studies (DoS) as symbolic actions, it follows that the important question, apart from what the 

involved parties say and do, becomes why they do what they do.  

 

 

The problem with ... a no-nonsense approach to things, one which extracts the general from the 

particular and then sets the particular aside as detail, illustration, background, or qualification, is 

that it leaves us helpless in the face of the very difference we need to explore... [it] does indeed 

simplify matters. It is less certain that it clarifies them’ (Geertz 1995: 40). 

 

On the basis of their particular experiences, the DoS in question participate in what can be seen as a 

struggle for gaining influence over the interpretation and practical execution of the common market. 

Analytically I distinguish between three positions, which I term ‘the pragmatist’, ‘the appropriator’ 

and ‘the opponent’. My purpose here is to understand what might have motivated the actions of 

people in these three categories and this requires that we take ethnographic details seriously, the point 

Geertz makes in the quote above.  

 

The pragmatist  

A few lecturers with responsibility for curricula development have adapted optional courses to fit the 

year and time table structure. The degree of adaptation varies from minor adjustments to more 

fundamental rethinking of what is required to ease collaboration across faculties. In these cases, the 

director of studies has dealt pragmatically with the task of implementing the common market, 

ensuring that cooperation between the department and the faculty is unproblematic and the department 

more or less lives up to the demands of the new social technology.   

 
The appropriator 

The term ‘appropriator’ captures the fact that employees interpret policy directives and in that process 

adjust them to their own interests (Levinson and Sutton 2001: 3). The appropriator in this context is 

part of a department characterized by an ability to see opportunities, whether for research or 

educational development, and by a willingness to work diligently to realize these opportunities for 

professional development. The dynamic approach has its origin in a strong professional identity, a 

shortage of basic funding and a feeling of being threatened by larger and more powerful departments. 

Against this background, it is hardly surprising that the directive prompted a more radical 

restructuring of the organisation of the relevant courses in this department to adjust them to the new 

structure. Did the DoS simply ‘flow with the current’ (Bundgaard and Gulløv 2008), a phrase which 

refers to players who, without reflection, do what they have been asked to do? Such an interpretation 

would ignore the local structures of significance that informed the practice of the DoS in question. For 

a long time before the directive, the department had been continuously discussing how teaching could 

be organised in a way which would give sufficient time for research. The DoS saw the calendar and 

time table structure as an opportunity to improve the conditions for research-related activities and 

accordingly appropriated the directive which, regardless of its intended purpose, was used to serve 

local interests. 

 
The opponent 

The oppositional position must likewise be viewed in the light of local structures of significance. The 

opponent and her colleagues share a history marked by major upheavals that are likely to have 

reinforced the academic staff's identity as the critical voice of society - and now also of the university. 

This group of academics chose to focus on its traditional curriculum and on the research tradition that 

is at the core of their teaching activities. The organization of teaching and the distribution of activities 

related to teaching have remained largely unchanged. In this kind of professional environment a 

directive to introduce a centrally determined calendar and time table structure is likely to be met with 

resistance. It is against this background that we must understand Petersen’s position of opposition. 
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These examples illustrate that managers who plan change processes in an organisation such as a 

university, which has a strong tradition of self-motivation when it comes to work, have to keep in 

mind the importance of professional identity - the university's lifeblood. From a managerial 

perspective this raises the question whether it is possible to manage a process of change in a manner 

which grants professional identity a decisive influence on the process without being pushed entirely 

off course.  

 
Concluding remarks: improvisational leadership without going off course 

All great change processes take time, and in that perspective, the three years that have passed since the 

common calendar and timetable were first introduced at the university is a short time span. Although 

inexpedient timing and a hurried implementation have caused frustration and outright opposition, the 

issue of time cannot alone explain why the common market does not function at some of the faculties. 

At three different organizational levels – the central administration, faculty meetings and local study 

boards -  this analysis has provided insights into elements and dynamics which in different ways have 

contributed to the uneven progress at the different faculties.  

 

Communications that use market-inspired terminology coupled with an attempt to establish a sense of 

urgency using the threat of declining taximeter funding, have proven unsuccessful in getting the 

university's academic staff to connect to the initiative. In a discussion of how it is possible to lead 

experts, Hein argues that it is necessary to exercise a shielding leadership: ‘there is often a huge 

conflict between economics and subject matter, and too much focus on economics and administration 

will cause [the expert] to doubt that they have deposited their life's blood into the right hands' 

(2009).13 The management, in other words, risks alienating their most important resource, staff, if 

their reasoning is based on economics. Most importantly, however, the top management has focused 

their attention on designing the overall plan. The extremely difficult task of involving employees in 

the change project has been left to the faculties without making sure that the people responsible are 

able to manage a change project of this scale. 

 

At the faculty level, we have seen how the CA is also entrapped in the organizational logics that are 

characteristic of the university. 'Formal power' Hein writes, ‘does not work with [academics]. One 

only has the power that others give you, and leadership must therefore be based on the authority the 

head is given by the employees' (ibid.). The joking reference to the possibility of Petersen losing her 

position ultimately only illustrates the powerlessness of a leader who feels obliged to try to force 

through measures the academic staff perceives as professionally inappropriate and wasteful. This fact, 

even the hierarchical leadership that has replaced the traditional university autonomy, cannot change. 

Management in other words has its limits in an organisation such as the university. 
 

Directors of studies at the University have traditionally been academic rather than administrative 

leaders. Their close relation to their academic subject means that many will only be supportive of a 

change process if they can see a relevant educational purpose. The pragmatic position is based on an 

interest in initiatives which will improve conditions of collaboration across faculties and student 

exchange more generally. The position of appropriator was grounded in the need for colleagues to 

acquire more time for research. The director of studies who adopted the position of opponent came 

from a department which had painful experiences which told them that initiatives from above often 

had dreadful effects on their academic environment. Against this background, it is to be expected that 

the DoS will work against rather than with the common market.  
 

These different systems of meaning construed in relation to specific aspects of the organization, call 

for improvisation as the way to lead a change process in the general direction of the intended goal, 

rather than fixing on a narrow target (see Weick 1993; Borum 1995: 115-126). This is an alternative to 

'implementing' the kind of radical organizational redesign that the calendar and time table structure 
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represents through the use of coercion. Borum calls for an improvising leadership based on a guided 

but democratic process (Borum 1995: 26). By this he means a creative behaviour, using whatever 

means are available, such as for example the energies of the people involved. In the case where the 

actions of the DoS were all grounded in their specific academic environments, a management which 

took an improvising approach to leadership would be supportive of the pragmatist  as well as the 

appropriator in order to see what both positions might bring. This is a way to lead through self-

motivation, which involves making the best of opportunities in the organization which are not 

necessarily already recognized. In Juelskjær’s terms, this is a form of leadership which ‘leads the 

potential’ (Juelskjær et al. 2011: 20). By choosing this form of leadership a competent university 

management may even have a realistic hope of influencing the direction of the organisation.  
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1 This council and its parallel council of research advise the rector on issues related to education and research. 
2 The other five projects dealt with a common model for describing education programmes and  courses; a common course 

data base; a common development cycle for developing new education programmes; a model for sharing revenues when 

teaching across faculties; and finally a focus on communication and leadership. 
3 I use social technology as an analytical concept, which as formulated by Jöhncke, Svendsen and Whyte (2004) 

encourages one to see the relationship between technology rationales and their practical consequences in social contexts. 
4  ECTS stands for the European Credit Transfer and accumulation System. The system aims to make teaching and 

learning in higher education transparent across Europe: ‘The system allows for the transfer of learning experiences 

between different institutions, greater student mobility and more flexible routes to gain degrees’ 

(http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc48_en.htm). 
5 The Danish taximeter system was introduced in 1994. The standardised taximeter payments are allocated only when a 

student passes an exam. There is a distinction between ‘wet’ subjects (natural sciences) and ‘dry’ subjects (the arts and the 

social sciences) where the former receives more than double the amount of the latter for exams equalling 60 ECTS. For a 

discussion of the consequences of funding by the Ministry being entirely based on output payments see Wright and Ørberg 

(2008). Although the unequal division of resources at KU reflects the general funding in Denmark, it is within the power 

of the top administration to change the internal KU budget, if they want to benefit the   financially more vulnerable 

faculties (the arts).  
6 I here draw on the distinction Shore and Wright make between ‘democratic’ and ‘authorised’ ideas of policy (2011: 21).  
7 The central administration has not yet specified how many ECTS credits students are allowed to take outside their own 

departments. This is determined by the local study boards and varies from subject to subject.  

 
8 Each education programme is governed by a study board. Members of a study board consist of elected associate 

professors and students who represent one or a number of subjects. They determine educational content within the 

regulations specified by the ministry. The head of the study board might or might not be the director of studies. 

 
9 According to Danish law a university must have an Academic Council. Depending on the level, an Academic Council 

consists of the rector or the dean, academic staff and students. The Academic council comments on the rector’s/director of 

education’s internal distribution of funds as well as plans related to research and education. 
10 Since Spring 2007 students in Denmark have had to sign a thesis contract in order to have a thesis supervisor. According 

to the contract the thesis must be completed within six months. It is possible to apply for two extensions of the contract 

each of  three months. Previous to the introduction of thesis contracts it was not uncommon for students of the arts and 

social sciences to work on their thesis for several years. 
11 When signing up for a course students will automatically be signed up for the course exam. Prior to 2008 it was up to 

the student to decide whether he or she would take an exam.  
12 All names are pseudonyms.  
13 Hein distinguishes between different kinds of employees and one she calls ‘primadonna’. I find this term misleading but 

her point, that leaders cannot expect to engage deeply committed dancers by referring to economic and administrative 

issues,  is of broader relevance to academics employed at a university. 


