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 Responsible Organisations

Responsibility has become a catchword in all organisations, and it has 
become commonplace for business organisations to stress their responsi-
ble position and behaviour. The key areas of their attention tend to 
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include responsibility for the environment, social responsibility, financial 
responsibility, as well as quality and sustainability issues. The aim is to 
shape a sustainable future for business and operations and to show that 
investments in the area serve good purposes not only in terms of profit 
for stakeholders (as in business organisations) but also in a broader social 
and ecological sense.1

The term ‘responsible’ has different meanings and connotations 
depending on the individuals or organisations involved, their immediate 
geographical, cultural and political contexts, as well as historical periods. 
According to Webster’s (1994) dictionary, the term includes connota-
tions of both (a) being accountable for external powers or stakeholders 
for one’s decision and actions and (b) containing the capacity for one’s 
own (moral) decisions, rational thought and action. In other words, if 
forced, a person could not be held responsible for the outcomes. There is 
also a connotation of the responsible actor being reliable or dependable. 
Synonyms for responsible include accountable, amenable, answerable 
and liable, whereas antonyms include irresponsible, non-accountable and 
unaccountable.2 Higher education institutions (HEIs) presently make up 
a large proportion of national gross domestic products (GDPs) and their 
activities affect many people, including staff, students (and parents), 
employers and other stakeholders. This impact is particularly so in sys-
tems like those in the Nordic countries with high participation rates and 
significant investments in research. These investments come with expec-
tations. HEIs are expected to contribute to the development and resil-
ience of societies. They are supposed to provide students with high-quality, 
relevant education, useful in both short term and over time. They are also 
producers of knowledge, supposedly with an impact on the cultural, 
social, political, technological and economic development of our societ-
ies. Societal demands are thus high, and rightly so, which is shown in an 
increasingly active debate on higher education (HE) and research.

This volume deals with the notion of responsibility and its relation to 
HEIs, in particular publicly run and funded universities. Our examples 
are mainly from the Nordic countries, which are often considered as 
responsible societies in many ways, for instance, with respect to account-
able governments and transparent institutions (Hilson 2008). However, 
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our aim is also to provide insights and lessons for the sector as a whole. 
Given the broad use of the term responsibility, it is no wonder that 
higher education institutions also feel the need to show that they are 
operating in a responsible manner. We can identify several reasons for 
this desire to portray sound operations. First, there appears to be a 
broad awakening to environmental issues, such as climate change, and 
other global challenges (Johnsen et al. 2015). Universities are key play-
ers in providing new knowledge; hence, it is easy to conclude that they 
can play a role in overcoming such challenges (Greu et  al. 2017). 
Kaldeway (2018) noted that ‘grand challenges’ have become a domi-
nant theme in scientific discussions and funding schemes in the twenty-
first century. Universities are perhaps the organisation best positioned 
to answer issues in need of systematic and long-term thinking and 
enquiry on any matter. On the other hand, due to their strong social 
embeddedness (Ramirez 2009), universities tend to take over responsi-
bilities for various kinds of social problems,3 perhaps even when they 
lack the means and measures for promoting such goals. Second, all 
fashionable concepts and movements tend to spread and produce nor-
mative pressure for other fields and operators, thus contributing to the 
broadening of the use of the concept, both insofar adoption as well as 
adaptation (Beerkens 2010). Third, we can identify a long-term, exter-
nal increase of accountability and numerous responsibilities on univer-
sities (Hazelkorn et  al. 2018), also in the Nordic countries (Hansen 
et al. 2019; Pinheiro et al. 2019). The expectations on ‘responsibility’ 
by universities from multiple stakeholders appear to have persisted 
(Bok 1982; Neave 2002), but the manifestations and expectations for 
solutions in reaching ‘responsibility’ in higher education seem to have 
changed. In different eras, there have been different assumptions as 
regards how higher education provides society with public goods 
(Kekäle et  al. 2017); with more recent developments (from Europe) 
emphasising the instrumental role of universities in directly tackling 
social issues such as economic development and climate change 
(Maassen and Olsen 2007). The ongoing discussion on university 
responsibility, amongst policy and academic circles alike, goes well 
along with these external pressures.

1 Responsible Universities in Context 
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 The Responsible University: A Concept, Its 
Relatives and Its Opposites

The university is not a monolithic single institution, but rather best 
described as an array of multiple, complex and loosely coupled structures 
(Pinheiro and Young 2017). The term ‘multiversity’ (Kerr 2001) has been 
used as a way of characterising the various, sometimes conflicting, func-
tions and roles that modern university systems address (see also Castells 
2001). A number of concepts pertaining to the social role of HEIs can be 
found in the literature. Like firms, HEIs have started to act in novel, 
entrepreneurial ways aimed at gradually reducing their dependence on 
state funding, which amongst other aspects includes adopting market- 
like mechanisms (Etzkowitz 2001). Entrepreneurial universities take risks 
in combining old identities with new structural features such as strength-
ening their decision-making structures and bridging their core functions 
with the outside world (Clark 1998). This contrasts with the notion of 
the ‘civic university’ where social engagement is intrinsically linked to 
teaching and research as well as conceived as an institution-wide activity 
providing academics with a sense of purpose (Goddard et  al. 2016). 
Similarly, Benneworth (2013) and Watson et  al. (2011) refer to the 
‘engaged university’ as one where academics and managers take a promi-
nent role in addressing critical issues facing its surrounding communities 
within the context of social justice and moral responsibility. These range 
from poverty and social exclusion (inequality) to help in tackling envi-
ronmental hazards.

More often than not, the aforementioned social challenges best resolve 
in the form of multiple interdisciplinary collaborations and close collabo-
ration with various stakeholder groups, along the lines of the ‘Mode 2’ 
university (Harloe and Perry 2004). The concept of the ‘triple helix’ has 
been popular amongst policymakers and university managers alike as a 
way of conceiving of mutually beneficial interactions between HEIs and 
public and private actors (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 2000). In Europe, 
the so-called knowledge triangle has emphasised the importance of the 
social impact derived from HEIs’ activities, by strategically articulating 
the core functions of teaching and research with innovation and 
 engagement as emergent tasks for all HEIs (Maassen and Stensaker 
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2011). Finally, North American authors have stressed the important’moral’ 
role played by universities (Berube and Berube 2010), through teaching 
and youth socialisation, in the context of broader social justice and wide-
spread societal transformations, ranging from gender equality to human 
rights to racial tolerance to social mobility, and so on. More recently, the 
rise of fake news in tandem with post-truth, anti-elite and anti-expert 
knowledge regimes (Nichols 2017; Peters et al. 2018) are challenging tra-
ditional conceptions of what counts as legitimate knowledge, putting 
additional pressures on universities to proactively respond in accordance 
to their enlightenment and democratically inspired ideals.

Trust towards public institutions and elected officials are good indica-
tors against which to assess the broader social and political climate in 
which universities, despite their global outlook and orientations, are 
closely embedded and expected to answer. Recent studies from the US 
show that in 2018, a mere 48% of adults expressed confidence in higher 
education, down from 57% in 2015 (Inside Higher Education 2018). In 
the Nordics, annual polls surveying HEIs and their activities still show a 
high level of confidence towards university employees. Similarly, recent 
public polls in Norway and Sweden reveal relatively high levels of trust 
towards research and higher education researchers, but there is some evi-
dence that this faith is also changing (Science Nordic 2018; VA-barometern 
2018/2019), and thus it should not be taken for granted. Responsibility 
is also related to the opposite, that is, to be irresponsible in the meaning of 
not behaving with honesty, integrity and decency. Throughout the twen-
tieth century, North American research-intensive universities were the 
subjects of widespread criticism for their proximity to the industrial, 
military establishment and (indirect) contribution towards the various 
war efforts (Geiger 2009). Such developments shed further light on the 
classic cultural rift within academia, between the natural sciences and the 
social sciences and the humanities (Snow and Collini 2012), with the 
latter being more critical towards society in general, including external 
funders such as industry. Earlier inquiries suggest that ‘applied’ fields are 
more prone to collaborate with external stakeholders when compared to 
more basic ones, who tend to be more inner-oriented (Becher and Trowler 
2001); yet empirical support for this claim, over the years and across 
countries, is contested (cf. Pinheiro et al. 2017).

1 Responsible Universities in Context 
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However, the concept of responsibility also needs some problematisa-
tion. In some cases, the opposite—being irresponsible—effectively cre-
ates an antidote. There are numerous examples to be found in the media, 
including several eye-catching cases that have surfaced in the Nordic 
countries, which challenge the traditional image of trustful Nordic wel-
fare societies with a low level of corruption and deliberate misbehaviour. 
Probably the most well-known was the Macchiarini affair at Karolinska 
Institutet in Sweden. Paolo Macchiarini was the Italian former star sur-
geon who made international headlines when he implanted artificial 
windpipes into patients but later encountered serious scientific miscon-
duct charges involving fatal consequences (Abbott 2016). Other cases of 
made up experiments and tests have been revealed as well, with for 
instance the research at Uppsala University on how fish were affected by 
plastics, initially published in Nature and internationally recognised 
before the fraud was proven (Nature 2017).

Conceptions of what is responsible and what is not also change with 
time and place. In disciplinary fields like philosophy, the distinction may 
be especially difficult to make. That is why great tolerance has tradition-
ally characterised idealised conceptions of academia. The recent emphasis 
on short-term accountability and efficiency has set new external expecta-
tions, but the dynamics of human invention may not have changed 
accordingly. Being non-conformist and non-responsive concerning cur-
rent social expectations might bring long-term benefits and fruitful 
approaches, but significant innovations and breakthroughs have seldom 
been accepted overnight (e.g. gravity, electricity). Instead, these innova-
tions encounter considerable scepticism at the onset. There are critical 
research traditions aimed at social equity, in which uses of power and 
privileged positions face questioning in attempts to foster more just and 
equal societies. The concentration of resources may cut down the intel-
lectual and social areas which give meaning and prerequisites for living to 
many groups of people. Being irresponsible also can signal a sense of 
genuine autonomy from outside interests and strategic agendas (co- 
optation) and not being entirely politically correct and adaptive to all of 
these policies. For example, saying no to third stream/external funding 
(with perks attached), not adapting as easily as all the others, not being 
afraid to speak truth to power, and so on.

 L. Geschwind et al.
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 Responsibility as a New Thing?

The role of universities in society, both locally and globally, has been dis-
cussed since medieval times. In fact, universities have never been entirely 
autonomous or isolated from external demands. At the outset, they were 
deeply rooted in the Christian Church, not only with interlinkages 
regarding organisation and staff but also based on the kind of education 
provided. The main aim for a long period of time was to educate the 
clergy (de Ridder-Symoens 2003). During the late middle ages and the 
early modern era, universities contributed to the emerging state bureau-
cracy, educating civil servants to a growing group of clerks, scripters and 
other administrators. With the establishment of an administrative and 
judicial state bureaucracy supporting the King there was an increasing 
demand for educated civil servants. Consequently, law increasingly 
became a relevant subject area, while universities populated the newly 
established royal courts in European countries. In the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries also the medical sciences took further steps, albeit 
modern medicine had to wait until the early nineteenth century to 
emerge. Even more, the natural sciences prospered, in particular during 
the eighteenth century when the foundation formed for subsequent 
breakthroughs. Still, Divinity or Theology remained the noblest, highest 
ranked discipline, and the curriculum was dominated by works by the 
classic thinkers, with Latin as the lingua franca of the scholarly world 
(Huff 2017).

Not until the early nineteenth century did research become one of the 
main tasks for university professors, landmarked by the foundation of the 
University of Berlin in 1810 by Wilhelm von Humboldt (Östling 2018). 
This crucial transition from one university type to another was related to 
growing and shifting demands from the Prussian state and what became 
perceived as a university sector in decline. However, the introduction of 
research and research-based education was only one of the characteristics. 
Another was the idea of scholarly freedom and autonomy, even 
 detachment from contemporary societal issues. The nineteenth century 
was an increasingly problematic time for traditional universities to catch 
up with new demands from industrialisation and emerging capitalism. 

1 Responsible Universities in Context 
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Universities faced criticism for not being up to the task of educating the 
highly needed professional groups populating offices both in the public 
and the private sectors. At some universities, external pressure for respon-
sibility led to new faculties, sections and disciplines partially as a response 
to demands from employers (Wittrock 1993).

At a sector level, the responses from the old, established universities 
were not considered sufficient. Beginning in the late eighteenth century 
and continuing throughout the nineteenth century, several new higher 
education institutions came into existence, including those in the Nordic 
countries. One specific example included the technical universities focus-
ing on educating engineers for a growing industrialised society. These 
institutions include KTH Royal Institute of Technology and Chalmers 
University of Technology  in Sweden, Tampere Technical University in 
Finland, Denmark’s Technical University and Norwegian University of 
Science and Technology, NTNU in Norway. Other both public and pri-
vate universities opened as well, partly as a response to the existing uni-
versities’ perceived ability to be responsible. In the aftermath of the 
Second World War, higher education and research entered a new phase, 
with a key role in the development of modern welfare societies in the 
Nordic countries, orchestrated by a designated research and technology 
policy. During the 1960s, a new expansion wave took place, partly as a 
result of a much broader democratic movement (Pinheiro and Antonowicz 
2015), which opened up universities to a wider public (rising demand) 
and led to the foundation of a number of new HEIs. Some of these insti-
tutions represented a stronger vocational and local character. As a result, 
most of the Nordic systems entered the mass higher education phase in 
the 1970s (Trow 2000), supporting the widely shared belief (emanating 
from human capital theory, cf. Romer 1986) that public investments in 
education would be beneficial for society as a whole, alongside the idea of 
higher education as a policy instrument for the development and realisa-
tion of the ambitious goals set out by the welfare state (Ahola et al. 2014). 
Many of the new institutions developed different, distinct profiles than 
those of the existing universities, as a response to changing demands from 
society. This period was also the time when binary sectors composed of 
universities and other types of HEIs were introduced in some countries 
and considered in most, for various reasons (cf. Kyvik 1981, in the case 
of Norway). The expansion of the system with a growing student and 
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faculty body, and new institutions embracing, for instance, ‘interdiscipli-
narity’ changed the geography of higher education and research (Kyvik 
1983). The establishment of universities and university colleges across 
domestic regions also meant that they became increasingly embedded in 
regional development, for example, as engines of economic growth 
(Pinheiro et al. 2018).

The last decades, starting with another wave of expansion in the 1990s, 
have also meant the introduction of new governance ideas in the sector 
(Neave and van Vught 1991). Still, higher education and research are 
heavily relying on the public purse for funding and for regulation. 
However, the former central steering method has been replaced by more 
formal autonomy and ‘steering from a distance’ in relation to goals (see 
e.g. Degn and Sørensen 2015). This changing social contract between 
higher education (HE) and society, brokered by the state, also meant the 
opening up of the university to a wide variety of strategic interests and 
demands from multiple stakeholders (Neave 2002). A related aspect of 
this changing social contract is the growing neo-liberal idea of a global 
market for universities where they collaborate and compete. This compe-
tition is measured by, and manifested in, for instance, publications, com-
petitive grants and world rankings (Geschwind and Pinheiro 2017).

 Global Policy Initiatives

HE has been recognised as an important sector for addressing global 
issues such as sustainable development (Gough and Scott 2008). At uni-
versities, responsibility can also be linked directly to the sustainability 
goals of the United Nations (UN). In 2015, the member states of the UN 
adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).4 This sustainability agenda 
deals with areas such as poverty, inequality, climate change, environmen-
tal degradation, prosperity, peace and justice. All the (17) goals are rather 
ambitious. For example, goal number 1 is to ‘End poverty in all its forms 
everywhere’. This goal is specified to ‘eradicate extreme poverty for all 
people everywhere, currently measured as people living on less than $1.25 
a day’ by 2030 and, at the same time, ‘reduce at least by half the propor-

1 Responsible Universities in Context 
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tion of men, women and children of all ages living in poverty’ according 
to national standards for poverty.5

These 17 goals could be a framework for universities working with 
issues of responsibility. Universities have already been called upon to take 
part in the fulfilment of the SDGs. ‘The Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network (SDSN)—Australia/Pacific’ has, for example, pub-
lished a guide to help universities and other higher education institutions 
to get started implementing and working with the SDGs. In the guide, it 
is made clear that universities have a key role to play in the fulfilment of 
the goals, ‘for the SDGs to be truly successful at a global scale, universities 
need to become champions of sustainable development and play a leading 
role in the implementation of the SDGs’ (SDSN Australia/Pacific 2017). 
Simultaneously, as functioning organisations, universities face a series of 
immediate challenges associated with the need to secure external funding, 
raise quality standards and compete on a global scale, which results in a 
new set of tensions and dilemmas regarding what functions and whose 
stakeholders to prioritise (Enders and de Boer 2009; Benneworth and 
Jongbloed 2010; for a discussion on the Nordics see Pinheiro et al. 2014).

Nordic higher education has been affected by the so-called 
Europeanisation of the HE space (Maassen and Musselin 2009). The 
2000 EU-driven Lisbon Agenda has had a profound effect on the instru-
mentalisation of the sector in securing policy goals—economic growth 
and innovation—with HE seen as a critical pillar for enhancing the com-
petitiveness of the region as a whole (Sørensen et al. 2016). As part of this 
process, and following the suggestions from the EU commission (Aghion 
et al. 2008), Nordic governments have embarked in a bold agenda aimed 
at modernising their domestic HE landscapes, including a strengthened 
focus on university-industry relations and the commercialisation of 
knowledge (Pinheiro 2015), in addition to mergers or amalgamations 
(Pinheiro et al. 2016). The establishment of a common European area for 
HE (Bologna) has enabled the diffusion of standardised practices across 
national systems, enhancing the convergence of structures, practices and 
procedures (Witte 2008).

Contemporary societies have several pressing issues to address. A broad 
yet concrete example is provided by the so-called global challenges (e.g. 
UN 2019) which are at the forefront of a contemporary ‘responsible’ 
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approach. They are challenging to solve (‘wicked problems’), but at least 
they are stable enough to be studied extensively through academic 
enquiry. However, seeing, for example, climate change only as an aca-
demic problem is insufficient; such problems are also political and practi-
cal, embedded deeply in our civilisation and our industrial way of life. In 
this respect, scientific solutions provide the basis for wider social, political 
and cultural changes that are required to address such complex problems. 
This basis for change, in turn, requires action, coordination and collabo-
ration across knowledge domains, sectors and types of organisations, 
making the emerging concept of ‘knowledge co-creation’ a rather appeal-
ing one amongst policy and managerial circles (Trencher et al. 2013).

Simultaneously, contemporary HE and research systems, not least in 
the Nordics, are still based on academic freedom as a core value (cf. Vabø 
and Aamodt 2008), that is, on the assumption and practices according to 
which individual scholars assumedly know best what is worth teaching 
and researching. This approach feeds a culture of trust amongst like- 
minded academic peers, providing the sustained motivation needed for 
achieving good results. Calls for increasing instrumentalisation, fiercer 
competitive pressures and closer ties with external interests, such as those 
of corporations, governments and funders, create new tensions and 
dilemmas associated with the need to continue to nurture professional 
virtues like communism, universalism, independent thinking, organised 
scepticism and disinterestedness aligned with the traditional ethos of sci-
ence (Merton 1973).

Responsibility is also an issue closely related to the so-called crisis in 
science (see, e.g. Saltelli and Funtowicz 2017). This crisis is a double 
crisis, with both exogenous and endogenous manifestations. On the 
one hand, it is a trust-crisis. The public seems to lose faith in science 
due to scandals and questionable scientific results stemming from, 
among others, scientific scandals and growing political and economic 
interference in the science system. On the other hand, the crisis is also 
an endemic crisis within the science system itself. Here, detrimental 
research practices and replication problems are at the forefront, in 
addition to unreflected ‘gap filling’ as a way of motivating research 
(Alvesson et al. 2017). Studies have shown that many scientific results 
cannot be reproduced by other scientists (Ioannidis 2005, 2014). This 
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leads to a waste of valuable time and funding resources—and can poten-
tially harm universities and the public’s trust in science. The causes behind 
the reproducibility crisis are many. Scientific misconduct in the form of 
Fabrication, Falsification and Plagiarism (FFP) is potentially very harm-
ful but relatively rare (Fanelli 2009). Therefore, increasing focus has been 
directed to more widespread detrimental practices; so-called Questionable 
Research Practices (QRPs) such as p-hacking, selective citing, lack of 
transparency of methods, and so on (Steneck 2006; Bouter et al. 2016). 
We still know very little about the root causes of these practices, but pub-
lication and funding pressures, as well as the absence of internal quality 
control, amongst others, seem to be some of the causes. In Europe and 
elsewhere new projects are emerging designed to better understand and 
deal with FFP and QRPs. In these projects, emphasis is often put on 
Research Integrity (see, e.g. EU funded projects such as SOPs4RI: 
‘Standard Operating Procedures for Research Integrity’, VIRT2UE: 
‘Virtue Based Ethics and Integrity of Research’, or EnTIRE: ‘The Embassy 
of Good Science’). ‘The European Code of Conduct for Research 
Integrity’ (Allea 2017) is a central policy document in this regard. Further, 
at the national level, some European countries have made their own codes 
of conduct to strengthen research integrity (see, e.g. the Danish Code of 
Conduct: Ministry of Higher Education and Science 2014).

Another interesting example of an emerging discussion on responsibil-
ity is the concept of Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI). The 
latter has become a key term within the European Commission and has, 
since 2011, been part of the EU’s seventh research framework programme 
and the more recent Horizon 2020 (Owen et al. 2012). RRI builds on 
the two previous framework programmes’ idea of socio-technical integra-
tion and has, according to Owen et al. (2012, 757), three key dimen-
sions: First, it puts emphasis on ‘science for society’, that is, it focuses on 
the ‘right impacts’ or that science delivers what society needs. Second, 
there is an emphasis on joining science with society: Science should 
evolve with the surrounding society. Here, increased institutionalised 
responsiveness becomes vital. Third, the concept’s bridging of responsi-
bility with innovation and research aims at stimulating actors within the 
field to reflect more critically on their roles and responsibilities as knowl-
edge producers, co-creators and policy advisors.

 L. Geschwind et al.
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 Putting Responsibility Into Practice

We have noted an overall external pressure for increasing accountability 
or responsibility for universities. Such pressures are buffered and pene-
trated through academic ‘filters’, and the outcomes may legitimately, and 
in practice, vary over time and from place to place. To display this vari-
ance of outcomes, we turn to the seminal works of Becher and Kogan 
(1980) and Clark (1983). Becher and Kogan (1980, 10–20) divide the 
levels and structure of any higher education system as follows in this sec-
tion. What is crucial is that each of these levels contributes to outcomes 
of responsibility in the system, in the manner described:

 1. Central level (national and local authorities involved in planning and 
allocation of resources for HE). National governments, for example, 
may have their political priorities and tasks, which they may or may 
not back up with funding for their fulfilment. Such duties, such as 
life-long learning, inevitably bound resources and tend to rule out 
alternative possibilities for the use of these scarce resources.

 2. Individual institution as defined in the law (with instruments of gover-
nance and decision-making bodies). Many countries have undergone 
changes in university legislation in which institutional autonomy and 
accountability (responsibility) have been strengthened simultaneously. 
The institutions ought to profile themselves and create distinct strate-
gies with identified aims, as pertaining to ‘procedural autonomy’ 
(Schmidtlein and Berdahl 2005). Institutional funding often connects 
to the successful fulfilment of these aims. The latter tend to filter the 
work being done, so that specific issues receive more support and 
attention than others. What is more, accountability results focusing 
on ex-post evaluations provide an incentive for gaming, where what 
gets measured is what gets done (Figlio and Getzler 2006). Prioritising 
is needed, as Clark (1998, 131) notes: ‘universities are caught in the 
cross-fire of expectations’, as knowledge increases exponentially and 
external stakeholders voice their demands. No institution can do it all 
any longer but must identify core strengths and set strategic priorities. 
This activity, in turn, affects the ways in which the institution will be 
able to act responsibly.

1 Responsible Universities in Context 
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 3. Basic Unit (departments, school of study that has academic responsi-
bility). These units need to establish study programmes based on exist-
ing research and expertise. Given the deeply rooted and slow to build 
nature of such programmes, basic units cannot easily change their ori-
entation without slowly developing new expertise through research or 
recruitments.

 4. Individuals (teaching and research staff, administrators and ancillary 
workers). Academic contributions are strongly dependent on the com-
mitment and motivation of individual scholars (Höhle and Teichler 
2013). Since it may take 15–20 years to become an expert in a field, 
individuals and their research profiles tend to steer how responsibility 
is taking place. This aspect is highlighted by the considerable academic 
freedom expressed typically in legislation. For example, in Finland, 
this fundamental legislative freedom has not changed, although exter-
nal steering mechanisms and pressures for accountability have 
increased over time (Kekäle et al. 2017).

Clark (1983, 28) noted that academic activities are divided and 
grouped in two basic ways: by discipline and enterprise. Enterprise refers 
to different institutional levels. Disciplines guide research questions; they 
tend to maintain cultures and values, which gather similar-minded schol-
ars together (Becher 1981). Close interaction and cooperation tend to 
strengthen these values (Kekäle 2001). Since Gibbons et al.’s (1994) sem-
inal work, shedding light on new modes of knowledge production, much 
has been written on the value and challenges of multidisciplinarity, inter-
disciplinarity and transdisciplinarity in both teaching and scientific 
inquiries (Lattuca 2001; Franks et al. 2007). Still, a purely technical uni-
versity tends to be better equipped for dealing with specific research ques-
tions when compared to, for example, an Arts college or a comprehensive 
university. Undoubtedly, disciplinary traditions and orientations do affect 
the perspectives, inquiries and values pursued (Becher and Trowler 2001), 
which again filter the discussion on a given subject. Given the presence of 
such filters or structural barriers, we contend that rather broad and uni-
versalistic aims and outcomes regarding responsibility, as outlined in 
policy documents and the general media (cf. Aghion et  al. 2008), are 
challenging to realise. Instead, empirically, we are likely to assist the 
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emergence of local answers and models to particular (localised) manifes-
tations and interpretations of responsibility in the light of specific contex-
tual circumstances; time, place, people, problems, and so on. The aim is 
to highlight these in the empirical case studies composing the bulk of 
this volume.

Clark (1998) noted nearly 20 years ago that there was a widening 
asymmetry between environmental demands and the institutional capac-
ity to respond; today, this asymmetry has become even more pronounced. 
Academic excellence, social responsibility, global relevance and more 
responsiveness to emerging demands with fewer resources are expected. 
This demand, in turn, has led to mission overload with HEIs struggling 
to find a new balance between primary tasks (teaching and research) and 
secondary priorities emanating from the outside from a multiplicity of 
stakeholder groups (Enders and de Boer 2009). This situation is part of 
the changing social contract (within the last two decades) between HE 
and society, brokered by the state, with the latter being just one of many 
parties routinely posing new demands on HEIs (Maassen 2014). This 
phenomenon needs an assessment against the broader set of (new public 
management) government-led reforms targeting the public sector at 
large since the 1980s (Christensen and Lægreid 2011). These reforms 
have, inter alia, emphasised the role of market mechanisms, such as com-
petition and performance management, and resulted in the rise of effi-
ciency and accountability regimes; also in the realm of HE (Hazelkorn 
et  al. 2018), and including the Nordic countries as well (Pinheiro 
et al. 2019).

Contemporary debates surrounding HEIs’ third mission (of social 
engagement) have emphasised the role played by HEIs in the transfer of 
knowledge to society and firms, as engines for economic development 
and global competitiveness (Harding et  al. 2007), and/or bastions for 
revitalising the socio-cultural profile of cities, regions and states (Laredo 
2007). Studies have investigated the interplay between the third mission 
and the traditional core functions of teaching and research, with over-
whelming evidence suggesting higher levels of structural decoupling 
(Benneworth 2012; Pinheiro et al. 2018). The third mission has gained 
new momentum in the last decade, as HEIs look for ways to distinguish 
themselves in a highly competitive market place, including the quest for 
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new revenue streams and patrons (Pinheiro et al. 2015). Significant ten-
sions remain, not least when it comes to finding an adequate balance 
between local engagement/relevance and global excellence, even though 
the two are not mutually exclusive (cf. Pinheiro 2016).

 Higher Education in the Nordic Countries: 
Some Key Features

Nordic higher education has been the target of major governmental 
reforms in the last two decades. On the whole, these reforms have focused 
on strengthening the autonomy of institutions whilst at the same time 
enacting structural changes in the internal fabric of HEIs to foster effi-
ciency, accountability and excellence. Managerialist-related features have 
been at the top of the agenda, with a strengthened focus given to changes 
in the governance structures of HEIs as well as the introduction of 
performance- based mechanisms within teaching and research (Vabø and 
Aamodt 2008). Teaching quality and research (world class) excellence 
have also featured centrally, as part of a gradual but steady move towards 
an enterprise-like market-based model centred on rankings and global 
competition (Geschwind and Pinheiro 2017).

When result-oriented management appeared in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s in the Nordic countries, university budgets began to include 
performance-based funding. Furthermore, funders have requirements 
for research outcomes, which effectively steers projects towards these 
goals, what some have termed the rise of ‘strategic science regimes’ (Rip 
2004). Since the national legal frameworks regulating Nordic HE have 
been renewed to foster efficiency and accountability, quality assurance 
mechanisms have been introduced, structural development and mergers 
have been carried out, leadership practices have become less collegial and 
more leader-centred (Degn and Sørensen 2015; Pinheiro et al. 2019). 
There have been cascading reforms aiming at increasing relevance, 
accountability and efficiency within the given timeframe, leading (per-
haps) to mission overload. Financial steering and competition may 
increase research efficiency but the benefits appear to be only temporary  
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due to complex regulations by multiple funders, short-term agreements, 
the accumulation of research funding by academic elite groups, the so-
called Matthew effects (Kwiek 2018), and potential clashes with educa-
tional values and cultures (Auranen 2014).

Governments across the Nordic region have enacted a variety of reforms 
aimed at making HEIs more accountable for their own actions and more 
responsive to external demands and expectations. From an initial look at 
Norway, the 2003/2004 Quality Reform led to the establishment of a 
series of governance and leadership changes within HEIs, for example, 
performance-based management and external actors playing a key role at 
the board level. Likewise, the Bologna process and the creation of a 
national agency for quality assurance led to increased oversight, most nota-
bly for non-university institutions such as university colleges. A system of 
contracts came to the fore, changing the relationship between HEIs and 
the Ministry from one based on trust towards a more transactional arrange-
ment based on agreed-upon strategic goals and tangible outcomes. Societal 
engagement (‘formidling’) officially became a task for all HEIs, including 
the research-intensive (‘flagship’) universities such as Oslo, Bergen and the 
Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU). In 2015, and 
for the first time, the Norwegian government adopted a long-term 
(2015–2024) plan for research and HE, outlining the need to concentrate 
resources in areas of national strategic importance (seas, climate, health 
care, etc.) and as a means of securing world class research excellence on a 
global scale (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2015). Amongst other aspects, the 
report stresses the responsibility of the public sector, HEIs included, in 
helping tackling both local and global problems, which entails ‘a responsi-
bility for bringing their best experts forward’ (Ibid., p. 44).

In Finland, the most profound of the recent changes in HE policy is 
the new Universities Act (558/2009) of 2009. Although the act was a 
fundamental move, it can be seen to be well in line with the overall long- 
term development in HE and the university-society relationship: increas-
ing institutional autonomy, albeit within the framework of greater 
accountability (responsibility). Aarrevaara et al. (2009) reported that the 
essence of the reform is that the overall responsibility for improving the 
conditions of the division of labour will be transferred to the universities 
as they will become independent legal entities. According to the Ministry 
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of Education, the aim was to increase top international expertise, estab-
lish stronger and more effective higher education units, and improve the 
competitiveness of the university system with better professional 
management.

It is, according to the university law, the responsibility of universities 
in Denmark to ‘conduct research and offer research-based education at 
the highest international level within its academic fields’ (University Act 
2011). Further, the University Act states that universities also have an 
obligation to collaborate with the surrounding society, to contribute to 
the development of international collaboration, to contribute to promot-
ing growth, prosperity and the development of society. The university is 
also by law obligated to exchange knowledge and competences with soci-
ety and encourage its employees to take part in the public debate 
(University Act 2011).

Also, in the Swedish higher education legislation, there are references 
to responsibility. The steps taken towards increased formal autonomy for 
higher education institutions by reforms in 1993 and 2011 have accentu-
ated the need for responsible action. It reflects in the Higher Education 
Act that HEIs should collaborate with the surrounding society and 
inform these societies of their activities as well as work for research results 
to come to use. Furthermore, actions should be undertaken with the 
highest possible efficiency, effectiveness and quality as well as trustworthi-
ness and ethics. HEIs are also expected to contribute to a sustainable 
development and gender equality, provide international perspectives, and 
promote widening participation (Högskolelag 1992/1434).

In short, Nordic HEIs are faced with increasing pressures to be both 
responsive and responsible, and this volume is a first attempt to take 
stock of ongoing developments across the Nordic countries, including 
shedding light on key trends and tensions, trade-offs and dilemmas as 
well as illuminating possible ways ahead in the Nordic countries and 
beyond. Some of the contributions in this volume problematise the geo-
graphical dimension of higher education in its relation to responsibility: 
how can a university contribute to society in various contexts? Both the 
regional and global dimensions surface for discussion in empirical chap-
ters. Other contributions are more focused on how the core activities, 
research and education, are undertaken, for instance, in the form of so- 
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called co-creation of knowledge, interdisciplinarity or massive open 
online courses (MOOC) and publication strategies related to languages, 
in particular the role of English as the scientific lingua franca. Last but 
not least, the internal, organisational procedures and practices are under 
discussion, as in recruitment processes and various ‘irresponsible reper-
toires’, that is, how university management can find themselves in respon-
sibility dilemmas, potentially breaching the public value. Altogether the 
volume provides an array of examples of, and critical discussions of, the 
‘responsible university’, it challenges, opportunities, in particular in the 
Nordic countries, but also beyond.

Notes

1. See, for example, http://www.responsiblebusiness.com/.
2. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/responsible#other-words.
3. https://www.eairweb.org/forum.
4. https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/.
5. https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/poverty/.
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